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This is for Alexis Shotwell




The galleys were crucial for the defense of the fleet en route and the destruction of the Egyptian naval forces when they arrived. In later centuries these vessels would have been produced in the famous Arsenale.

—Thomas F. Madden, Venice: A New History

Water and marble and that silentness

Which is not broken by a wheel or hoof;

A city like a water-lily, less

Seen than reflected, palace wall and roof,

In the unfruitful waters motionless,

Without one living grass’s green reproof;

A city without joy or weariness,

Itself beholding, from itself aloof.

—Arthur Symons, “Venice” (1909)








CHAPTER1
TIRY



Aspect: Strength * Time of Day: Afternoon * Muse: Thalia Liberal Art: Rhetoric * Animal: Lion * Sphere: Moon Social Class: Artisan * Virtue: Fortitude * Species: Bauta

Description: A man with a face that is blank except for eyes and a jutting chin is lifting a house from where it has fallen on a lion. The lion is grinning.


1.

I woke that morning out of a dream where I was living in the hot little apartment above the tripe shop with Dimitri. We started living there before he got sick, and then I did. I didn’t have that many good memories of the place, because most of the time we were there we were both sick, and then he died, and after that I moved out to Nonno’s Island with Gina. Gina and Dimitri are both Venetian, and I’m Bauta, and I suppose that’s something I should say right out of the door, it says something about me that they’re both Venetian. That’s what I’m drawn to, that’s about it. There’s something about Venetians that’s exciting for me, the smooth skin, and the noses, and the hair over the smooth skin. They’re not furry all over their faces like Andomen and Gatti, but the amount of hair they have is just great. And their faces, yeah, the way their faces seem to show every single thing they’re thinking, the way they bend and wrinkle and curve up and down. I never get tired of looking at the way Venetians have emotions right there on the outside, not like our people, not at all. Bauta faces are just blank from forehead down to chin, our eyes are there, of course, but our noses and mouths are tucked away under our chins. Our faces are usually all one colour too, but mine is dark red with a little bit of golden dappling, which I like to think makes it less boring than most Bauta. But our faces don’t bend, and don’t show anything about what we’re thinking or feeling.

I don’t find all Venetians attractive, not every single Venetian, there has to be something more than just the physical. Dimitri was kind and funny, and Gina is clever and witty. But I’ve never been attracted to another Bauta, or to anybody who wasn’t Venetian. And all my partners have been Venetian, not that I’ve had that many, just four—that would be nothing for some Venetians. Dimitri used to tease me about it sometimes, and say I was unadventurous, but believe me, for a Bauta four is a lot. The fact is that Bauta are mostly monogamous, but because they tend to live in big kinship groups, and also because a lot of Bauta are actually genuinely difficult for non-Bauta to tell apart, other species don’t tend to know that about us. I say us, but only as a way of explaining that I’m not like that. I’ve had four partners, and if Gina dies or leaves the Serenissima, I’ll find another. But if I do, they’ll be Venetian, you can count on that.

Before Dimitri I was with a Venetian called Laura, and before her another called Pietro. Laura keeps a shop over on Heron Island now, with a Laodikan called Tesmin, selling cakes and bread. She’s not blighted, and there’s no hard feelings, she’s still a friend, we just moved in different directions. I don’t know where Pietro is; he was a sailor and his ship hasn’t been to the Serenissima in years and years. His ship was called Fortitude, and she had a figurehead of a beautiful Venetian in a helmet, and I’d look out for her arrival and then Pietro and I would meet up on the docks while she was tying up. He’d have leave for as long as she was in port, and we’d be together. I wasn’t much more than a boy back then, and he was only a couple of years older. He was my first love. He got me my first real job, as gondolier for a rich Venetian family, but I got fired after a while for running off to spend time with Pietro whenever his ship was in port. I hope he’s well and happy, wherever he is, and not at the bottom of the ocean with sea creatures crawling over his bones. We had such good times together.

To go back a little, because I’ve got ahead of myself, I should have said first off that I was born here in the Serenissima. My parents had a little stall selling wine and beer and pots of beans, in Campo del Limbo down behind Campo Colorato, near the boat-taxi stand. There’s a whelk stall there now, and their wine is sour, and they’ve got a blue awning, not the striped awning we used to have. It used to be my job to unroll it when we opened up in the morning. My mother died when I was still a little boy, giving birth to my sister. The baby lived and she died, and that’s just the way of it. It’s hard for Bauta to be born, that’s a fact, and part of the reason Bauta are so keen on kin and kinship and family sticking together. It means that if a mother dies and the baby lives, there’s other kin right there to take care of it, see. I was still in alphabet school when my mother died, big enough to see over a chair, but not big enough to see over a table. Her kin, her parents and brothers, the Shuona family, came over from Evia, where they’re based, it’s one of the islands far enough out in the lagoon you have to reach it with a boat, there isn’t a bridge. A boatload of them came over, uncles and aunts and cousins and my grandmother. They came as soon as they heard that my mother had died, and they asked my father to give them me and my sister so they could raise us. They said he couldn’t manage alone, not with two little ones.

It was strange, when they came, because they smelled like my mother, like kin, but they were all strangers, and I couldn’t read their blank Bauta faces. The only Bauta I was used to seeing were my parents; most of the other kids in the alphabet school I went to were Venetians and Andomen. I can remember even as a little child feeling both drawn to the Shuona and at the same time afraid of them. It was the same for them, of course, they both wanted us and feared us, we were and were not truly kin. They’d never come to visit us before because they disapproved of my mother’s liaison with my father. Even though my father was a Bauta, he was the wrong kind of Bauta for the Shuona. He came from the mountains of Cozar, and not from the Serenissima or anywhere on Denshado they’re connected to. Denshado is the name of the Bauta homeworld. For Bauta, the whole universe is about who you’re related to and what your connections are. Even though all the Shuona do is run a fleet of garbage boats, collecting the garbage from all over the Serenissima and taking it out to Evia to compost, they looked down on my father with his little bean stall in the harbour because he had no connections. I like to think my parents were like me, in a way, messing up their lives by loving the wrong people, or what other people say are the wrong people. They did love each other, I remember that. I remember how loving they were when they were together. They loved me too. They did their best to give me the best start they could. I don’t blame them at all.

My father didn’t want to give me up to the Shuona. He might not have, at the age I was, almost old enough to be a help to him with the stall. But then there was my sister, who as a newborn really did need aunts and cousins to feed her since she’d lost her mother. My grandmother promised him they’d do their best for us, and he thought they’d raise us better than he could manage on his own. They didn’t ever offer to take him in with us though, which they could have done, and even then I knew they could have. But he wasn’t good enough for the Shuona, never had been, and that meant I wasn’t either, because half my blood came from him and only half from my Shuona mother. After the Shuona took us, I only saw my father once more. He came out to Evia a little while afterwards to tell me he was going off to serve God, which is a thing we Bauta do sometimes when we haven’t got much of a family. And he didn’t, of course, not once my mother was gone, nobody but me and my sister, and he’d lost the two of us to the Shuona. They didn’t like him visiting even to say goodbye. So he did that, and then he went home to Cozar, which is a mountain range on Denshado. He was born in Cozar, and he must have had some kind of a kinship there, but he left them and came to the Serenissima at about the age where people would normally be marrying and settling down. But he went off back there, not to find his kin but to a monastery on a mountain there, he explained to me, leaving me here with my baby sister and the Shuona.

I should explain about Bauta names now, before it gets too complicated. Bauta have names for kinships, and individuals use those names with outsiders. So for example take Kreshun from the God’s Hotel blight group, who I’ll come to in a minute. Kresha is a kinship, and everybody of that kinship would be “Kreshun” to an outsider. So the Shuona are all Shunan, and my sister uses that name now, and all my cousins, because in the Serenissima everybody who isn’t a Bauta is obsessed with individual names and calling people by them seventeen times a day because they think they’ll fade away if other people don’t acknowledge them. I can tell you it doesn’t work like that, and I have told people this until the gold dapples on my face went pale, but they can’t believe it. Names aren’t so much; scent and presence are much more important.

It is possible for a person to fade away here, just like a forgotten coat fades away into the mist, don’t get me wrong. It can happen. It’s rare, because people pay attention to themselves and other people pay attention to them, and it’s attention that makes things stay put. But it can happen. Most usually it happens if they never see anybody and their own will isn’t very strong. But it doesn’t happen fast, and it doesn’t happen if you don’t get your name acknowledged every time you meet anybody, and especially you don’t have to recite a whole genealogical encyclopaedia just to say hello. So back on Denshado, where fading away isn’t any kind of option, I think Bauta don’t use names at all. Like a kinship has a name and you’d give that name if necessary, but it’s not necessary very often. Like you might be at a market with a load of squash from the farm, and you’d say you were from Shuona, and they’d call you Shunan in the market, and next time it might be one of your cousins who got the job of taking the produce in and they’d call her Shunan too. It’s only here that individuals need names all the time because the other species really want us to have them. So sometimes a Bauta will take a name, like in the market example, they might call themselves Squash Shunan and Horse Shunan or something like that, because the first one brought the squash and the second one came in on horseback. That’s a silly example, but you know what I mean.

Within a kinship Bauta people address each other exclusively by relationship, so we’re back to the genealogical encyclopaedia. (Gina’s got three different encyclopaedias. She loves them more than all her other books.) I’d call my sister “My sister” or “Dear sister” and my grandmother “Honoured grandmother” and my mother’s brother “Gracious uncle” and his wife “Honoured wife of my gracious uncle” and their son, who would be my own generation, “Loyal son of my gracious uncle” or if I wanted to I could be especially deferential or especially rude and say something like “Esteemed grandson of my honoured grandparents, would you like to come out to kick a ball around with me?” You can always use “cousin” if you’re not sure of the exact relationship, which I did a lot in my first while with the Shuona, because I was still learning who all those people were, though every single one of them knew who I was. I was the bastard half-kin they’d taken in out of charity. That’s what I learned first, before I learned who was which generation and what the proper honorifics were. I could always tell who was an aunt or an uncle and who was an aunt’s husband or an uncle’s wife, just by scent, but that’s pretty much all I had to go on at first. So if they needed to differentiate me from my cousins, it was “bastard” or “half” they’d say.

So I should be Shunan the same as my cousins and sister, and you’re wondering why I’m Tiry instead, right? And you’re thinking maybe my father’s kin were Tira or something and I chose that over Shunan when I broke away from them? But I never knew the name of his kinship. He and my mother called their little stand “Bauta Beans,” and other people called my father Beanie and my mother Shunan, and they called each other “Beloved,” and I called them “Mum” and “Dad.” The name I use, Tiry, isn’t the Bauta word for “bastard” either. I never want to hear that word again and I’m for sure not writing it down here. No, Tiry comes from Tirary, a Lindassi nickname for people who are into Venetians. It’s not rude, it’s more of a joke word. There used to be a bar called Tirary Paradise, back before the blight, run by a Venetian and a Lindassi. Lots of Venetians would go there, and they knew that other people who went there were there so we could look at the Venetians and maybe make friends. I used to go there whenever I had a coin for a drink, at first just to look. That’s where I met Pietro. He started to call me Tiry as a pet name, and I’ve stuck with it ever since.

Gina says it isn’t good to have a name that’s my sexual identity, she says like if I was into pigs would I call myself Pigfucker? And I say well, actually not many people know what Tiry means, because the proper word is Tirary. But anyway, I say, in any case I’d rather be called Pigfucker than Bastard. Or Shunan.

I hated my Shuona kin, in case that isn’t plain. They took me out to their island, where the constant sound is seagulls fighting over scraps of the waste they bring from the city and pile up into garbage mountains. They put me in arithmetic school when I was done with alphabet school, and after that I was tall enough to hold an oar so they thought I had enough schooling and could start working on the garbage boats with my cousins. As soon as I was anything like old enough to live on my own, I ran away from them. The one thing I did learn from them was how to row a boat. That was a useful skill to pick up, and that’s how Pietro could get me the job as a gondolier. Bauta are big on kin, and connections, but I don’t want anything to do with mine. My sister is married into the Oshera kinship. I don’t hate her, but I don’t go around trying to claim a connection either. My grandmother is dead, but my grandfather is still alive, last I heard. I’ve still got plenty of uncles and aunts and cousins on Evia if we cared to claim each other, which as a matter of fact we don’t. One cousin walked straight past me by God’s Hotel one time when I was coming out with Gina after a meeting. He could smell that I was kin as sure as I could him, even if he couldn’t remember me, but he went off, straight past us, not even looking. Disreputable people like me nobody wants to claim.

Of course, that’s why it was strange Kreshun coming out to Nonno’s, which is what I was starting to explain. That day, I woke from a dream of the apartment Dimitri and I shared, which stank of tripe. I like tripe fine, but living above the place felt like we were stewing in it ourselves. It was hot all the time too, but it was cheap, and the landlord, who kept the tripe shop, a Venetian, was a good sort, and didn’t mind that we were a Bauta and a Venetian, or that we didn’t earn high wages. Dimitri worked the docks, until he got too sick to work, and I worked in fish preparation out at Nonno’s, same then as now. It’s good steady work, and good hours, and you don’t have to think too much. And they pay you for the hours you work, so if you don’t turn up, you don’t get paid for those hours, and that’s all, no recriminations, not like being a gondolier when they want you on call all the time and kick up a stink if you’re not there. They even wanted me to sleep in the gondola in case they wanted to go out unexpectedly in the deep night. Gina writes for a news-sheet, and for that you do have to think a lot, but as I said, she’s clever. Three encyclopaedias clever, whereas when I moved in with her, I didn’t have any books at all.

Gina comes from Earth, which is what the Venetian homeworld is called. Some people call it Terra, but she says Earth is the proper name. She doesn’t actually come from Venice, which is the closest bit of Earth to the Serenissima, and is where Dimitri came from, and Pietro too. She comes from another place that’s farther away, and she says we shouldn’t really even call her a Venetian, though of course everybody does. I don’t really understand the out-worlds and how they work. I’ve never been to one. I know they’re full of things like mountains and monasteries and cows, and cities that aren’t like the Serenissima but all on dry land without canals, and I know they have blue skies and seasons, but I don’t really know what those things are. I’ve seen some of them in paintings, and they look nice enough, mountains with white stuff on top, and cities perched on top of hills like a cockade on a hat, but they’re not very exciting. I’d just as soon have an old-fashioned gold background to be honest. I grew up here, and I’ve never had any desire to go anywhere else, even when Pietro offered to take me one time. He said I could only go to Venice anyway, because in Venice they’re used to seeing people from other worlds and believe we’re Venetians dressed up and wearing masks, but in other cities it would be harder for people to understand what I was. The Serenissima is Venice’s secret, and the Venetians bring things in and out from here and from the other worlds but don’t tell anybody where they come from. So most people on Earth don’t know that the Serenissima (and the other worlds that can be reached through it) are even here. Gina thinks this is wrong, and she came here to learn about it, and now she knows. But then she got blight and now she can’t leave to tell anybody. If there ever is a cure for blight she’ll leave, I know it, she’ll be straight back to Earth on the next Venetian ship. So sometimes I think the situation we have right now, where the blight’s under control but incurable, is all for the best. For me anyway. Sometimes Gina gets impatient with me because I’m slow and think things through step by step, when she’s racing ahead, but mostly we do pretty well together, especially for people who are so different.

Ferlenghetti’s Blight is a disease that people catch from other people, and they catch it in bed, usually, but sometimes from blood, like if somebody had a snakebite and you sucked the wound to get the poison out and they had the blight, you could catch it. You might think that’s far-fetched, but this Gatto I know called Gopatke got it that way. Also a Zanguo I used to know, Kherah, died when a snake bit him and he wouldn’t let anybody suck the poison out because he didn’t want to give it to them. I was at his memorial, and they talked a lot about his heroism. I think about that, about what I’d do, because dying of a snakebite is very painful, but giving somebody blight is really bad. And giving it to somebody saving your life, yeah, that’s awful. I got it from Dimitri, but he didn’t know he had it, let alone that he would give it to me. He’d never have done anything like that on purpose, and in fact he felt terrible that he’d done it accidentally.

Dimitri came from Earth, though he called it Terra. He liked Bauta, and just Bauta. We were together years, a decade or even a little more, but we weren’t exclusive. Maybe we should have been, because he got blight from a Bauta named Sirun that he met in a bar—not Tirary Paradise, a Bauta bar over near San Egidio. Sirun’s dead now, killed himself, and Dimitri’s dead of the blight, but I’m still here, with the blight crawling over my skin but nothing worse. If we’d found the group before Dimitri got so bad he’d be here too, Gina says. I met her in the group. She got the blight from a Lindassi called Gom, who got it from a Zanguo called Areshuna. Gom goes to the group at God’s Hotel, and Areshuna is dead, drowned in the harbour. Lots of us blighted die, one way or another. Dimitri got it before we knew what it was, or what to do about it, before it even had a name. I remember when he got his first grey spot, on his shin, and we thought it was just a bruise. I can’t believe we were so ignorant, but we were.



2.

In my dream, I was in our hot little room with Dimitri, and we were in bed on a quiet day, neither of us working. We weren’t sick yet, and the window was open, for some cool air, which is how we pretty much always had it, even on cold days. And through the window we heard a gull squawk, and then the sound of trumpets and drums, and we looked at each other, excited. “Is it a parade?” Dimitri asked, which it turned out it was. We dressed quickly and ran down to see, laughing, and Dimitri still doing up his boots. It was a big fancy parade with drums and trumpets and people in fancy costumes going from one of the big churches down towards the docks. And people in the crowd were happy and smiling and an old Gatta with a cluster of grandkids with her told us it was the festival where the doge was going out to marry the sea. This was a thing they do at Venice too, so Dimitri knew all about it. He said they did it every year and he’d seen it often, but that didn’t stop him being excited to see it over again. I’d never seen it, so I was excited too. We ran along the waterfront and watched the doge coming down to this big red-and-gold ship. The doge was a Tisani in white and gold robes, which seemed normal in the dream. Their face had the kind of perfect symmetry Tisani have, under that funny up-at-the-back cap you always see the doge wearing in paintings. They were being carried in a chair, a sedan chair they call them, with an umbrella being carried over it by a Laodikan. The chair, with the Tisani doge in it, got carried up a ramp into the boat, and then people were rowing them out into the lagoon, where they were going to throw a ring into the water to marry the sea, and the trumpets kept playing merry tunes, and the drums were beating, and people were waving flags and banners and streamers, and lots of them were rowing out in gondolas and little boats crowded around the big ship, and we could hear snatches of the music on the breeze blowing back to us. The boat was getting lost in the mists, and Dimitri took my hand and kissed me and that’s when I woke up.

It didn’t happen, of course. None of it. The Serenissima didn’t have a doge, though Venice does, and Venice’s doge was a Venetian, because everybody in Venice is Venetian, strange as that seems. Dimitri did tell me one time about seeing the doge of Venice marry the sea, and the red-and-gold ship, which had some fancy name I forget, but I never saw it myself, not even in a picture. It was just a dream, and I didn’t know what it meant. Gina always says dreams don’t mean anything, but I don’t know. How could it have all that colour and detail and feeling and not mean anything? Where could it come from?

I told her the dream when I woke up, because my mind was full of it, and she said she’d seen the doge do that once, in Venice, when she was there spying on the Venetians to try to find out their secret—which is the Serenissima, which she didn’t know yet. After that I got up and did my morning exercises, which I never miss, and we looked at each other’s blight to check it wasn’t getting worse, which it wasn’t. Most of Gina’s blight is on her back, and we’ve made drawings (this was Pell’s idea) of the shape of the blight on each other’s bodies, so we can see if it’s spreading on the skin. It doesn’t seem to be too dangerous as long as it’s just on the skin, though it’s unsightly, of course, but spreading at all can mean it’s about to spread inside and grab a lung or a kidney or even your heart, which is what happened to Ferlenghetti who the blight is named after, and so we pay close attention. The way you stay alive once you have the blight is to keep it under tight control, because if it gets out of control it grabs on to your insides, one part at a time, and that part stops working. I saw it with Dimitri. We both had blight, and after a while we knew we did and that it was a plague, and that it had a long name, but we didn’t bother too much about it. We didn’t know what was going to happen; we thought it was mostly just a skin condition back then. I remember I was worried about it getting on my face and spoiling my gold-on-red mottling, which I used to be vain about when I was young.

So we went on like that, with the blight spreading on us, until one day Dimitri had a terrible pain in his side, so much he could hardly stand up. My friend Sonia told me to take him to God’s Hotel, and they did all they could to help him. They had to operate on him and take the kidney right out, and then afterwards when they explained it to us, we both started going to the blight group. Pell was running it then, mostly, but sometimes Ronan or Helike. Now they try to take turns, but it’s still often Pell. It needs to be a magus to make it work, but any magus will do. Pell’s Laodikan, and Ronan is Bauta, and Helike is Andoman.

Now Ronan and Helike are doctor-magi, which Pell isn’t. Pell is a magus, of course, but she earns a living by singing at the theatre. It’s not just singing, she makes all kinds of sounds, from a cricket on the hearth to a creaking windlass, and all kinds of trilling and cheeping, like a whole forest of birds coming out of her beak. She doesn’t act, she stands with the orchestra and makes sounds, sometimes fluting with the flutes, sometimes vibrating with the cellos. She always talks like it’s just something she does for pay, as if she has other, more important work, but I don’t know what that would be, except for helping people with blight. She lives under the theatre with a blind Tisani sweetheart and a whole bunch of misfits, actors and performers, and just waifs and strays she’s picked up and brought home. She was always taking in people from the blight group who needed somewhere to go. It’s called Chaos Court, and the chaos part is right enough. The space was enormous—I’d been to parties there from time to time—and divided up into different spaces by curtains and hangings. I couldn’t have lived there, there’s no privacy, and I couldn’t live like that with everybody else overhearing and smelling everything and everybody. But Pell liked it, and Orain, that’s the Tisani, told me they thought homesteads on Laodike were like that, divided by drapes and with people sleeping anywhere they wanted in nests of blankets.

Ronan, who is a fully qualified doctor-magus, and one of the best in the whole Serenissima, even though he works in God’s Hotel where they don’t ask whether you can pay before they help you, told me that Pell is the most naturally talented magus he’d ever met. But Pell never seemed proud of her skills either as a magus or as a singer. Ronan also told me that setting up the blight group at God’s Hotel was the first blight group anywhere, and that it had been Pell’s idea, and that he and Helike had been sceptical and hadn’t thought it would work. So even though Pell did have that slight air of superiority almost all Laodikans have, like they know better than everybody, I liked her. And even if I hadn’t liked her, I owed her my life, because without the blight group keeping it outside, the blight would most probably have killed me already, the way it did Dimitri.

We went regularly from when we found them, and made some good friends in the group too, but it was too late for poor Dimitri. The blight was already inside him and taking over parts. I didn’t believe he’d die, though, not until he did, poor Dimitri. I still love him and miss him.

So Gina and I checked each other carefully, as we do every morning. Then after a pause for expressing our affection (that’s how Gina says I ought to say it, so I will), we scrambled into our clothes and ran to the group meeting, because we didn’t want to be late. It was a new meeting she’d organised on the island, mostly so we didn’t have to go all the way to God’s Hotel every day. It was a long way, especially if we walked, and if we took the boat, it was a long way for me to row (Gina doesn’t know how, where she grew up it just isn’t a thing), and then we had to find somewhere to tie it up where it wouldn’t be stolen or just dissolve into the mist. Finding somewhere was hard around there. Sometimes we’d pay a street kid to watch it, but it adds up when you have to do that every day. It wasn’t impossible, we did it for a long time, but we’d skip days when the mists felt cold or we were tired or short of coppers, and Gina said if we did that too much, we’d start to get sicker, and we needed a better solution. So she went and found Khadsha Ghemgal and persuaded the temple of Galier the Heron God to let us use an empty room in the mornings. Then she rounded up everybody nearby on Nonno’s Island and Heron Island who was blighted and made them all come. I kept on going to God’s Hotel now and then, in case it didn’t work properly with Khadsha, but the times I did got fewer and fewer, because it seemed like it was working, and God’s Hotel was a long way off, as I already explained.

Khadsha was a Zanguo, and her regular gig was telling fortunes for rich people. She had very dramatic looks, a golden mane, and a gold domino sweeping around her eyes, which were themselves a bright purple. The rest of her skin was whiter than white, and she dressed in shades of white and bone and ivory, so she looked as if she was made of gold and bone. She was tall and skinny, like most Zanguni, but in the flowing layers of white she wore for work you couldn’t see her build at all. Her hands and arms were thin though, so she had a kind of pale translucent fragility. Sometimes she’d wear a ribbon or a narrow trim in a deep rich colour, usually purple or green, to emphasise the paleness.

She lived alone on Nonno’s Island, in the house between ours and Nonno’s, which was painted pale green with dark green shutters. I don’t think she had any family or any lover or anybody, really, apart from a Gatto she hired to row her around in a black-and-red gondola when she wanted to go to the houses of her clients. His name was Taddeo, and she spent quite a lot of time with him, so I suppose he was her friend. She had all the things you need to be a fortune teller, a set of twigs and flowers, and bowls of coloured inks, and of course a lodestone and a jar of iron filings, and a pack of fortune cards. She had a specially made wooden case she’d pack all these things up in when she went off to work, with her mane flaring around her head and a white fur blanket tucked over her knees. She made good money too, from what Gina told me. Khadsha said to me one time that she was going to build up money and then go off to an out-world and buy a big house on a hill with cherry blossoms and never smell fish again. She grew roses outside her house, little pink ones and big blue ones. She said you couldn’t grow blue ones in the worlds. She said she’d been to Venice, and to Laodike, and to Denshado, and to Andomain, and to the Gatti world which they won’t tell people the name of. Gina said to me afterwards that she was lying, and Khadsha was too young to have been to all those places.

To her face, Gina didn’t say she didn’t believe her, and of course I just believed her, so I didn’t say anything either. So we were neighbourly, and when Gina wanted to set up a meeting on the island, she naturally asked Khadsha if she could help. Well, she didn’t exactly ask that. She asked if it was something Khadsha knew how to do, if her powers were up to it, or if it needed a different kind of magus. Of course that made Khadsha say she could do it, and then the difficulty was persuading her to do it regularly for people who couldn’t afford to pay very much. The thing was though that running the kind of blight group where people pay wouldn’t earn her anything like as much as telling fortunes, and if her fortune-telling patrons knew she was doing it they’d think less of her. Ferlenghetti’s Blight isn’t a romantic disease. It’s associated with low-lives and reprobates and people who express their affection for people of other species, which most people frown on when people make a habit of it, because it doesn’t result in children. Or that’s what they say. It’s funny how much expressing affection goes on without any intention of making children, just normally, between people of the same species even, but that’s the way the world is.

So Khadsha agreed to help us for free. It was almost better for her image to do it as a religious duty for us, than it would have been to charge, Gina said. We gave her lots of gifts, but really Gina sweet-talked her into doing it for nothing. That’s how Gina is.

We went to the meeting, which began with affirmations and a prayer. In God’s Hotel it was always a very generic prayer to God, the gods, whatever power might look on us with mercy. Very abstract, not likely to offend anybody, but enough to open the door between us and Them. Khadsha, though, prayed outright to Hermes Trismegistus and Asklepios, who were Venetian gods of healing, and to Zar, some Zanguni healing god, and so on down the line, invoking three or four different gods from different worlds every day. But when she gathered the circle, it was the same. We all held hands, reaching out, and she pulled us all into the gold space where you can talk to gods. I don’t remember what it’s called, something like a hypotenuse only that’s not the word, that’s triangles. Hypostamuse? It’s another stage of being anyway, just a step away from our normal one. Everything is gold there, like in the background of an old painting, and when you look around you see everybody holding hands, and gold behind and in between. It’s pretty. It’s just the same when Pell draws us in, or Ronan, or any magus. We all concentrate on pushing back the blight, for all of us, and Khadsha makes power flow through the circle, through all of us, and it feels warm and good. We’re all there together, in that special place, close to the gods, and we’re pushing, and the blight can’t get us there. But, of course, we have to come out after a while because we can’t live there. In God’s Hotel after we’d come out, Pell would have us talk for a while and just hang out and share our lives. Khadsha doesn’t do that, she closes up the circle and leaves. It’s Gina who directs the chat after the connection, the bit where we talk about how we’re doing and if anything’s new and support each other. She says the magic can stop us dying of the blight, but the talking stops us killing ourselves. She tries to get people to be honest, and I try to remember people’s names and be as kind as I can. Gina can be a bit impatient sometimes, and talking to people that way doesn’t come naturally, but she really tries. And so we all stay for a while and we all affirm each other and our connection, and push away our blight and each other’s blight, and believe me it helps!

So nothing particular happened that day at the meeting. Khadsha’s prayer was to Apollo, talking about him as the god who brings plagues and can take them away again, and then she invoked her own special god, the Kind Lady Aa, and asked her to have mercy on the spotted and make us pure. After the magical part, when we were all feeling good and with the blight pushed back, and after Khadsha had left, we talked about that, about being spotted, and what it meant. There was another Zanguo in the group, Lakhuo, and she said Aa was the moon, and the moon had blemishes on her face that were kind of like blight, and kind of like spots, and those people who came from the worlds nodded and understood, and tried hard to make us understand about the moon, and moon phases, which is another one of those things that’s very important to them and not at all important to me. But if Kind Lady Aa is the moon and she’ll help take away my blight, I’ll worship her every day, even if I’ve never seen a moon and never care whether or not I do. I can’t understand how it can be round sometimes and sickle-shaped sometimes, but I’m on for Lady Aa if she can push back the blight!

After the meeting we had a quick lunch, just leftovers from the night before, and then we went to work. It was one of the days Gina had to take the stories she’d written to the newspaper, over by Campo Colorato, so she headed off right after the meeting. I knew I wouldn’t see her until evening but that she’d bring back something good to eat. Mostly we cooked, because our little house had a kitchen, but on days when she went to the office, she picked up something on the way back. My own work was close at hand, drying fish right there on Nonno’s. There had been a big delivery of fish, so I worked gutting for a couple of hours, and then pegging out the fish to dry on the racks. It was dirty business, and repetitive, but soothing.
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After a while, I finished pegging out all the fish from my barrel and needed to go back for another. There are wooden racks, and the fish have to be spread out so they can dry in the air, and then they have to have just the right amount of salt, and they have to stay there for long enough and then they can be packed in barrels and sold. We do all kinds of fish, but we keep them separate for selling them, which means sometimes when we have a big haul and they’re mostly one thing it’s not worth the bother of drying the odd ones that are different. Say it’s mackerel, and there are a few snappers in with them, you don’t want just a few snappers like that. So we get them as a bonus. But most of the workers live in the city and don’t have kitchens, like I didn’t when I lived with Dimitri above the tripe shop. That means Gina and I always get to eat them when there are any, and that’s another thing I like about my job.

I swung the empty barrel up on my back, and headed out away from the drying racks, back to the gutting house, where there should be more fish gutted and ready for me. If there weren’t, then I’d take another turn gutting. I knew we weren’t getting ahead on the fish, because if we were, somebody would have already come around to me with another barrel, but I was hoping there’d be enough fish for me to take. I don’t mind gutting, but it’s nicer to be out of doors with the breeze coming off the water. As I came around the warehouses, I saw Nonno standing talking to a Bauta and another Laodikan.

I should say a word about Nonno. He’s a Laodikan, but his name is the Venetian word for “grandad.” He’s been living on Nonno’s Island forever, or at least he’d already been there a long time when I was a boy. It used to have another name, I don’t remember what it was, fish-drying island or some such, but he’d been there so long people had started calling it after him. He had a boat-taxi license to ferry people from Campo Colorato over to the outer islands, but he lived in a little house on Nonno’s. He’d built it himself, or so he said; he’d built a whole row of little individual houses and painted them cheerful bright colours and rented them to people. Ours was yellow and Khadsha’s was green. I’d been seeing the painted wooden houses for as long as I’d worked out here drying fish, pretty houses with little gardens at the front growing fruit and flowers. Ours has pink hydrangeas and Khadsha’s has her roses and others have all sorts of things. Before Nonno came, the island had had the warehouses for the fish, and some little scrubby trees, and the temple, but everybody knew it was Nonno who’d built the houses and made it into somewhere for people to live.

I knew Nonno for a long time, enough to nod hello to, back when I lived with Dimitri, but I never thought of living in one of his little houses, even though they were right by my work. It didn’t seem like the kind of place I could think of living, somehow, not a whole house, with a kitchen and all, even though it doesn’t cost much more than we were paying for the room over the tripe shop. It was Gina who rented the house and invited me to move in with her after Dimitri died. To be honest, I’ve never rented anywhere for myself, though I always pay my share of the rent, of course. Gina pointed out how convenient it would be for me for work if I lived on Nonno’s, and of course she was quite right. She can be a bit bossy sometimes, but she’s usually right, Gina.

I’ve known a few Laodikans, and they’re all a bit standoffish. They tend to think they’re perfect and their ways of doing things are better than anybody else’s, which gets under my chin a bit. Like: “Oh, your mother died in childbirth? We lay eggs, that’s much more efficient.” Or at best, like Pell, “Oh, it’s so terrible you can’t just lay eggs like us!” But Nonno’s different, maybe because he’s so ancient, or maybe because he’s lived in the Serenissima for a long time and is used to all the other species who live here. His feathers are pale blue, with a white line along the base of his crest, which gives his face an expression that if he were a Venetian would be quizzical. He keeps himself to himself, which is good in a neighbour, but he’s always friendly to me—more friendly to me than he is to Gina. With Gina he seems to keep himself back. Maybe he knows Gina’s a spy, though of course it isn’t Nonno she’s spying on.

Just as I saw Nonno chatting with the others, and just as I was thinking I’d never seen him talking to any Laodikans before, and wondering if maybe it was a family visit, the other Laodikan spotted me. “Tiry!” she called, and I saw then that it was Pell.

I ambled towards them, still toting my barrel. I knew I shouldn’t stop work for long, or they’d dock my pay, but I could spare a few minutes while walking back. It would be fun to have some interesting gossip for Gina, that’s what I was thinking; her gossip was always so good and I almost never knew anything that was interesting for her.

As I got closer to the little group the breeze came to me from them, and then I recognised Kreshun. There’s a lot of Bauta in the Serenissima, and a lot of them are the kind of bulky, broad-shouldered type that Kreshun is. And her face is just plain maroon, not just the normal Bauta rigid blank slope of a face, but no freckling, nothing at all to distinguish her from anybody else. It’s a good thing the twin gods Aravel and Arushel gave us Bauta noses, that’s what I’m saying. As soon as I got her scent, I knew her. I couldn’t imagine what she might be doing here. A Laodikan going to visit Nonno made sense, even if Pell had never come before, and either of them might well have some random Bauta friend, but why Kreshun?

To tell the truth, I didn’t like her. And it’s not just because she was a kinship-obsessed Bauta who’d been cast out of her own kinship when she got the blight, but because once she’d expressed affection with Dimitri. We’d met her in the blight group, and it had been his idea to invite her back for a bit of expressed affection. He couldn’t go to the bar and pick up random Bauta who attracted him anymore, because he’d give them blight, but if somebody already had blight there was no harm. That’s the same logic as me and Gina, come to think. And I didn’t mind, except that I did by then, because Dimitri was already very sick and didn’t have much energy left for expressing affection, and I didn’t want what little he had wasted on Kreshun. It wasn’t her fault, not really, and it wasn’t even Dimitri’s fault; he wasn’t breaking our agreement. It was just me being resentful, and not really resentful of her, or him, or even our agreement, but of the blight. But the blight didn’t care if I sulked, and Dimitri did, so I tried not to take it out on him. And I’d talked it through with Kreshun after she’d noticed I was smelling unhappy, and she didn’t come between us again. But I still kept a little lingering unfair dislike of her, so I wasn’t pleased when I realised it was her.

“Tiry, I’m so glad to see you,” Pell said, and it was clear she meant it too, her voice was really fervent.

“I see you, Pell, Kreshun, Nonno,” I said, and put my barrel down as I waited patiently through them all saying they saw me, like we’d all evaporate on the spot if we didn’t.

“What brings you here?” I asked. “Did you come out to see Nonno?”

“No, we came to see you. Meeting Lasrim was Fortune’s hand. I didn’t know he was called Nonno though.” Pell looked downright surprised to learn it too.

“Lots of people call me Nonno,” Nonno said, smiling in that Laodikan way that’s all in the eyes and the way the feathers around them perk, and shrugging his shoulders. “It means ‘grampa.’”

“After the island, or the other way around?” Pell asked, quickly, like it mattered to her.

“The other way around, I think,” I said, wanting to move the conversation on. Laodikans can talk all day if you let them, and I had work to be getting on with. “But what did you want with me?”

“We were concerned about you,” Pell said. She looked rueful, maybe realising now there was no need for concern. “Kreshun noticed you hadn’t been at meetings, and once she pointed it out, I realised I hadn’t seen you in some time.”

“And you thought my heart might have given out?” It was ridiculous, but at the same time, kind of endearing. It was typical of good, earnest Kreshun, and diligent Pell too. “It’s good of you to care, both of you. But there’s nothing wrong. Gina has set up a group out here, that’s all, for people from Nonno’s and Heron and the other little islands in the neighbourhood.” I hesitated, then remembered that Gina said more context is always better. “Do you remember Gina? We met in the group. Maybe we should have told you we were doing it.”

“Yes, you should, but only so we didn’t worry,” Pell said. Then she frowned. “If you’re running your own group, I assume you have a magus?”

I nodded. “Yes, Khadsha Ghemgal, a Zanguo. She’s as good as you are, though her usual work is fortune-telling.” I knew Pell would be fussy about us paying her, which we weren’t anyway. I’d heard her talk about the groups that charged the blighted for helping them, and she was so disapproving you wouldn’t believe. “We buy her beer, and sometimes somebody gives her some eggs or a jar of honey, to keep her sweet, but no money. Everything is all right.”

“I’m very glad to hear it,” Pell said. “And you certainly look well enough. How long have you been doing this?”

I shrugged. “A while, now, but I did show up at God’s Hotel a few times even after Gina set it up, seeing people and making sure, you know. But it seems to be good, and it’s right here, so I think it must have been some weeks since I’ve been by.”

Pell seemed to have something bothering her. “Oh that’s all right, drop by any time, you’re always welcome, or if this group is working out that’s fine too.” She hesitated. “I’m racking my brain to think of a Zanguni fortune teller magus—do you think you could ask Khadsha to call in to God’s Hotel one morning to connect with me so we can see whether we have any new tips to teach each other for helping the blighted?” Pell didn’t fool me for a minute, she wanted to check that Khadsha was good enough to run a group. But that was all right, actually, it was all part of how conscientious she was, and how much in fact she cared about the blight victims. You could always tell with Pell, after the prayer, when we were gathered into the gold hypowhatsit place there was a real sense of her caring about us, which felt warm and real. With Khadsha there wasn’t as much of that, probably because she was doing it as a favour for Gina and she didn’t really care much about us at all. In fact, thinking about that, about Pell’s warmth, made me feel very positive about her, and even about Kreshun. Something might have gone wrong for me, and then I’d have been very glad they bothered to come all the way out to Nonno’s to check on me in their free time.

“I’ll definitely ask Khadsha to talk to you,” I said, and gave Pell a nod. Then I turned to look at Kreshun directly. “I’m sorry to have troubled you. I take it kindly that you checked on me.”

“I’m just relieved to see you well,” she said. Her shoulders had relaxed too. She must have been quite worried to have risked me being angry at her for meddling. Bauta from other kinships have no right at all to poke their chins into another Bauta’s business, so usually they don’t. But I understood why she had, so that was all right, as it happened.

“And me too,” Pell said. “I’m very glad this was all a waste of time.”

“And I’m glad to see that you are. It’s not just the magic, is it, it’s the friendship.” I nodded at both of them in a friendly way to show I meant it. “I have to get back to my fish, or they’ll dock my pay,” I said. I picked up the barrel and went off to get on with my work.

I didn’t forget about what I’d promised, though, and after work, before Gina got home, I went next door to see if Khadsha was there. She mostly worked evenings, so in the late afternoon it seemed even odds whether she’d be there or already set out, but I had nothing to lose by trying. There was no sign of Nonno, and his door was closed. At that time of day, he was usually pottering about in the garden, but not that day. Starlings were swirling through the mist above me, getting ready to roost in the trees.

Khadsha opened the door. “Tiry,” she said in her low voice, sounding surprised. “What joy. Without dear Gina?”

“I see you, Khadsha. Gina’s working,” I said.

“What can I do for you?”

“I wanted to ask you two things,” I said.

“Do you want to come in?” she asked. I was standing on the doorstep, and she was standing holding the door, as if ready to slam it in my face any moment.

“That would be nice, though I don’t think it’ll take long,” I said.

She stepped away from the door, letting it swing, so I followed her inside, closing the door behind me. I’d never been inside before, so I looked around curiously. The room was the same size as ours, with doors to the kitchen and the dirt closet, and stairs going up in the corner to the bedroom. One whole wall was covered with bookshelves, and absolutely chock-full of books. There was a table in front of the window, and it had a clean white lacy cloth on it. That was pretty. Her box was on the table, the one with the lodestone and the sticks that she’d shown me and Gina once before. There was a little fire lit in the grate, even though it wasn’t a cold day, and a kettle hanging over it.

“I was just making tea, if you’d like some.”

“Thank you, yes,” I said, though just to be polite. I sat down where she indicated, on one of the chairs by the table. Then she made tea, and to my surprise it was real tea, from Earth. People make tea out of any old rubbish, herbs and flowers and roots. They call anything hot and liquid tea. Real tea is very expensive and comes on ships from Venice. Khadsha had real tea, and she knew how to make it, with boiling water, in a little pot. Her pot was purple and brown. She didn’t talk while she measured the tea and poured the water, or while she was waiting for it to steep. “Lovely,” I said, when she handed me a tiny cup, hardly the size of my thumb. I’d had real tea before, twice, once when I’d been a gondolier, and once when Orain made some for everybody at a party in Chaos Court. Both times it had been served in a tiny cup like this. This one was the palest green, the way the water looks in the canal sometimes, and half glazed—glazed on the inside and part way down the outside. It felt really good to touch.

She sat down on the other chair. “So what are your two things?” she asked, looking at me through the steam.

“First, I saw Pell, from the God’s Hotel blight group, and she wants to talk to you. I think it’s to check that you really know how to do the magic properly for the group. I told her you do, but she’d be happier if you called in to God’s Hotel to talk to her about it. She said you could exchange tips and see if you could teach each other anything, but I think that’s what she wants.”

A look flashed onto her face as if she was excited, but it was gone almost as soon as it came. Khadsha turned her cup in her long delicate fingers. “So Pell asked to see me? I’d be only too happy to get rid of the chore. But Gina was very insistent. And it does seem to be helping all of you.”

I nodded. “It helps me, for sure. Thank you for doing it.”

“Do you think I should speak to Pell?”

“It wouldn’t do any harm, and it would stop her worrying,” I said, smelling my tea. It smelled wonderful.

“Gina?”

“No, Pell. I don’t think Gina is worrying. Do you think she is?” I was worried about that now.

“I don’t pretend to know what Gina thinks,” Khadsha said. “You like Pell?”

“I do. And Pell’s the one who came up with the whole blight group idea. She’s a very good magus. Ronan says she’s the best.”

“I’ll take the time to call on her when I can,” Khadsha said and sipped at her tea.

I sipped mine. It was delicious, rich, complex, vegetal, with something mineral about it. Not copper, not iron, something else, maybe from the soil the plant had grown in. “That’s so good,” I said.

Khadsha tilted her head inquiringly. “You like tea?”

“Yes. I haven’t had it very often, but I like it very much, when it’s real tea like this and not leaves and flowers jumbled up. I think it’s one of the most interesting tastes I’ve ever encountered.” I sipped it again, savouring it.

“You surprise me,” Khadsha said.

“It doesn’t take education to know that tea is good,” I said, grumpily. Lots of people think Bauta are brutal, with no subtlety, and I suppose that’s not too far wrong for most of us, but … the tea was good and I liked it, and why shouldn’t I say so, that being the case? It’s like when I go to the theatre and people assume I just enjoy the fireworks and the acrobatics. Even Gina thinks that. Even Dimitri did. (But not Pietro, Pietro knew how I wept the first time we saw Pylades in Hades. He really saw me and understood who I was.)

“What was the other thing you wanted to ask?”

“It’s probably silly, but this morning I had a dream.” It did sound silly, even saying it. “Gina says dreams are nonsense, just the rumblings of the mind, but this one felt significant. It was about the doge going out to marry the sea, but not the doge of Venice. Our doge. In my dream there was a doge of the Serenissima. And they were a Tisani.”

“Hmm. That does sound like a significant dream, and I am very glad to hear of it,” she said. Then she drained her cup and held out her hand for mine. I finished the tea, reluctantly, though it was cooling by now. I didn’t know when I’d taste anything so good. The price of tea you wouldn’t believe, dearer than gold, it is.

Khadsha took my empty cup and swirled it in her fingers, then peered into it. “Hmm,” she said again. Then she looked up and laughed. “Ahhhh,” she said, in deep and portentous tones. “That’s what I’d say if you were paying me. As it is, I’ll say you’re right, this does portend something very significant for all of us, but I do not at this moment know precisely what it signifies. Dreams can be very tricky, and the symbology of dreams is not easy to penetrate. Should I find out, I’ll let you know.” She looked from me to my cup and back again. “Do you want to know your own future?”

“I can’t pay,” I said, cautiously, since she’d mentioned money. I do have a little set aside, which is Gina’s idea, saving in case one of us gets sick and we can’t work, but not enough to pay Khadsha what she charges for a fortune-telling, which is two eagles, Gina told me, half a ducat, as much as I earn in two months, just to tell a fortune.

“I know.” She was smiling and looking at me. “I won’t charge you as much as an insie. I’m simply asking you whether you want to know.”

“Yes,” I said, since she’d challenged me, though I wasn’t sure I did.

“You’ll never leave the Serenissima, but as soon as they cure the blight, and that will be soon, Gina will leave,” she said, her voice firm and matter-of-fact, absolutely sure. “Your first love will come back to you; you’ll see his ship come in again and again, punctuating your whole life. You’ll die, old, in the house you live in now, and he’ll be with you.”

“Are you doing that thing where you just tell me the things I want to hear?” I asked, suspiciously, because it all sounded too good to be true. Pietro coming back to me! But how could she know he existed? I’m sure I’d never told her a word about him.

“You’ll die choking from plantain fever, and he’ll be weeping and trying to get you to breathe,” she said. “Now wouldn’t you rather not know that and imagine a painless death?”

“Yes. No. It feels more real,” I said, not sure what I thought. “Will Pietro really come back to me?”

“Yes. Over and over in his ship with the tough lady as the figurehead.” She set down my cup on the table with a decisive click. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Give my best to the formidable Gina. Be well.”

I’d never felt so dismissed, so I stood up and left without even properly thanking her.








CHAPTER2
KHADSHA



Aspect: Vision * Time of Day: Late evening Muse: Urania * Liberal Art: Astronomy * Animal: Dragon Sphere: Fixed Stars * Social Class: Pope * Virtue: Hope Species: Zanguni

Description: Night, with stars, the constellation Draco. A woman dressed in white, with a golden mane curling from a domino mask stands staring straight ahead, holding a magnet above iron filings that lie in the same dragon pattern as the stars.


1.

On Zanguni, they call everyone with magical powers a witch, and mean it in an entirely negative sense. In the Serenissima, they say I am a magus and mean the word entirely positively. It’s not surprising that I am more comfortable here than I ever was at home. The only other magus I met on Zanguni urged me to spend some time studying in the Serenissima, where reality bends to will and the veils between the worlds thin in the mists. But do not stay there too long, he said, do not start to think it is where you belong. I grow blue roses in my garden. The buds are pale blue, almost white, but as they open, they ripen to a deep lapis. I keep one in a stone vase beside my bed to remind myself when I wake in the morning that this is not reality, that I do not belong, that I must leave before it is too late. Time passes. The rosebuds come into blue bloom, in my garden and at my bedside. I must not stay too long. And yet there are things I can learn and do only here, a quest that can be performed nowhere else.

After Tiry left, I sat down by the table, turning my own teacup idly in my hand. The light fell on it from two directions, thin late afternoon daylight through the ungainly panes of the window, and warm flickering firelight from within. The cup was delicate porcelain, glazed inside and on the edge of the outside with a thin film of seafoam green so pale it was almost white, and rough and unglazed below. The texture was almost as much a treat as the taste of the tea. Who would have thought Tiry would appreciate tea, or even be able to tell it from the “leaves and flowers jumbled up” that so many people drink here and miscall tea. People are endlessly surprising. I had thought Tiry amiable, slow, unambitious, content to be dominated by the manipulative Gina. But there was so much more to him. Sometimes people disappoint me, but surprisingly often there’s more there than I imagined once I look inside. What I had read from his touch on the cup, besides the simple future, was his solid strength, his courage, his openness to friendship despite the betrayals of his youth, the intelligence he didn’t understand he had because he’d never had the opportunity to use it. His empty cup was still sitting on the table. I was glad to know Ferlenghetti’s Blight would be cured soon. I was tired of managing the morning group Gina had strong-armed me into facilitating.

I put my own cup down and stared into the shallow depths. Dreams are one of the hardest sets to read. They use the language of the mind, and everyone’s mind speaks a different language. What a doge means to Tiry, what marrying the sea means, what a Tisani means, all these might be very different from what they mean to someone else. Besides that, there are always details in a dream that the dreamer does not tell. A Tisani doge of the Serenissima marries the sea, fine, well and good. But was the dreamer the doge? Was he an attendant holding the ring? Was he rowing the boat, or watching from the quay? I had seen a flash of the dream from Tiry, that’s all, one image, the Tisani doge in white and gold robes being carried onto the red-and-gold ship, holding up a hand with a gold ring. Other things, not relevant here, can make a huge difference to the way we can read the prophecy revealed through dream’s gate. Did the dreamer eat or drink? Was there any presence of the feared or beloved dead? Was there music, and if so, familiar or unfamiliar? I was taught that we can learn a lot from dreams, but that they are always tricky, tangled, passed through many filters. Even the simple interpretation of Tiry’s dream would be twofold—either the powers of the Serenissima were being upheld, by the symbols of love and ancient binding (symbols reflected here from Venice, as so much is), or conversely, the powers of the Serenissima were about to be overthrown and some new bargain made. The Tisani, hitherto present in the Serenissima only in very small numbers, might be about to rise in power and significance. Or that might be meaningless, the Tisani might stand for rarity, value, beauty, or just be a random image accreted in Tiry’s day, if he had perhaps seen a Tisani passing in a gondola. Dreams jostle the mantic with the frantic, as Injunel wrote.

But Tiry’s dream had significance, I knew that. He would never otherwise have brought it to me. Gina had told him dreams meant nothing, were the rumblings of the sleeping mind, and Tiry believed her, being (for the present at least) entirely under Gina’s thumb. It was ironic, that what she had told him may have been true in Venice where she came from but was certainly not true here. Yet the very magic of the Serenissima reinforced her will when he did not try to use his strength to oppose it, such that he believed her. Only his deep recognition of the real power in the dream would have pushed him past that belief in Gina’s misapplied doctrine and brought him to speak of it to me. So the significance, whatever it was, was mine to untangle now, mine to use, if I could find a way to use it. I couldn’t yet see how it fit with any of the other pieces I was collecting, but someday I might. Meanwhile, it intrigued me, and I picked at the edges of it, thinking my way through sea-gods and bargains as the daylight faded.

I was interrupted by a tap on the door. This house was absurdly small, even for one person, just one room downstairs, with a tiny kitchen and even tinier dirt closet opening off it, and one room upstairs. I could have afforded something grander and more spacious, but it would have been an apartment in a shared building, and here I had the earth of my garden where I could grow my roses. I stood, took one step forward, and swung open the door. As I already knew, it was Taddeo. He was my friend and apprentice, a Gatto gondolier, though to most people he appeared to be just an attendant I employed on evenings when I visited patrons. “Taddeo, health and joy. I’m late, but it won’t take me a minute to get ready, come in and wait,” I said.

“I see you, Khadsha,” he affirmed, stepping into my little room.

It took me only moments to ascend the wooden stairs. In the bedroom I rapidly sorted layers of clean white robes to drape over the plain linen smock I had been wearing, then secured them with a deep violet sash with silver edges. Looking right is essential and earns me much more than my laundry bills. I smoothed back my golden mane, shook the white drapes to make sure they hung right, and ran back downstairs. Taddeo had banked my fire and was settling the brass fireguard in front of it. “Thank you,” I said. He was always doing this kind of useful little thing.

I could remember the first time I saw one of the Gatti, when I was fifteen, at school studying plant biology and agriculture. It was the first time I met anyone from another world. Belitta had come to Zanguni to learn soil chemistry. She was an adult, but they put her into our class because she knew so little. The teachers may also have meant to humiliate her, but “All the more to take back, once I have learned it,” she said. She was a typical Gatta, with a cat’s head set on what seemed an entirely ordinary body. Her fur was mostly black, with a white streak beside one ear. My classmates and I thought her very strange, but she took us quite for granted, having known Zanguni before. Taddeo was nothing like her really, with his luxuriant grey-and-white fur, but there was something in the set of his head and the way he pricked up his ears that always reminded me of my first offworld friend. He also shared her longing for learning. He had worked so hard and learned so much since our tentative beginnings that I felt proud of his progress.

I took up my case, which stood ready, as always, and we went out. I closed, but did not lock, the door. Everything worth stealing was in the case, and thieves were rare on Nonno’s, where there wasn’t much of value and strangers stood out. Taddeo and I walked together down the gravel path to where his gondola was moored against the little wooden jetty. The lapping water was the milky green of jade under a pewter sky. “I had a good solid day today, lots of fares, no one wanting to go too far or getting sick over the side,” he said as we walked. “No funny stories, just a profitable day’s work. Routine, just a little boring, the way it should be.”

“I too had a quiet day, with someone else’s unexpected dream at the end,” I said. “A Tisani doge marrying the sea.”

We passed through the archway of jasmine and honeysuckle that grew out of two great terracotta pots by the jetty, planted by Nonno to mark the boundary of his island. “Marrying the sea?” Taddeo asked.

“It’s a thing they do in Venice; the doge goes out in a boat and throws a ring into the water, to symbolise the marriage of the city and the sea, or the gods of the sea.” I climbed into the gondola and settled myself, shaking out my sheepskin rug over my knees.

Taddeo paused a moment on the jetty. “Does the sea respond?”

“Yes, isn’t that an interesting question! I don’t know. And if someone were to do it here, what would that mean? Especially as we have nothing like a doge.”

“The Serenissima already has a relationship with the sea.” The wind blew the mists aside momentarily so that we could catch a glimpse of the shapes of the great buildings across the lagoon, the domes and arches and spires. Taddeo swung himself onto the back of the gondola and took up the oar. “Huh. I’ve been trying to make the winds work with me all day, and they’ve been utterly uncooperative, but now that worked.”

“‘Weather confounds us all,’” I quoted. “How else has your real work been?”

He pushed off. “I reached the sixth hypostasis twice, and I managed to change the currents off the Sisters.”

“Permanently or temporarily?”

“Temporarily I think, but I’ll have to go back and find out,” he said, poling the boat steadily out into the lagoon as we talked.

“How about space to tie up?”

“Oh, that’s easy now. A space always opens up when I need it. I hardly have to do more than reach for it.” His long whiskers twitched.

“Well, that was hard at first too, soon the winds will come as easily as the spaces. And I’m very glad you’re reaching the realm of gold. Soon you’ll be able to help with some other things.”

“The blight group?” he asked.

“That, and other more important things.”

“Intriguing.” One of the things I liked about Taddeo was that he accepted the pace I set for his apprenticeship and never tried to push me. “Where exactly are we heading tonight?”

“This evening I need to go to Palazzo Barrozzi.”

“You’ll be as rich as they are if you keep getting asked to that kind of family,” Taddeo teased.

“Very soon I should not be invited to any other kind, and then I can pick and choose among the commissions I take. That will give us more time for our real work,” I said. “Tonight is my first really significant invitation. I’ve been working my way towards this level of society.”

“Your career is going well.”

“It’s not my career, it’s just my livelihood.” I sighed. How long was too long to stay in the Serenissima? Was I starting to think I belonged here, among the blue roses? Was taking an apprentice here too much commitment? Though he was learning fast, and I could take Taddeo with me when it was time to leave.

Taddeo poled the boat expertly out of the current and directly towards the sweeping curve of the Grand Canal, lined with palazzi, every one distinct, beautiful, iconic. The light was fading out of the sky, so I saw them silhouetted, and softened by the mists. Some of them had torches set up at their water gates, and the reflected torchlight wavered across the water, making pathways of light, which made the evening seem darker. It was a vision of loveliness, but it felt empty of meaning, waiting for something. A doge marrying the sea? A Tisani doge? More torches were lighting the doorways, and windows shone with candelabra within. The water doubled them all, fluid, mercurial, shimmering. The city seemed to solidify out of the mist and the water. No one would have known it was built on wooden trunks sunk into a swamp a thousand years ago. Or no, that was Venice. The Serenissima was built on nothing but layers of magical mist and memories and dreams. They say there had been no land above the waters when St. Cosimo first stumbled upon the Serenissima.

Our gondola swept towards the water gate of the Barrozzi palazzo, where my evening’s work lay. Taddeo dodged neatly between two other boats to bring us precisely to a space the size of the gondola at the dock. “If I’m not too tired after this, I want to go to the theatre later,” I said, as he tied up.

“Will you want to get back to Nonno’s after?” Taddeo asked.

“Yes, if you can stay to take me, otherwise you can run the case back and I’ll walk home. Let’s see how tired we both are when I get out. But I’d like you at the theatre if we can manage it, it might be useful. It will do no harm for me to be seen to have an attendant, and I’m trying to meet someone who would be interesting for you to meet too. Not a patron for once. A magus.”

“I’ll come. I always enjoy the theatre anyway. Do you want me to go there now and reserve a box?” he asked. “I’d be back again before you needed me.”

I hesitated. “No. It’s important to the image I’m trying to project that you be seen to wait for me. I’m sorry it’s so tedious. However, if you see a friend going by who can make a reservation for us, having a box would be good.”

“That should be easy to arrange. And I won’t be bored. I’ll practice weather while I wait,” he said. I smiled at him, rose from the gondola, gathered up my case, and went in.

My visit that evening was like Taddeo’s workday, profitable, but routine. My natural talent as a magus (or a witch if you prefer) is seeing the future. The hard part is not seeing what is to come but knowing what part of what I see to reveal. Mostly as Tiry said so bluntly, I make my living by telling people the things they want to hear, the pieces that will best please them out of what I see ahead for them. I cannot tell my rich patrons everything I see, not even of their petty individual futures, not if I want to be paid, or for that matter leave their homes alive. The truth about the future isn’t what people want. No, they want to be told someone will love them for themselves or that they’ll be remembered for their good deeds and not their bad ones. So though I truly have the gift, and I see clear and true, I spend a lot of my time shading the truth and sometimes telling outright lies. It’s wearisome, and only grows more so as time goes on. I try to tell as many parts of the truth as I can share, but it isn’t always easy. Honesty can be cruel, as with Tiry when I shared the agony of his gasping death.

The commission for that evening was in honour of a betrothal between a younger Barrozzi son and a daughter of the grand Silvietti house. The Barrozzi wanted to show they were equal to their new connections, and I was part of that, as were the banked flowers, the musicians in the gallery, the huge cake displayed in the entrance hall with portraits in luxuriant imported sugar of the bride and groom. I was shown through into a great hall, painted with frescoes of dancing females of all species, against a background of woods and garlands. There were spindly gilt chairs, various statues, and a fountain, just the water kind, not wine. Servants brought trays of sparkling wine in goblets, and more trays of pickled squid, then cream tarts, then apple slices and mushroom patties. The patties smelled good, but I neither ate nor drank. It would spoil the image my patrons had of me. I was already regretting not having taken a cool drink of water before I left as I usually did.

I moved among the guests, looking mysterious, and speaking little, part of the decorations. I noted many of the city’s elite among the guests, first the Velinari heir, then Lord Camulo himself, and then a tall Andoman with dark fur and drooping ears who everyone made way for, by which I knew he must be someone very important, though I did not recognise him. The guests were of all six species who had elite families living in the Serenissima, and I suppose I represented the Zanguni. I saw three Tisani, but none of them had the facial patterns of the Tisani doge in Tiry’s dream. Though they wore splendid pleated patterned silks in the latest fashion, none of them wore white and gold. It does not do to ignore the obvious, so I made sure of their faces as I moved among them.

When the time came, I read the fortunes of the bride and groom, using the lodestone, because it is my most impressive tool. The groom was going to die in a ridiculous boating accident where he shot out of a gondola and banged his head on the bottom of a shallow canal. The bride would die of poisoning, in middle age. I warned them he would die before her, and that he would die by water and she at home. I told them, truthfully, that they would have two healthy children, and that continuing to invest in the Andoman turmeric trade would continue to bring profit to both their houses. I dressed it up more than that, of course. They want my deep voice and sweeping gestures, my white robes picked out with a single deep colour, my oracular purity. The future is dark, and ends in death, and everyone wants reassurance before stepping forward into it. And yet we step forward with every step we take, with little ability to tell which steps will guide our path. People think only of large events as shaping the future, but it grows from the sum of all of them.

I was born with the ability to see sudden random bright flashes of people’s futures. Often when I first see someone, or especially when I touch them, their personal future will shine out of them, dense, highly coloured, overwhelming. I have learned to control the ability, to mute it, so that I see it only when I choose to look, and when I touch something they have used, not every time I touch a new person. The Venetian habit of handshaking used to undo me, but now I can endure it without difficulty. The tools I use are to help me pick clear patterns out of chaos and point the way forward. There is never any plot in what I see, no thread to bind together the images that seem to be chosen not by true significance but by weight of the emotion that attaches to them. As I swept the lodestone over the filings on the table, I saw a ring, a flame, a wave, an island, and what looked like a dragon or sea monster writhing in the shapes they made. After the iron, I laid out the cards, still catching at scraps of pattern.

The rich in the Serenissima are, like the poor, of all species, but both the Barrozzi and the Silvietti are Venetian. They, if anyone, would understand what it means for the doge to marry the sea. I was obsessed with the question of Tiry’s dream, but I did not pose it to them. The Serenissima has no nobles, no set of closed families. I have been to Venice, rowed a gondola through its canals, read fortunes in its ballrooms among Venetians in masks both intricate and grotesque. They saw my own features and natural head as masked, like the masks they chose, and those who did not know the Serenissima assumed me Venetian and disguised. You could always recognise those who did know it by the sharp second looks they gave me. I could never relax there where my very existence required so many necessary elaborate layers of disguise.

I saw much in Venice that is echoed here, but much that is not. Venice elects a doge for life, and the sons and grandsons of that doge may not be elected, so that no dynasty is established. Here power concentrates in other ways. In Venice, I was exotic not as a Zanguo, which most of them did not understand, but simply as a stranger. There they all know each other, even across class lines; they will know instantly if a gondolier or a flower girl is one they have not seen before, even through all their disguises and pretences. Here, where ships constantly arrive from eight different worlds, and occasionally, they say, from a ninth, and where we change and are changed, we are all to some extent strangers. Little is established and definite, and little stays the same, least of all the families. Even the Silvietti girl who was betrothed tonight is only the third generation of her illustrious family. The Lindassi Lord Camulo was once a sailor on one of their ships and built his great family himself from nothing. Unlike closed Venice, the open Serenissima expects strangers, welcomes them, and if they are cunning enough to make it to the heart, it opens for them like the petals of my roses.

The Andoman servant who escorted me back to my gondola when I was finished handed Taddeo a clinking velvet bag. I pretended to pay no attention. Taddeo hid the bag beneath his cloak and cast off. He took us out into the centre of the canal with one long powerful stroke. “To the theatre?” he asked, quietly. The canal was very busy, and sound carries over water. “We have a box reserved.”

“Yes,” I said, deciding. I was not too tired, and this was a good opportunity. “Is it safe to leave the boat tied up there? If I manage to meet my magus we may be some time.”

“Pell?” I had sat down facing Taddeo, but he was leaning out as he was sculling, so what I saw was his hat and his cloak and the steady sweep of the big oar as he moved the gondola down the canal.

“Do you know her?”

“I know she’s a Laodikan magus who works at the theatre. I’ve seen her about, though not spoken to her. I don’t think she ever takes boats; she always seems to walk everywhere. She’s certainly never hired me.”

“I’ve not spoken to her either. I was advised in Laodike to avoid her unless and until she invited contact, which she has just done. But it will be interesting to meet her, and interesting for you too, perhaps.”

He looked down at me, and his amber eyes caught the light and glowed like a cat’s. “Sounds like fun. And it might be safer, for you, if I’m there. I think we can leave the boat. It wouldn’t be a good idea to leave your case, or this bag of coin I’ve just been given.” Taddeo hesitated, consideringly. “The gondola itself should be safe enough. We should easily be able to find a street kid over there who’ll watch it for us. It’s unlikely that anyone would steal it, and there’d be nothing in it but a few coils of rope and planks, nothing worth taking. We could just leave it. But I don’t want to risk it. Rosso would kill me if it did just fade away in the dark. We’ll find a kid. The worst risk would be coming back to find fleas in your sheepskin.”

“We’ll take the sheepskin in with us,” I said, firmly, and Taddeo laughed his silent Gatti laugh.



2.

My mother was a professor of ancient Zanguni, and I grew up on declensions and the prehodiernal tense. But you can’t read any ancient Zanguni at all without realising that the ancients believed in multiple gods and coming across at least some of the legends, if only in explanatory footnotes. So her stories were always the best stories, and the old gods and their adventures were gentle companions for me as I grew. From her stories of Lady Aa and the stain on the moon I learned of prophecy, and of what so often happens to prophets, and so learned not to speak of what I saw. I learned what it means to accept the stain and to grow quietly and spread light as best one can. My father was a gardener, and from him I learned to graft and splice and prepare the soil to receive plants. I liked plants. From them I learned of hard winters and hot summers, and whether a graft would take. My father thought I had an instinct for placing a graft, when I had only the prememory of where it would one day be growing. I liked rocks too, whose futures lay in being slowly split apart by frost, broken up for road-making, or ground down by glaciers. I spent a lot of time in the natural world, as I grew, and learned much from it, but my best source of information about my gift, or burden, was always my mother’s stories, which she herself had pieced together from the fragments that were all that was left. Such legends were officially deemed Unhealthy, and Health is what Zanguni worship above all.

The theatre of the Serenissima is a long way from Zanguni bedtime stories, but some of the tales are the same. When Taddeo and I walked into the theatre, the play had already started; the drums were rolling as the hero took the weight of the sky on his shoulders while the giant whose job it was to hold it up walked off to perform the next part of the hero’s quest. Here they called him Ercole, but either Herakles or his story had visited my world long ago, so his story felt half familiar, half strange. One wall of my cottage is lined with books full of legends of gods and heroes of seven worlds and the Serenissima. It feels powerful and transgressive that here they are freely available and acted on a public stage.

I had taken a private box, which came provided with half a dozen comfortable chairs and a tray of refreshments on the sideboard. I wheeled one of the chairs to the front of the box and sat, case on my lap, and the sheepskin over the case. My face and robes were clearly visible over the silver and green wall of the box to anyone who went to the theatre to look at the other patrons, rather than at the stage. Taddeo sat on a chair to my left and slightly behind me, visible to others only as the shadow of a servant. We were high up on the left side of the auditorium and had an excellent view of the stage. We settled down to enjoy the great spectacle of heroes and trickery. The singing was wonderful, layered and complex. The monsters were puppets, ingeniously crafted from wood and cloth to move in their jerky way across the boards. Sometimes one could see the strings, others were automata. The three-headed giant, Geryon, was played by three dextrous people on stilts, a Lindassi, a Gatto, and a Venetian. The hydra was manipulated by someone, or more than one person, inside the costume, but the sprouting heads were on strings and moved and attacked independently. The whole thing was dramatic, spectacular, delightful.

I cannot understand those theatregoers who ignore the stage to talk loudly to their friends, calling out or even moving from box to box during the action. I ignored the audience as best I could and concentrated on the spectacle. I did not see Pell, but I often heard what must be her voice imitating some sound or weaving around the other singers in a wild harmony or descant. When the gong rang for the interval, I scribbled a hasty note and sent Taddeo to find a servant who could deliver it backstage. I then drank a cup of water and helped myself to some of the blackberries from a bowl on the sideboard. I considered cake, but it looked dry, and did not appeal enough to consume it standing at the back of the box where I couldn’t be seen. Nothing makes someone seem more worldly and less magical than to be seen eating or drinking, and since my livelihood depended on being seen as ethereal and sibylline, such things could only be done entirely in private.

Taddeo came back almost at once and was then busied accepting notes sent by those who had seen me in the box and wished to come and speak to me. I glanced at the first notes, which were from people whose fortunes I had told as I had been making my way to my present position. It was not a night when the richest families were at the theatre, though anyone who could afford a box could afford to pay me the two aquilae I asked for a simple fortune-telling. “Say no to everyone unless Pell should come or write back,” I said.

“I’ll have to give you the notes then, I can’t read the Venetian alphabet,” Taddeo said.

I had known him for some of the Serenissima’s slippery time, employed him on confidential business, trusted him in my house, set his feet on the beginning of the path of learning magic, and never known that about him. “Would you like to learn?” I asked.

He considered for a moment. “I don’t suppose it would do me any harm,” he said. “It doesn’t often come up that I can’t find something written in Gatti, but it might be useful. If it isn’t too hard.”

“It isn’t hard at all. I could teach you enough to deal with these notes in an hour or so, and after that it’s just practice. I can teach you Zanguni and the most common Andoman and Bauta alphabets too.”

“All right,” he said. “It might come in handy now and then. I only ever learned the Gatti letters.”

“Now those I don’t know. We could teach each other. More skills are always good,” I said.

“There’s a trade in transcribing books from one set of letters to another,” he said. “Lots of scholars make a living at it. Funny how it isn’t the same.”

“Speech is the same because the magic of the Serenissima makes it so, writing isn’t part of that. I don’t know why.”

“There are stories about people who come here from the out-worlds and can’t understand anyone because nobody has told them that they can, and they believe they can’t,” Taddeo said. “They’re told as jokes, but they’re cruel stories.”

Taddeo was handing me the notes. I glanced at each superscription and shook my head, then he dismissed the servant who had brought it with a copper fish as tip. The theatre employed several dozen people for this specific purpose. It was customary for both sender and receiver to tip them, so the messengers could earn quite well. I knew how it worked quite well, because I occasionally came to the theatre when I was seeking clients, not to meet with them there, but to remind them of my existence with my presence. And sometimes I came just to enjoy the performance.

“This P is the only letter you need right now,” I said, writing a large P for him on one of the discarded notes. “If you don’t see that, just send them away.”

No note arrived from Pell before the orchestra started their preparatory music. Taddeo poured himself a goblet of wine as he stepped back from the door. “Water? Redcurrant juice? Lemonade?” he offered.

“I don’t want to be seen drinking,” I said. “But you have whatever you want.”

He picked up a whole hard cheese, took a bite, and dropped the rest in the pocket of his cloak. He sat back down in his seat behind me; with his peaked cap set between his ears he looked the perfect Gatti gondolier and attendant. “Pell didn’t come,” he said, quietly, as the music swelled and Pell’s voice could be heard again, twining with the stringed instruments.

“Probably she didn’t have time between acts,” I said.

The boxes were still full of people visiting with friends and chatting, but in the stalls below and the high balcony above where people rubbed knees and sat side by side, the audience was quieting and paying attention as the actors came back onto the stage. I watched the second half, admiring the puppet monsters especially. When a Sibyl appeared to prophesy, I was surprised to see she was a Zanguo in flowing white robes. Perhaps my fame was spreading. Zanguni were not usually associated with prophecy, since in our world it was considered evil witchcraft. Or perhaps it was a coincidence. It would do me no harm, in any case. It was interesting to see how in this version Ercole’s twelve labours explicitly took him between worlds, so that one occurred on each world, one in the Serenissima, and three of course in Venice.

The show ended with a huge spectacle of fireworks to celebrate the assumption of Ercole into the heavens, and the actor rose slowly on his chariot to be welcomed among the stars by the gods, who nodded their extravagant masked heads and shouted Ercole’s name in welcome. This was how the bedtime story ended too, the hero welcomed to the heavens. I thought how strange it was that the theatre portrayed stars, here where there were no stars to be seen. I suddenly missed the stars with a fierce ache. There was no danger I would stay in the Serenissima too long, not when the stars summoned me into the worlds.

I sat for a moment as the clapping died away, then there was a discreet tap on the door, and Taddeo went to do his duty. “Look for the P,” I reminded him.

“Not on that one,” he said. “But hang on, here she comes. A Laodikan is approaching, looking at the numbers of the boxes.”

Laodikans define gender by time of birth, day or night. Day is male and night is female. They wear clothing of styles and colours that indicate day or night, and from this I could have told that Pell, wearing dark leather pants under a midnight blue tabard, was female, born at night. I learned a lot in my time in Laodike, but I’ll never understand them. They foster their children in households to make alliances of different seasons—based again on when the child is born. Astrology is practiced in many worlds, though not among the Zanguni, who think it Unhealthy, and not in the Serenissima. Assuredly the stars are one of the sets of tools through which we can read the pattern. But only the Laodikans believe in astrology so powerfully. They think the time of day and season of the year of a person’s birth affect their personality, and everything about them. They will send a child born in autumn at night to grow up in a house that doesn’t have anyone else with that particular timing, and call it balance, and an alliance. They are a strange people. They have feathered crests, feathered faces, and great white curved beaks, through which they can make the amazing sounds Pell had been making for the play. They give birth by laying eggs, and their astrology measures time of birth not from conception or egg-laying, but from the moment the child frees itself from the shell.

Pell bowed as soon as she was inside the box. Taddeo closed the door but stayed beside it. I could see then, that as well as the night colours she wore, she had a black-and-blue crest. She stepped forward. I stood to greet her. “Greetings. I am Pellerin, Astar, Klodit, Laodike,” she said, and bowed again, very formally. “I see you, Khadsha Ghemgal.”

How fascinating that she gave her aspects in full but did not own to a homestead! I knew it, though I knew better than to name it when she had not. I bowed, Laodikan style, to the exact same degree of formality as she had. “Joy to you, Pellerin, Astar, Klodit, Laodike. This is my apprentice, Taddeo.”

She greeted Taddeo, and he greeted her. I indicated the chairs, and the two of us sat. Taddeo answered another knock at the door. “Can I offer you refreshments?” I asked. “These boxes come with juice and cake and wine and—”

“I ate all the cheese and berries,” Taddeo put in, closing the door, where he had just collected another note.

“Perhaps some juice?” Pell asked. “But let me get it.”

She poured redcurrant juice for herself and for Taddeo; I declined, again, though I was thirsty once more.

Pell came back and sat down, sliding the chair sideways so she was facing me and not the empty stage. “You said in your note that Tiry spoke to you. I asked him to. I wanted to ask you about the blight group you’re running out on Nonno’s Island.”

“Yes. I understand that there are unscrupulous charlatans in the Serenissima, but I am not one of them. I am charging them nothing for helping them, and if you just want to test my competence, we can do that now. But it may reassure you to know that I studied in Lestrel on Laodike.”

All the feathers around Pell’s eyes stood up in total astonishment. “In Lestrel? When were you there?”

“Time is hard to judge in the Serenissima, but perhaps a year ago?” I said. “They spoke of you in Lestrel.”

“How are they all?” Pell asked.

I took a moment to organise my thoughts into what was important. “Pronit died while I was there, of a tumour; she was buried under the apple trees. Two of the young people went off to other homesteads, Berinel and Olimar, and two new youngsters came. Everyone else was well when I left, working hard, studying, learning, teaching. They asked me to greet you if I saw you but sent no specific messages. They told me not to bother you if you didn’t want to be bothered. I am happy to know you, but I did not want to intrude and waited for you to inquire of me.”

“Pronit,” Pell said. Her crest was flat, and she set down her cup untouched. “Pronit, Milora, Klodit, Lestrel, summer, sunset, high west winds. Fortunate the island where she is reborn.”

“Fortunate the island,” I murmured, a routine echo, but one that underscored Pell’s clearly genuine grief, which I shared, though my own grief was softened and faded by the time that had passed for me since Pronit’s death.

“Lestrel. As you can see, I’m not there,” Pell said, bleakly. “My leaving was difficult, and I do not know whether they would welcome my return. I have failed in my mission.”

“Failed, or not succeeded yet?” I asked.

“What’s the mission?” Taddeo asked, cautiously.

“In the Serenissima, it’s sometimes possible to talk to the gods,” Pell explained, with commendable patience.

Taddeo’s whiskers twitched and his ears pricked forward. “Which gods? The gods of Laodike?”

“Not so far,” Pell said, and looked at me, not challenging, but both offering and asking. I returned her gaze, and as easily as that we stepped through together into the sixth hypostasis, the realm of gold, and through it, immediately, without hesitation, up into the fourth hypostasis, the realm of truth. It is so easy, in the Serenissima, to take that half step into the mystical. On any world I would have had to fast and pray and wait for a fortunate day even to hope to reach the fourth. To reach even to the sixth would have been a struggle. Here I could do it with an effortless moment of desire. (Had I already been here too long? Had Pell?) She was with me, the two of us floated together in a great whirling skein of stars, multicoloured jewels bright against the burning black. The stars, as I had longed for them, arranged in their glorious nebulae and galaxies. And Pell floated here so sweet and true, so natural and clear, it was immediately as if we’d known each other for years. So although I knew she would see all my flaws, my selfishness, greed, and laziness, I also knew she would see my power, my intentions and desires, and would forgive the rest, as I forgave her procrastination, hesitation, and excessive compassion. We did not exactly speak, for in the realm of truth there is not exactly speech, but we looked at each other, and it was as if we had this conversation:

“You see.”

“Yes. And the mission?”

“Yes. And the blight?”

“Too much compassion.”

“Huh. But it won’t be for long.”

“What?”

“Cure. Soon.”

“Good!”

“And the quest?”

“Well … But we keep at it.”

“Surely.”

Then we dropped out, flashing through the gold of the sixth hypostasis without even pausing an instant, and back into the Serenissima and our bodies. Taddeo shot me a sharp look. I was refreshed by the brief moment outside, my thirst and tiredness gone. I had missed those conversations in the hypostases, where minds are so open that understanding is immediate and absolute. Now Pell and I understood each other, and what we were both here for.

“Good news, very good news,” Pell said to Taddeo, immediately, effervescing. “There’ll be a cure for the blight soon. Khadsha has seen it.”

“I saw it in Tiry’s future,” I said.

Taddeo looked delighted. “That will decrease so much misery. What is this cure?”

“I don’t know that,” I admitted. “But it will be here soon. This is not a matter of possibility, but of certainty.”

“They’ll come around and clear us out of here soon,” Taddeo said. “Shall I gather up the notes?”

“You might as well,” I said. “I’ll read them tomorrow and see if there’s anyone interesting.”

“Do you need to leave, or would you both like to come down and talk?” Pell asked.



3.

It turned out that Pell lived in a large space under the theatre. She led us down what felt like an endless spiral into a huge, cavernous room, presumably intended for storing scenery, but decorated Laodikan style with many overlapping curtains and drapes to divide up the living space. “Welcome to Chaos Court,” she said. There were various people and small groups scattered around the space, more or less visible behind hanging swathes of cloth. None of them came to greet us. Laodikan custom would have been to leave them to what privacy the space offered, and it seemed that this place followed that practice.

Pell led Taddeo and me farther in, towards the curved wall of the dome. She pushed through a heavy crimson curtain. A Tisani was sitting in a large gilt armchair with crimson velvet cushions, set back against the wall. I twitched, thinking of Tiry’s dream. Tisani were rare in the Serenissima, and here was one in something like a throne. I checked. Unlike the Tisani I had seen earlier, their floral face markings were exactly like the ones I had seen in the moment from Tiry’s dream. Their eyes remained completely blank as we approached. “Orain,” Pell said.

“Pell! You’re back already. And who have you brought to see me?”

Their voice was warm, but their eyes remained unmoving and blank. I realised they must be blind. “Khadsha Ghemgal, the Zanguo sibyl who’s running the blight group out on Nonno’s Island, and her apprentice and friend Taddeo, a Gatto gondolier,” Pell said.

“Greetings, Khadsha, welcome, and welcome to you too, Taddeo,” the Tisani said. “I am Orain Masauri.”

“I see you, Orain Masauri,” Taddeo said, and then his ears went flat as he realised that since they could not see him, the standard greeting phrase of the Serenissima might be inappropriate.

“Joy to you, Orain Masauri,” I said.

“Sit down, be comfortable,” Pell said. There was a sofa, like Orain’s chair clearly a theatre prop from the dramatic colours, and hard as a rock, as I found when we sat on it. I stayed where I was, but Taddeo slipped to sit on an embroidered pillow on the floor. I silently spread the sheepskin between myself and the hard seat. Pell too chose the floor, sitting next to Orain’s chair and draping an arm over their knees.

“So you are from the island blight group Tiry told Pell about?” Orain asked me.

“That’s right,” I said.

“I asked Tiry this afternoon to ask her to speak to me, and she came right away to see the show,” Pell said, clearly pleased.

“I always enjoy the theatre,” I said.

“And she was trained in Lestrel, on Laodike, and she’s a magus, so everything is all right there; they’re in as good of hands as they would be with me,” Pell went on cheerfully.

“Then you can stop fretting,” Orain said. They reached to a small table by their side which held a pitcher and some wooden cups. I noticed as they moved their hands that they wore a heavy gold thumb ring with two big pearls on it. “Water?”

They set the cups out with precision and poured carefully. They did not spill a drop, but I don’t think any of us breathed as they were doing it. Then they handed the cups—not exactly to us, but in our direction, and we moved to take them. I happened to glance at Pell and saw what a struggle she was having not to help.

A blind Tisani, with the right floral face patterning, after Tiry had dreamed of a Tisani doge … but perhaps Tiry knew Orain. They knew who he was.

I took the water and drank it. It did not matter if anyone saw me drink, here. I was among friends. I had not known that until Pell and I went to the realm of truth, but I knew it now. They had said in Lestrel that she might have been seduced by the Serenissima and lost her bearings, but I no longer believed it. I’d seldom met anyone with more integrity.

“The bad news is that my friend Pronit died, in Lestrel,” Pell told Orain.

“Fortunate the island where she is reborn,” Orain said, immediately. “Or the world, perhaps, if souls move between worlds as Injunel says. We should mourn your friend with more than water. If you will, Pell?”

Pell got up and rummaged in a chest that stood against the wall, half covered with a striped cloth. “No wine, but there’s this mead?”

“That will do, if it does not offend the customs or needs of our guests?”

“I will mourn Pronit with mead,” I said. “Though I mourned her in Lestrel with strawberry-scented wine and helped lay her to rest under the apple trees.”

“I will drink mead with you to mourn your friend,” Taddeo said.

As Orain carefully poured the mead into our wooden cups, I told them of the funeral, who had spoken and what they had said, that the youngster Berinel had broken down crying when he spoke of what a good teacher Pronit had been. “I was not at her bedside when she died, but I saw her on the morning before that day, and I knew the end would be very soon. I was reading in the sunshine, and she came out onto the whitewood porch that runs around the house and sat on a rocking chair. She talked to me and to some of the children of the house who gathered around, telling us of the voyages she had made when she was young. She spoke of the war with the Lindassi, the only war Laodikans have ever fought.”

“We did not even know what war was when the Lindassi Imperial fleet arrived on our world from theirs. We could only imagine a pirate raid by one island on another, not a war of conquest such as other worlds have known,” Pell said. “We are fortunate indeed. I could not imagine how fortunate until I read some of the history of other worlds.”

I took my cup from Orain. It was full of a green liquid which smelled herbal. “So Pronit said, and yet you repulsed the would-be invaders and found your own way to the Serenissima and the community of worlds. She talked about the joy and hope and terror with which she had set off voyaging as a youngster, and said she felt just the same now that she faced her final voyage into night.”

Pell was weeping, and so was I, and tears ran down Orain’s cheeks from their empty eyes. Taddeo raised his cup. Gatti don’t openly cry any more than they laugh, but his throat was thick when he spoke. “To Pronit. I didn’t know she existed an hour ago, but now I mourn her. Fortunate the island.” He took a sip and choked on it.

“Pronit,” I said, and sipped my own drink. It was sweet, and complex, and very alcoholic. I wasn’t sure whether I liked it or not.

Pell and Orain drank to Pronit. “I remember that whitewood porch,” Pell said. “It runs all around the seaward side of the house, and you can look down the slope to the sea through the olive groves. I can picture Pronit sitting there on her last day, planning her final voyage.” She took another sip. “The air in Lestrel is always so clear. Sunlight and shadow. Above the house there are pines and aspens. Mists are rare. You can see far out over the sea, other islands of the archipelago floating on the water.”

“It was a good place to visit and study and learn,” I said, taking another burning sip of my mead. It didn’t seem sweet at all this time. “I was happy there.”

“It sounds wonderful,” Orain said. “Where else have you been, Khadsha? Any other worlds?”

“I visited some of the other islands of Laodike, and I’ve also visited Andomain and Denshado and Venice,” I said.

“And you told me once you’d also been to our world,” Taddeo said. “You’ve travelled a lot.”

“I only went to the Gatti world briefly. I need to go back and get to know it better. I’d like to explore all the worlds, to find one where I’d like to settle down,” I explained.

“Which do you like best so far?” Pell asked.

“If I say Laodike you’ll think I’m just being polite.”

She laughed. “But is it true?”

“I liked Laodike, but it would be difficult for anyone not Laodikan to fit in there,” I said, letting diplomacy shade my words but not the truth. “Zanguni celebrate birthdays enthusiastically, so I know my season, but I don’t know what time of day I was born, or what the weather was like, never mind what my parents sensed. And there aren’t many strangers on Laodike, so I’d always stand out. Truthfully, I’ve been most comfortable here, but this isn’t a world, and they say it’s dangerous to stay here too long.”

“How long is too long?” Pell asked, tilting her head to the right quizzically.

“I’ve been wondering that myself.” We did not have the perfect understanding we’d had in the fourth hypostasis, but enough of it lingered that we shared a smile at that thought.

“Were you born with the gift of seeing futures?” Orain asked, curiously.

“Yes.” It was difficult to read anything on their beautiful face, I kept being drawn to the blankness of their eyes.

“That must have been hard,” they said.

I nodded. I thought about what to say, whether to say anything. I felt strangely relaxed. It wasn’t the drink, or not only the drink, although it was rare for me to take alcohol. It was that I felt I was truly with friends for the first time in a long, long time. I had been so careful, so cautious. But Pell had seen me and unquestioningly understood. So I decided to tell the truth, to answer what they were asking, to speak of things I normally kept closed away. “I see it in glimpses. As a child it usually terrified me. My parents thought me prone to tantrums and, later, shy of strangers. It took me a long time to realise other people didn’t see what I saw. And then I learned to keep it quiet, once I was past the tantrum age. As a small child I occasionally blurted out something, but they passed it off as childish nonsense: So cute, Khadsha says Uncle will live to be a hundred! Khadsha’s so worried about the boat race, she says Auntie’s going to drown. And then when Auntie did drown, they said it’s just a horrible coincidence, and not to say anything in case I blamed myself, which would be Unhealthy. I don’t know how much you know about Zanguni culture?”

“Enough to be surprised you weren’t exorcised to drive the demons away,” Pell said.

“Oh, I was,” I said, and took another drink. The taste was improving, or I was getting used to it. I could taste the flowers now.

“What, really?” Taddeo looked astonished, and his whiskers twitched as if he were a little affronted, perhaps that I had not told him before.

“I was fifteen by then, though, so when they cast them out, I could pretend the demons had gone well enough to fool them,” I explained. “My mother used to tell me bedtime stories of the old gods and heroes, when I was young, and that gave me some idea what it was that I could do—or rather, couldn’t help doing. I managed to keep it from everyone, while becoming almost a secret devotee of our old gods. As for Health, our current religion, or philosophy, as it calls itself, I hated it. I knew the healers would kill me in the name of purity, if they found out what I was. I’m so glad, so lucky, my mother told me those stories. I never hated myself or harmed myself to try to root out the gift, as so many of our people do. A burden, we call it, not a gift. Thinking I was possessed was the best possible result of being found out. They could have called me a witch. Indeed, by their definitions I am a witch. I can’t ever go back.”

I put my empty wooden cup back on the table and looked straight at the perfection of Orain’s face, and into their blank, unseeing eyes.

“No wonder you are searching the worlds for a new home,” they said.

“How were you found out?” Pell asked.

I looked at Taddeo, who was still sipping his drink and wrinkling his snout. “I made friends with a Gatta. She had come to study with us. Her name was Belitta. Taddeo reminds me of her a little. Her future was a swirl of strangeness: other Gatti; other kinds of peoples; fields of sunflowers in sunlight; the mists of the Serenissima; the loving touch of half a dozen Gatti babies at her nipples; and death at last, crushed in a landslide. I had learned already of too many ways to die, but a landslide was new to me. The part of Zanguni where I grew up isn’t very seismic. Belitta sensed, I think, my fascination with her difference, and was kind to me, and to another girl, Vokhash, who also seemed fascinated. She would answer our questions about other worlds, and in return ask us questions about biology which we could always easily answer but which seemed revelatory to her.”

“As you know, Gatti aren’t one of the races that care much about education,” Taddeo said, wryly.

“Whereas the Zanguni are known for being fanatical about it, which is why Belitta had come to us to learn. She worked hard, with dedication. One day we were talking after class. We were sitting in the school orchard, all three of us in the shade of a pear tree. I was relaxed. Vokhash’s future was always strange to me, a mix of betrayals and raptures I could not understand, which ended in her being deliberately drowned by someone with a bronze domino and tempestuously burning green eyes. This was dramatic, but by then familiar. I knew she would make a passionate denunciation to our headmaster, but I only see, I do not hear, and nothing in the visions tells me when they will happen. We’d been talking about improving crop yields through soil chemistry, very basic stuff, and then Belitta began to ask about crop breeding and grafting fruit trees. Vokhash showed her the way the pear branches had been grafted onto the apple stock to make the tree that shaded us. And after so many years of being careful, I revealed that I knew where next year’s grafts would go.”

“That was all? Next year’s fruit grafts?” Pell asked.

I nodded. “Vokhash told the headmaster, who told the Health authority, and that night they came and took me away. They weren’t deliberately unkind. They guided me to give the answers they wanted.”

“They didn’t torture you?” Taddeo asked.

I didn’t say anything for a moment, looking at the three of them. I knew I could trust Taddeo and felt absolutely sure I could trust Pell, but Orain was nothing but a beautiful stranger, who might one day be the doge who would marry the sea. So far, I had talked of nothing but long ago, and mentioned no one who could be hurt by what I said.

“They tortured you,” Pell said, flatly.

“Of course they did. I still have the scars. But you have to understand that it wasn’t out of cruelty. They believed even as they did it that they were saving my soul. They thought that once the demon was gone, they’d have rescued a good aspiring soil chemist. I even thanked them, afterwards. My parents thanked them, fervently. My father looked hurt, puzzled. My mother—afterwards my mother said she blamed herself for telling me the stories. But when I left, supposedly for another school, she packed all my precious things in my bag. She must have guessed I was leaving our whole world and never coming back. She knew there wasn’t any demon, or if there was, she loved the demon too. She didn’t say anything, but no one can know the stories and not understand. That’s why they don’t teach the stories anymore, though they still teach the language. They think of the language as a valuable claim to continuity with the honoured past, but they don’t want anyone to read anything written in the language. Why, that might give them the wrong ideas. The right ideas. Sooner or later, they’ll abandon the language too, unless the revolution comes before that, and everything changes.”

“Have you seen the revolution?” Orain asked.

“Yes. It’s coming, but still far off. I have seen it, but always in the distant life of those whose futures I read. I don’t think it will be in time for me to go home. But maybe, when I am old, Zanguni will convulse and there will be room for a magus who knows the old stories.” I raised my cup to toast the eventual revolution.

“There will be need,” Pell said.

“I am thinking of writing a book of the stories,” I said, feeling a little shy to admit it. “They will be needed, even if I am not there to tell them. I honour those who make the revolution, who stay and fight to overthrow Health. But they knew I was a magus. I was right to leave.”

“Where did you go?” Taddeo asked.

I decided I would tell them. I shook my head. “Before that, before I left, one of the inquirers came to me. That’s what they call them, inquirers, not torturers. I thought at first he was going to take me back to the hospital.”

“Hospital, not prison,” Pell said.

“Not torture chamber,” Orain said.

“‘Torture chamber’ sounds as if it’s made of stone and wood with chains and bloodstains and people screaming. There might be torture chambers here in the Serenissima, in the big prison, the Pozzi, and if so, that’s what they’d be like.” I shuddered a little at the thought. “The Hospital of Inquiry is all white tile and steel and very, very clean and you can’t hear anything at all outside the room you’re in. They acted as if they were nursing me back to health, even as they hurt me.” I breathed slowly, taking in the slightly musty scent of the drapes, lingering smells of cooking, onions and cheese. “The inquirer came to visit me, in my parents’ house, a few days before I was planning to leave. He didn’t take me back to the hospital. He just told me he knew I was a witch, because he was also a witch, although I had fooled the others that there was a demon and it had been cast out. He asked if I was sure I wanted to study soil chemistry, and offered me a place at a Health school, so I could become like him.”

“And you ran away?” Taddeo asked.

“Yes. But he knew I would. Maybe he’d seen my future, and not told the others, or lied to them. He’d been offering me a place at the Health school, talking about that, terrifying, but very much within the normal framework of Zanguni life. Use the witch to catch the witch. They wanted me to become someone like he was. But then as he got up to go, he leaned forward suddenly and told me to come here, to spend some time studying here, in the Serenissima, where reality bends, but not to stay too long, not to think I belonged here. And when I asked him what he meant he started talking about the dormitories and meal plans at the school.” I shrugged. “I’ve never understood it. He was the only magus of my own people I ever met.”

“Maybe that was the one moment when you were unobserved?” Pell suggested. “Maybe he knew and timed it so he could help you without being caught out.”

“I have heard that in some worlds there are devices to watch and listen from afar, and perhaps they have them on yours,” Orain said.

“No, that would be magic,” I said. “There are informants and listeners, yes, and certainly they give rewards for denunciations, but the informants are all people, not devices such as they say the Venetians make.”

“Then perhaps it was a moment’s absence of your parents?” Orain suggested.

My mother knew I was leaving. I was sure of it. But my father—my father was a law-abiding person, and he had looked so hurt. He would have denounced me, believing it was for my own good even as the torturers cut me to shreds with their bright, clean scalpels. I nodded. “Perhaps it was. I think about him, the magus, working for them but telling me to come here. He was taking a risk.”

“Had he been here?” Taddeo asked.

“I think he must have been. How else would he know?” I shook my head. “I don’t know. I never touched him. I can’t imagine his life. And I don’t know his name. I often think of him.”

“There must be many who do not approve of what is done in the name of Health,” Orain said.

“Yes. But there are also many who truly think they are doing good. Like my father.” My heart ached when I thought of it.

“But you left,” Pell said, her voice steady. “You are here now.”

“Yes. I went to Andomain first. That’s where I could find a boat that would take me. I had to promise to work the winds for the ship for six moons, which was a bad bargain for me, as I didn’t know then that there wasn’t a moon in the Serenissima! It must have been a year before I was done with that contract. That’s when I briefly visited the Gatti world, on the ship, but only for a few days to unload and load a cargo. By the time we’d counted six moons, I’d learned enough to avoid another indenture and to get a straight one-voyage deal to Denshado. There I went to a monastery and got some essential training in how not to see the future all the time. I stayed among the Bauta for almost two years, before visiting Venice and then apprenticing in Laodike.”

“You can’t see your own future?” Orain asked.

“No one can,” Pell explained.

“And are the futures you see changeable?”

I shook my head. “I don’t think so. They never have changed that I’ve been aware of. If I warn someone, the things they do just make it more certain. But there’s so much I don’t see. I’ve realised by living that lives aren’t those bright moments destiny touches. Lives are the rest of it, the moments in between, the unseen, the real choices we make with every breath going forward. And it’s better not to know the destined moments, I think, to make our choices not knowing. But I have the gift of seeing, and so perhaps someone wants me to know, and perhaps to share. But how it all works, well. That’s a question I’d very much like to ask the gods.”








CHAPTER3
PELL



Aspect: Clarity * Time of Day: Dawn * Muse: Polyhymnia Liberal Art: Music * Animal: Unicorn * Sphere: Sun Social Class: Gentry * Virtue: Patience * Species: Laodikan

Description: A woman with the head of a falcon is standing on a hillside. Behind her is the rising sun. Her arms are raised as if about to conduct a symphony. A surprised-looking unicorn sits at her feet.


1.

I don’t usually think of people of other species as having gender in our way. They have their own genders, which they use to mark things important to them, such as reproductive ability. Generally I use their preferred pronouns quite naturally, and never even think whether they were born day or night. It might have been because of being shaken after meeting Lasrim, or Nonno as he is often called, or it may have been the layers of white clothes, but when we met, I felt Khadsha as so much a person of the day that I instantly wanted to assign the pronoun “he,” even though I knew that was not her preference. Never before had I met someone and felt they should have been Laodikan, should have been one of us. It would have been so much better for Khadsha. When a Laodikan dies we think immediately of rebirth and say “Fortunate the island where they are reborn.” Some philosophers believe souls are all the same, in every species, and may be reborn into any of the nine worlds. When I met Khadsha, and especially when we moved together into the fourth hypostasis as easily as smiling, I felt his, that is to say her, soul was of day, of light and crisp decisions and power.

But I am getting ahead of myself and should begin at the beginning of the day whose ending was to bring Khadsha to me.

As the soul comes to a child at the moment of hatching, so the soul flows into each day when the beak of the sun first taps at the horizon and cracks the egg of night. And as everyone is born of day or night, this is the one holy moment everyone can come together to share. I have always loved the shared joy of the day’s soul coming into the sky, and the twined complex tune we use to grieve night’s passing and greet day’s beginning. On land I sing the tenor descant line, and on shipboard I lead the tenors as we all gather together on deck before the watches change. One of the reasons I love voyaging is because I see so many sunrises on board ship, see each day’s soul enlighten so many different seas and islands.

But the day I met Khadsha dawned misty and full of cloud, like every day in the Serenissima, where there is day and night but no sun or stars. Light grew and permeated the drops of water that filled the air, showing the shadowed shapes of bridges and archways growing more distinct as they shaped themselves out of night. Dawning daylight glinted and glimmered from the canals that wind everywhere through the Serenissima like a cat winding itself around your legs. I sang my line of the dawn song quietly as I made my way alone through the alleys towards God’s Hotel, but though the light grew stronger as I walked, there was no clear moment I could discern of night’s egg cracking. Although I had been living in the Serenissima for some considerable time, I had never grown used to the way dawn diffused through the city. “I should go down to the harbour and find a ship of my own people and beg a passage home,” I thought; a weary, well-worn thought that often came to me at daybreak. I knew I would not. Not yet. The season of return had not yet come. Nor was I ready to fold myself back into an old outgrown nest, to accept not just failure but the forbearing consciousness of my failure in the eyes of everyone I met. I had come to the Serenissima with such high hopes. I did not want to return to those who had called them hubris to admit that they were right.

There were few people about as I walked through the dawn. A Bauta poled a refuse boat down the canal, emptying cans of food scraps and dead flowers and excretions into his boat to take to the garden island of Evia where they would compost and in time produce fresh food and flowers for the city. A brightly garlanded young Lindassi walked a big black dog, who growled at me as we crossed the same bridge in opposite directions. Two drunken Andomen in stained overalls were staggering along, supporting each other. As I passed over the bridge and moved into the square by the delicate temple of Alethea, the white pillars glimmering but the blue mosaic not yet distinct, a Venetian passed me trundling a dolly, almost as wide as she was, piled with jars—oil, honey, fish sauce? Two birri, one Lindassi and one Venetian, both wearing the yellow sashes that showed their profession, marched through the square, escorting a shamefaced Gatto, his ears flat to his head, who they’d obviously just apprehended. They left the square through an archway I’d never seen before. The city often threw out such surprises, opening a new square here, closing up an old canal there, like a face caught in the fleeting act of changing expression, as the old expression vanishes as if it had never been.

As I came to God’s Hotel, light was all around me, the mist was golden pink, and I sang the last few lines of day’s welcome as I went up the ramp beside the entrance.

Inside, Sal was sitting on the curved bench that ran around the grand hall, lit by the windows that ringed the little dome. A lamp was smoking among the ledgers on the desk beside her; it was clear she’d just extinguished it. “Pell, thank goodness,” she said. Then she stood and bowed, hands together in the Venetian way. “Pellerin of Astar, of Klodit, of Laodike, I see you.”

I bowed in return, straight-backed, head down, hands at my sides, in the way of my people. “Sarah Meldola da Terra, I see you.”

Affirmation done, we smiled at each other. Her smile, as always with Venetians, went beyond the eyes and lifted the sides of her mouth. “It’s been a night,” she said. “Two births, and one ongoing. A couple of lost strangers, as usual. And I’m sorry to say old Josiah died, there was nothing we could do. Then there were the usual small crises, mostly dealt with. But there’s also an Andoman in surgery, stab wound, and between that and the birth we’re very short-staffed. And the morning’s blight group will start coming in soon.”

I nodded. Birth was difficult for so many of the peoples of the worlds. “Do you want me to take over here?”

“No, I’m good until Helike makes it, or for another hour at least. Can you do an affirmation round if you’ve time before the blight group? Or you could see if Ronan wants you to help with the surgery.”

I tilted my head affirmatively.

“And if I don’t see you before I leave, Ronan came on at midnight so make him go off when you do at noon! I don’t know why it’s such a problem making sure staff get some rest.”

“Yes,” I said, and tilted my head on one side, which Sal knew me well enough to read as questioning her own lack of rest.

“Ah, but there’s so much to do!” she lamented, and at that moment the door swung open with the first patient of the day, and I loped off up the ramp spiralling up from the east of the room.

My tasks kept me busy. It was the light of mid-morning that was streaming in through the curved bank of high windows in the southeastern wall by the time I brought the members of the morning blight group back out of the sixth hypostasis. The small panes of the windows of that room were set in lead, the glass stained in many shades of green and blue, which although we were up on the second level of God’s Hotel gave the room an underwater feel. Only the surgeries had expensive clear Lindassi glass. This meeting room was almost square, with one curved wall. The assorted chairs had been set in a circle, and in them sat the members of the group, a strange mix of people. They ranged in age from barely adult to verging on elderly, but there were no children or true elders. They were typical of the mix of species of people you commonly see in the Serenissima, mostly Venetian, Bauta, Andoman, and Gatti, sprinkled with a few Lindassi and two Zanguni. Their heights ranged as widely as their ages, but they were all lean. Fighting off the blight ate up reserves. Many of them had some visible greyness of skin, and the fur of the Gatti and the Andomen lacked sleekness. The Lindassi garlands seemed shabby, and the Zanguni manes had the blurred, worn look sickness gives to feathers. The blue-green light was gentle on everyone’s faces. The main part of the meeting was over, but we had learned that talking and supporting each other was also very important for the survival of the blighted. Here in the Serenissima, belief was a powerful tool, and having all the members of the group believing in each other’s thriving did almost as much to help as my magical intervention.

“There are plenty of people willing to hold your hand if you’re dying, but very few who’ll help you find a way to live and move forward,” Bob said, angrily, passionately. He was Venetian, and the blight had a strong and visible hold of him. Venetians have no feathers and little hair, except on the top and back of the head, and the exposed skin on his arms was grey enough that the beige I remembered from when he first came was no longer visible.

People were nodding around the circle. “We can help each other with this too, though, Bob,” Kreshun said, earnestly. Kreshun was a tall dark red Bauta, a long-term member of the group, and one of the steadiest. She showed no visible signs of blight but always wore long sleeves and leg coverings.

“My landlord wants me to leave,” Bob said. “He says it makes it hard to rent the other rooms because I’m in the building. But where can I go? Nobody wants to rent to the blighted.”

“If you can’t find anything better there’s always room at Chaos Court,” I said. But I knew Bob wouldn’t come. He was fiercely proud and valued having his own place. “You have work, you pay your rent, the landlord can’t just make you go.”

“He can make things uncomfortable for me,” Bob said. “He can increase the rent so much I can’t pay it. He’s not, you know, a bad person, he isn’t mean, he needs to make a living too, and he’s right that people don’t want to rent from him because I’m there and they’re afraid of catching blight from me. But it’s my place.” His voice trembled.

“Maybe one of us can help you find somewhere. I’ll ask around,” Gom said. He was a Lindassi who worked for the birri, the police, and knew lots of people. “But he shouldn’t make you go. How long have you lived there?”

Bob shrugged. “Quite a while.”

I wasn’t surprised he couldn’t pin it down. Time is a strange thing in the Serenissima. Days, months, years, occasions of celebration, are hard to track. On a world, any world, people mark time by the hatching and setting of the sun as she sails through the sky, by the changing of seasons, by the growth and aging of our bodies. In the Serenissima days flow into each other like grains of sand through an hourglass, and while bodies do age and time does accumulate, just as sand accumulates in the bottom of an hourglass, the granularity is difficult to measure. As I listened to the blighted supporting each other, and from time to time intervened to steer the discussion into more productive currents, I realised that I had slowly come to think of the time I had been in the Serenissima in terms of years, rather than months. Years. It would surely be years of absence back on Laodike, where every day cracks as clean and sharp as an egg and is cherished and carefully counted. But in the Serenissima it is difficult to find a season of change. It is seasonless, near tideless, if not quite timeless. God’s Hotel had an hourglass, and a water clock, and a mechanical clock. None of them ever told the same time, nor did they agree with the bells from the great tower in the Campo Colorato that counted out the hours of the day.

Bob was persuaded to speak to his landlord again and suggest a small rent increase that was within his means, and offered several places he could stay if he had to move. This kind of practical help was one of the valuable secondary effects of the group.

At last I stood to formally end the meeting. Everyone made a sign of affirmation, each appropriate to their own culture, and then as I raised a hand and brought it down, we spoke aloud, together, “Yes, we can.”

People lingered in their own small conversations. I noticed Gom was talking intently to Bob and hoped he was explaining the law and not offering to threaten the landlord. I sat down again in my chair, waiting until the flurry was over, in case anyone needed to speak to me individually. Kreshun came over to me as I sat. “I haven’t seen Tiry in a while,” she said, tentatively. “Do you know anything?”

Tiry was another Bauta from the blight group, smaller and slighter than Kreshun, his flat stiff face mottled red and gold. I hadn’t missed him, but now I thought back I couldn’t say for sure when I had last seen him. I drew a deep breath, though it felt as it entered my beak that the air itself was a heavy weight on my chest. “He’s not in God’s Hotel; if any of the blight group are brought in, Sal or Helike always tells me,” I said. “Beyond that I don’t know. I can check if he’s been going to the sunset group instead.”

Kreshun shook her head. “No. That’s what I thought, so I checked with Sal already.”

“That is worrying. Huh.” I tapped my fingers on my beak, thinking. “Do you know where he lives?”

“Down near the docks,” Kreshun said. “Above a tripe stand. I don’t know the address, but I went there once, a while ago.”

“Have you tried calling there?”

She shook her head, her flat jutting mahogany face as expressionless as all Bauta faces, but concern radiating from her. “I didn’t want to impose. You know how we are. Tiry is no kin of mine, so I’ve no right, he could even challenge me if he took offence. But since Dimitri died, he’s been alone. And if, well—”

“If the blight struck,” I finished. They didn’t like to say it, but they all knew the progression of the disease as well as I did. The blight spread over the skin and then seized on one organ at a time until they were all gone, but it took the organs in no particular order. The attitude of the long-term members of the group to their affliction tended to be informed, sardonic, and cautious, as it needed to be.

“Will you visit Tiry? Shall we go there together?” Kreshun asked.

It was clearly what Sal called “one of those days.” “Yes. Today? When I’m done here? Where shall I meet you?”

“There are things I can usefully do here for a little while,” Kreshun said. “Meet me in the laundry when you’re ready.”

I did another affirmation round, and persuaded Ronan to go home to sleep. As I came towards the laundry, I heard Jatta’s barking laugh, and Kreshun’s laugh twining with it. They were folding clean bedding together, smoothly and efficiently, and both looked up when I came in. Jatta was Andoman, her fur a glossy black and white, and her face shaped like a spaniel. She had been helping out at God’s Hotel for even longer than I had, and we were old friends.

“Pell of Astar, I see you are well. Have you come to take away my new assistant?” Jatta asked.

“Jatta Orode, I see you are thriving in joy. I have, but I am glad she has been of use to you and to the house.”

They came together, with a red-and-black checked sheet between them, and Jatta took all four corners and whisked it into a neat square. “Any morning you have nothing to do, Kreshun, I can always use help in here. God’s Hotel generates an immense amount of laundry.”

Kreshun nodded. “I’m always happy to volunteer when I have time. When so much is focused on trading and making profit, it is good to have a place like this that puts helping people first.”

Kreshun and I walked away from God’s Hotel together, up and down bridges over canals, retracing my steps of the early morning. Little breezes stirred, and at times thinned, the mist, making it almost luminous. Gulls flew overhead, singing their plaintive songs. The streets were bustling with people of all kinds but the rich, who were nevertheless visible from time to time being poled along the canals in their sumptuous gondolas. Among my people rich and poor is a matter for homesteads, not individuals, and those with more take pride in giving more. At least the rich of the Serenissima are decorative and provide a display to everyone—many of them were dressed in gorgeous brocades or splendid embroidery and lace.

The waterways were also crowded with other watercraft, smaller and more manoeuvrable, making deliveries or going from one place to another. It took me some time living in the Serenissima to realise that the canals were the real streets of the city, and the walkways merely back alleys. Almost all the edifices of the city face the canals, the doors opening directly to the water, to be accessed primarily by boat. The whole city consists of islands of different sizes and shapes, connected by bridges. Some islands are filled with one large building, others have several buildings and perhaps a square. Even the biggest were not large, though in some places where the islands lay close together and were divided by only small channels, it was easy to forget they were not contiguous. Other islands lay too far apart to be reached by the art of building bridges. To reach them, for those who did not have their own boats, it was possible to hire a boat, or to take a ferry, with a group of others heading for the same destination. The best way to get anywhere was always by water, not by walking. All natives of the Serenissima, and everyone who had lived there for some time, understood this. Children learned to paddle boats almost as soon as they could walk. Even God’s Hotel faced the water on three sides; the entrance in the square was properly speaking the back. But I liked to walk, even when the streets shifted around me, they felt more solid than the ever-flowing waters.

As I walked through the streets, I was trying to remember when I’d last seen Tiry. I knew it wasn’t for several days. I didn’t always lead the blight group, if someone else was free to do it and I was needed elsewhere at that time. Yesterday morning I had been with Josiah, a Venetian dying of Elma’s Disease, trying to help him keep breathing, and Helike had led the group. The day before had been my turn, but Tiry hadn’t been there. The day before that—Counting back was difficult, but it must have been eight days or a week since I’d seen him, or even more. I reproached myself for not noticing. As I tried to reckon time, the days collapsed like a pile of sand. Kreshun looked at me as we walked. Expressionless Bauta either just slide their eyes or move their whole heads, depending on how obvious they want their gaze to seem. This time Kreshun moved her whole head. “Worried, Pell?”

“I can’t remember when I last saw Tiry. I think it’s a whole week, or even longer. Maybe two weeks. He wasn’t even here on ninthday. And yes, I’m worried.”

Kreshun nodded. “I can’t help worrying. It’s silly in a way, when there are so many blighted and we can’t help them all.”

“We do what we can.” I felt weighed down at the thought of all those we were unable to help. “There are three groups at God’s Hotel, and a dozen other groups across the Serenissima now, doing what we do. We’re helping hundreds of people every day.”

Kreshun nodded stiffly. “But I heard that in some worlds they say they’ll give the blighted passage here, then after they’ve taken their money, they throw them overboard in the deep sea once they’re far out from land.”

I made an involuntary sound of horror, causing people to turn to look. “That’s terrible,” I said, quietly.

The wall of the alley we were following opened into a little square that was filled with tables, a restaurant full of people enjoying their midday meal. Pigeons were pecking crumbs around their feet, and I saw a little Venetian girl with sticking-out pigtails deliberately throw them a crust. The scent of grilling fish made me hungry, but I couldn’t have eaten just then. We edged past them, quiet as we moved through their noise, and Kreshun led us into another alley, this one lined with little shops.

“Where are they doing that?” I asked.

“Laodike, and Zanguni, and it’s spreading to Denshado too from what I heard,” Kreshun said.

I shuddered, hating to believe it. “I can believe it of Laodike. We care about purity, separation, sharp clear lines of division. Day, night, clean, polluted, healthy, infected. There’s no cure, so they just want people to die tidily and be buried in lime. But to drown them!”

We were on a little low bridge, the water very close and dark below us, the structures on the islands around us little more than suggestions in the thickened mist, a wall, a dome, a colonnade. The sound of boats knocking against a wooden pier came to us, and the low note of a bell.

“We can’t do it all, so we do what we can,” Kreshun said, firmly.

“I know. But even with the blighted people we help here, they have to stay here and keep coming to the blight group regularly. It’s just hovering in place. They can’t go home.”

“We have to make the Serenissima our home, that’s true,” Kreshun said. “That’s not hard for me, I was doing that anyway. Though it is hard living without a kinship, but … well, the blight group has become almost like a kinship to me.”

“You’re right.” I said. “We can’t take care of every blighted person in every world, but we can check on Tiry, and that’s what we’re doing.”



2.

We stepped off the bridge and turned a corner and the mist suddenly resolved itself into a busy district full of working people and small shops. Kreshun stopped abruptly in front of a crowded tripe shop. People were slurping bowls of tripe or munching on tripe sandwiches both inside and out in the street. Grey-and-white pigeons, perky brown sparrows, and one solitary crow were pecking at the dropped crumbs. When I first came to the Serenissima I was disgusted by tripe, the stomach of cows.

“It smells awful,” I said.

Kreshun looked at me. “It’s good. Many people like it, and it’s inexpensive. There are multiple ways to prepare it. It’s popular, especially among people who have nowhere to cook and need to stretch their wages.”

I clacked my beak. “We don’t eat much meat on Laodike, and we don’t have any cows, so no tripe at all.”

Kreshun knocked at a door at the side of the shop. “This is where Tiry lives.”

We waited, hoping he would come to the door but fearing the worst. When there was no response, Kreshun looked at me questioningly. “I’ll ask in the tripe shop first,” I said, and without waiting for a response, or a question about what I’d try next, went in among the happy customers.

They looked at me curiously as I moved among them. Laodikans are uncommon, and I was away from the parts of the Serenissima where people knew me. There were people sitting at small tables dotted about and standing leaning against the walls. Light came in through the open front of the shop, which had a wooden shutter, pushed high up now, that would be pulled down and locked at night when the shop closed. At the back of the shop, facing towards the open shutter, was a counter, crowded with waiting patrons, with two people serving. They were both Venetian, though the customers were mostly Bauta and Andomen. I waited until one of the servers was free, and ordered a sandwich, tripe piled inside a chunk of yeasted bread, egg-shaped but bigger than any egg. The smell still disgusted me, but Kreshun would be glad to eat it. “Do you know Tiry who lives upstairs?” I asked the young Venetian who served me. Her curling chestnut hair escaped around her pink face from a white cap.

“No,” she said, taking my coins and counting them carefully as she pushed them through a slot in a metal box. “But I haven’t worked here very long. Uncle, this Vannanda wants to know do we know somebody called Tiry who lives upstairs?”

“Laodikan he is, not Vannanda,” the older Venetian said, squinting at me but not pausing as he scooped stewed tripe into a wooden bowl for an old bay-furred Andoman. “Didn’t they teach you anything, girl?” He took coins from the Andoman and handed over the bowl. He gave me a direct assessing look. His pale eyes were bright in his wrinkled face. “Who are you, sir, and what’s your business with Tiry?”

I decided not to bother correcting the gender he incorrectly assumed for me. Among Venetians, the masculine generally indicates the more powerful and thus more respected gender. “I work at God’s Hotel, and Tiry was one of our patients. We haven’t seen him in a while, and we were worried about him. Do you know if he’s well?” I didn’t say anything about blight, thoughts of Bob’s landlord were weighing on me. The Venetian’s face relaxed when I mentioned God’s Hotel.

“Oh, you’re that Laodikan, the one from the theatre,” he said, deftly stirring the great cauldron of tripe as he spoke. “I’ve heard you there myself. I was worried you might be with the birri and Tiry might have done something to get on the wrong side of somebody. No, he’s not still here. It was Dimitri who rented the flat above, and after he died Tiry moved out, some time ago now. We miss them, nice quiet pair they were, and there’s a Venetian family up there now who shout at each other all the time.” He scooped out another bowl of tripe for the next customer. His niece was also serving someone else.

“Do you know where Tiry went?” I asked, without much hope. The sandwich was dripping onto my hand.

“Over to Nonno’s, where they dry the fish,” the Venetian said, to my surprise. “Rented a little place over there, cheaper than here, and close to his work.”

“Do you know the address?”

He shook his head, counting the coins from his customer, a burly tiger-striped Gatto. “Nonno’s Island. You go there and ask. I hope Tiry’s doing well. Give him my best if you see him.”

I came out of the shop, being careful not to push the patrons as they were crowding in and handed the sandwich to Kreshun. “I needed to buy something so they’d talk to me. Eat it while it’s hot. They told me Tiry moved out to Nonno’s Island after Dimitri died.”

“Thank you.” Kreshun took the sandwich. I wiped my hand on my shirt. “I suppose it makes sense he’d want to move, afterwards. It was Dimitri who invited me back here that time. But he died long enough ago that the move can’t have anything to do with this absence.” She pulled off a piece of her sandwich and popped it into her mouth. Beakless, and with her mouth hidden down under her jutting chin, the action seemed almost surreptitious. “It’s good. Do you want to try some?” She held it out.

“Thank you, but I don’t really eat meat,” I said, stepping back slightly. A pigeon flew up out of my way. I hoped my involuntary expression of revulsion wasn’t clear to Kreshun, who only meant to be kind. We began to walk back the way we had come. “How far is Nonno’s Island?”

“Not too far,” Kreshun said, uncertainly. “I’ve been to Heron Island, which is bigger, but not to Nonno’s. I know where it is though. Shall we go there now?”

“Do you have time? I couldn’t work on my studies this afternoon anyway, I’m too worried about Tiry,” I said.

“Let’s go then.” Kreshun led the way. We passed through a district of narrow streets, crisscrossed with waterways, then over a bigger island, past some workshops with open fronts. I couldn’t resist looking inside, and saw people nailing soles onto shoes, weaving cloth, and turning something on a lathe, perhaps a leg for a wooden chair. The next building was blank and closed, with no door or opening, facing only onto the canal. We crossed a bridge and turned along a wider space running along the bank of a wider waterway. Tied-up boats bobbed along the water’s edge, some watched by children, while occupied boats darted along the channel, guided by one or two long oars, cutting across each other skilfully. A Gatti ship, sails furled tight to the masts, was taking on drinking water and supplies. A little back from the waterfront, a Zanguo was grilling sticks of vegetables and fruit over a charcoal brazier. Kreshun had finished her sandwich, so I bought two of the sticks and handed one to her.

I took a bite. “Ah, this is good!”

“Good for dessert,” teased Kreshun, pulling a piece of zucchini off her own stick and tucking it into her mouth. “Zanguni and Laodikans don’t know what’s good.”

“We eat fish and eggs as well as plants, which the Zanguni don’t,” I said, neatly nipping off some plantain from my own stick. “And we do eat some bird-flesh too. Just not mammals. There’s no room for herds on our little rocky islands. That’s why wool and leather are our biggest imports from other worlds.”

“But you export all that beautiful silk,” Kreshun said.

“Silkworms don’t need a lot of pasture,” I said.

Kreshun laughed. “Of course, we import almost everything here. I grew up on a dairy farm back home, but I don’t know when I last saw a live cow.”

We kept walking as we ate our sticks. The main docks were ahead of us, full of ships and the businesses that cater to ships, but Kreshun soon angled us away from them, across the island, and onto another by a low bridge across a small canal. There was a strong smell of fish as we passed a salting warehouse, then she led us over a long creaky wooden bridge over cells where brine was evaporating into salt crystals. A heron flapped slowly past us to land somewhere ahead and out of sight. When we reached the end of the bridge the mists thinned, and I could see we were on an island fringed with reeds that had some low scrubby vegetation growing among racks where fish was drying. The heron was standing among the reeds swallowing a small fish. There were some large warehouses, and between them a row of small houses painted in individual bright colours, with herbs and flowers growing in small plots in front of them. I’d never had reason to be here before. It seemed most unlike the parts of the Serenissima I knew, even though it was so close. A flock of seagulls were squabbling at the edge of the water.

Kreshun stopped. “What a strange place!”

“It’s almost like home,” I said. “Plants growing out of the ground right in front of houses, and the colours of those houses are like Laodike too.”

“How are we going to find Tiry?” Kreshun asked.

“I’ll have to ask someone,” I said. As I looked around for someone to ask, I was astonished to see another Laodikan coming out of a house painted in purple and ochre, sunset colours. He was dressed much as I was, in dyed leather work pants and an old, faded, orange tabard. He looked just as astonished to see us as I was to see him. As he came forward, I saw he had a broken beak and recognised him as the Laodikan I had sometimes seen waiting in his boat to ferry people across the wide lagoon between Campo Colorato and Spiaggiabianca and the outer islands. I wondered if he had chosen to live here because it was more like home, or whether the place had become more Laodikan because he lived here. The Serenissima is a strange place, but it need not be the bending of reality that minds do here. He might simply have painted his house and planted a garden, and the neighbours might have imitated him because it pleased them to do so. But just as a boat left untended might melt away into the mist, or a marsh change to a beach, a Laodikan might make an island more like Laodike just by living in it.

“I see you,” he said in greeting. He was old, I realised, much older than I had guessed seeing him in a boat at a distance, a true elder, probably well into his second century of life. His feathers were faded with age to an even, pale blue, but I could tell they had once been vivid sapphire and white.

“I see you,” we responded.

“Kreshun,” Kreshun said, introducing herself. When I gave my own name, after the homestead of my birth and my archipelago, as usual I left out Lestrel, the homestead of my calling. But I added my aspects, which usually in the Serenissima I did not bother to mention, since they meant nothing to out-worlders and tended to confuse them. “Pellerin, Astar, Klodit, Laodike, autumn, the hour before dawn, great storm from the south.”

“Lasrim, Inbaid, Astar, Oser, Laodike, summer, noon, salt spray and northwest wind,” he said, smoothly. “I’ve heard of you, Pellerin, you’re the person who sings in the theatre?”

I inclined my head in agreement. “Just Pell, please,” I said.

“Were you looking for me?” He looked wary at the thought, his crest flattening a little.

“I can see how it must feel that way, but no. We’re looking for a Bauta called Tiry,” I said.

“Oh! Tiry lives in that yellow house just along there, with a Venetian called Gina.” He gestured towards a house whose garden was full of flowering hydrangeas in shades of pale pink. The wood was painted yellow, and the shutters and door were a faded red, a pleasing combination under the sloping terracotta tiles of the roof.

“And he’s all right?” Kreshun asked.

“He was last night when I came back from work,” Lasrim said, his tone surprised. “They were both sitting in their garden, and we greeted each other.”

“Do you know where he is now? We’d like to see him, if possible,” Kreshun said. The gulls on the beach suddenly rose up and swooped off together, curving out over the water and were almost immediately lost in the mist.

“Are you his family or…” Lasrim trailed off politely, clearly aware of the same Bauta customs that had made Kreshun wary of seeking Tiry on her own.

“I’m from God’s Hotel. We just want to know he isn’t neglecting his health, that’s all,” I clarified.

“He’s probably in the gutting house. There was a delivery this morning,” Lasrim said, gesturing to one of the large buildings looming on the edge of the waterfront. “But he might be out turning the fish. He’s fine. I truly don’t think you need to worry about him.”

I was relieved, but I still wanted to see him, and persuade him to come back to the meetings. But something was niggling at the back of my mind. From his name, Lasrim was fostered and educated at Astar, the homestead of my birth, but since that would have been more than a century ago, it wasn’t surprising that I didn’t know him. But there was something—and then I remembered. “You’re the Exile of Oser,” I blurted. “But you can’t be!”

“Why can’t I?” Lasrim asked, tilting his head ironically.

“It’s too long ago.”

“Time doesn’t run the same here as it does in the worlds,” Lasrim said. “Certainly I was exiled from Oser, but perhaps I was not the only one to be so.”

“You have the broken beak,” I said.

“Then perhaps it is me who you have heard of,” Lasrim said. “You are born of Astar. We may be kin from afar.”

“If you are the exile of Oser, then we are close kin, for you must be my grandmother’s grand … parent,” I said, awkwardly. “My grandmother’s father was Inder, Oser, Tercel, Astar.”

“Autumn, afternoon, west wind from the sea,” Lasrim finished. “Yes, Inder was my son. I had not known he married into Astar, that must have happened after I left Laodike. I see you, Pell, child of my seed.”

“I can’t see you,” I said, much more shocked than I would have imagined possible. It was strange that he could even stand there and speak to me. “We have taken your name from our lists.”

Kreshun was looking from one to the other of us, the blankness of her face conveying utmost perplexity. “He lied about his aspects,” I explained.

“Not now, not to you,” Lasrim said quickly.

“What?” Kreshun asked, even more bewildered. “I’m sorry?”

“Long ago he broke the deepest and most Laodikan of proscriptions, the one most forbidden and unthinkable for us to break, and the hardest for other species to understand,” I explained.

“Long ago in Oser when I was young, I lied, and when it was discovered and I was cast out I came here, and have lived here quietly alone ever since, harming no one,” Lasrim said.

“He said he was his sister, who had drowned,” I explained. “He gave his sister’s name and aspect. He joined the homestead as night when he was brightest day.”

I had known the story all my life, but meeting Lasrim, I was truly shocked. It is easy to be tolerant of the breaking of other people’s prohibitions, hard when it is our own. I had spoken to no one in a time that might be years who even cared what day and night meant on Laodike. Yet knowing this strange elder was the one who had, long ago, lied about his aspects and taken his sister’s name and place, I felt a deep recoil. The Laodikan aspect of the island seemed no longer charming but sinister, and I took an instinctive step back.

“Andrae Oser hit out and broke the exile’s beak when she learned at last that he had borne children day to day,” I said, remembering the old story.

“It has never healed,” Lasrim said, touching it with a hand.

“What does that mean, day, night?” Kreshun asked, looking from one to the other of us.

“What it sounds like, day and night, the time we are born. It controls everything about a person, on Laodike,” I explained. “Those of day venture out, those of night stay home. Those of day are bold, brave, strong, those of night are delicate, artistic, timid. Marriages must be made across the lines.”

“But I don’t understand. How can those traits be affected by what time of day you’re born?” Kreshun asked.

“They just are,” we both said together.

“Every species has different ways of dividing up the world,” Lasrim said. “It was very strange for me, pretending to be my sister, to be night, to build our household on that lie. Yet after time it came to feel natural, as if I had always been night. Later when I was exiled it was hard to go back to day, and so I found refuge here, where there is no night and day, just brighter and darker mists.” He gestured at the water’s edge, where the mists were swirling and making patterns of grey on grey.

“But you’re not even cusp,” I said. Some who are born on the cusp of day and night are misassigned by their families and change their aspect as adults.

Lasrim tilted his head. “No. Brightest noon. And yet, I masqueraded as night for many years.”

“Just call him grandfather,” Kreshun said abruptly. “Any illegitimacy and scandal were over long ago. Kinship is precious. Be glad to have found family in a distant land.”

Lasrim bowed gravely to Kreshun, hands at his sides. “That is the good Bauta way.”

“I need to think about this,” I said. “Whether or not we are kin, we should talk, I think. When are you free?”

He smiled and tilted his head to me. “I work early mornings out of Campo Colorato. I sleep in the night. So any time after noon is the best time to catch me here, or mornings at the ferry. If you want someone to vouch for my life these many decades in the Serenissima, Tesmin, Kiane, Damari, Laodike, autumn, late evening, leaves on a north wind, of Heron Island can speak for me.” That must be the old lady who sold festival cakes.

“I live under the Grand Theatre and work there in the evenings and at God’s Hotel in the mornings. Can you come to the Theatre tomorrow afternoon to meet me?” That would give me time to think calmly.

Just then, before any of us could say anything, I noticed a Bauta coming out from between two of the warehouses. He was carrying a barrel, easily, as if it weighed nothing. “Tiry!” I called, recognising him right away. Tiry paused in his stride and came towards us. He looked sweaty and tired, but otherwise well. His hard blank face was still mottled with gold, the blight had not spread to it. I had been imagining him dead, so it was a great relief to see him looking healthy and busy. It’s so good to have a fear taken away like that, a dread not just allayed but entirely resolved. “Tiry!” I said, as he came up to us. “I’m so glad to see you.”



3.

As soon as he told me about the new blight group he was attending out on Nonno’s Island, I asked Tiry to ask Khadsha to speak to me, because I wanted to be sure she had the necessary skills to help him and the others. As it happened, I need not have worried. I felt humbled when I saw her move through the hypostases so smoothly and easily; she was as skilled as I was and had far more natural talent. On Laodike she would have been fostered into Lestrel or even great Miare or Kelepin. Any of the great philosophical or mystical homesteads would have been glad to welcome and train such a magus, whatever their aspects, choosing others to match them. My people would have embraced all that gods-given talent just as a homestead of fishing people would welcome one who could swim like a fish, or a shipping homestead one who was born able to call the winds. Fortunate indeed the Laodikan island where Khadsha Ghemgal would have been born. But instead the cold and distant gods had chosen for their inexplicable ends to place her in hostile Zanguni which scarred her before she could make her escape. She had been helped in the monasteries of Denshado, and in my own Lestrel, and now she had come into the Serenissima pursuing the same quest as mine, and she already had an apprentice of her own. I was delighted to meet her and know her for a friend.

As we sat in the comfortably curtained space in the back part of Chaos Court, with Orain and Khadsha’s Gatto apprentice Taddeo, and drank together to my lost friend Pronit, she spoke of her sad, scarred past, and from that we began to speak of our shared quest.

“There are so many questions to ask God, when we find them,” I said.

Khadsha hesitated, looking at the others, her face set cold and closed like a mask she had made of herself to protect what she most cared about.

Orain, of course, was blind, and could not see the closed-up look. “Is that why you came, Khadsha?” they asked, sipping their mead. “On a mission, like Pell? To try to reach God?”

“A quest to God, or the gods, whoever can answer the questions,” Khadsha said, and her face was still frozen, and her hands gripped the wooden mead cup hard.

“That’s so … huge,” Taddeo said. We all laughed. Taddeo withdrew, his ears flattening and his whiskers bristling.

“We’re not laughing at you, Taddeo,” I said at once, hating to see him suffer needlessly. “We’re laughing because you’re right, it’s so huge, and so hubristic for us to want to do. Who are we to confront God about the way the universe works? To ask why there is death, why there is evil, how does free will intersect with destiny. These are indeed huge questions.”

“And yet, it’s what we’re doing,” Khadsha said, looking at me seriously. “In Lestrel they didn’t know whether you were still trying. They hadn’t heard from you. They didn’t want me to make you feel crowded or … superseded.”

“I haven’t written to them in a while, because I feel I’ve let them all down by being unable to find a way to do it in all the time I’ve been working on it,” I said, sadly, and I could feel my crest flattening on my head. I had been here so long and done so little. I had learned very little more about those great questions than when I left Lestrel to try to find the gods. And how long had it been since I had written to Lestrel? I kept waiting until I had news of progress, progress I never made. “I keep being distracted by petty issues.”

“You say petty issues, but your compassion has saved many lives, including mine,” Orain interrupted, their tone sharp.

“Do you have blight, then?” Taddeo asked.

Orain shook their head sadly.

“Elma’s,” I said, to spare them the explanation.

“Victim of yesterday’s forgotten plague,” Orain said, with a wry bitterness and a twist to their mouth.

“But Elma’s is curable, isn’t it?” Taddeo blurted.

“Curable, now, and preventable too, now, though still deadly if left untreated. But there’s no mending the nerve damage it did,” I explained. “As long as it’s diagnosed early, there’s no danger, not anymore. But Orain caught it long before there was any cure.”

“Most people who had Elma’s as badly as I did are dead already,” Orain said. “I’m very lucky. Just me and Josiah left alive from our old group.” I winced. I had not yet told them that Josiah had died last night. My crest completely flattened to my head. This would not be a good time to bring it up. I didn’t know when a good time would be to tell them they were the only survivor. “You say petty issues, and I say my life is a great matter to me. And the same is true for those with blight who you sustain now.”

“I am glad to be able to help those I can help,” I said, with all my heart. “But it is so little that I can do. I want to ask any deity who will answer why we even have plagues. Why plagues exist in the first place. Why we are plagued with evils, when it would be so easy for God to have made the worlds better.” I drained my cup, as we do in Laodike when making a pledge.

“Or if there are multiple warring gods, using us as playing pieces, I want to know that,” Khadsha said, fiercely, declaratively. “But I need to know!”

“Yes,” Taddeo said, snarling with emphasis. “These are the most important questions.”

At that, I smiled, because the three of us were in such strong agreement on these important matters and the apprentice expressed it so well.

“Maybe we can all work together,” I said, and my heart lightened at the thought of it. “To try to find ways of approaching the gods.”

“This is high philosophy,” Orain interrupted, smiling. Orain is one of the best people I have ever known. I never knew them when they were well and strong, but in the Elma’s group they always helped the others, and since moving to Chaos Court they had always been a good friend to everyone, resident or visitor. Their face—I was so used to it now that I just saw Orain. But sometimes, as right then, I’d see an expression on it that struck me again that they were the most beautiful person I’d ever seen. “We live in the everyday, not on those heights.” As Khadsha, Taddeo, and I turned to look at Orain, they lifted the mead bottle, and refilled their own cup. Taddeo put his beside their hand, and they refilled that too, spilling only a very small amount. Only I knew how much practice that had taken them to master. Then they spoke into our waiting silence. “In my world we know the gods meddle for their own ends and do not care what they do to us. The gods are cruel.”

“You sound very sure,” Khadsha said.

“Many in my world would agree with Orain,” Taddeo said, sadly, his ears going down.

“But not you?” I asked, interested to learn more.

“I was brought up a Christian. My mother converted. People tend to think that Gatti worship Bast. It’s not true. She’s a Venetian goddess, she just happens to be a Gatta. Venetians worship her, and why shouldn’t they? Similarly, a lot of Gatti are Christians, including my mother. Christianity often makes converts on worlds with cruel gods. Do you know much about Christianity?”

“I’ve read many Christian philosophers, and I’ve read some of them aloud to Orain,” I said. “Dionysios the Areopagite, Thomas Aquinas, Ficino…”

“And I knew a bit about it before. The historical influence on art in the Serenissima,” Orain said.

“I’ve read some of the stories, and I learned a little in Venice,” Khadsha said.

Taddeo nodded. “Well then, you’ll all understand that my mother wasn’t a very good Christian, having converted from an extremely bloodthirsty Gatti religion that went in for lots of animal sacrifices and considered the gods to be cruel. She found it hard to properly take in, even after she’d been baptised, that Christ’s sacrifice on the cross saved everyone and no further sacrifices are necessary. So sometimes she’d show up at the church with a chicken. Fortunately the priest, who was also the missionary who’d converted her, was used to it and he’d just take the chicken and eat it for dinner. But it was embarrassing for us kids. We’d just about trained her out of it before we moved to Hoon where the priest wouldn’t have understood at all. I picked up the idea that Christianity was a religion for gullible ignorant people. It wasn’t until I was here in the Serenissima that I saw what an interesting, complex religion it can be. I’ve never been a good Christian. I may know better than to show up with a chicken, but I’m not as good as I should be at keeping the fasts of obligation.” He paused and took a deep drink of mead. “I think of it now as one of the courses one might steer towards truth. I too have read Ficino. I don’t go to church. But it’s church I don’t go to, if you know what I mean.”

Orain frowned a little. “How are the saints and apostles represented in art among the Gatti? I don’t think I’ve ever seen any.”

Taddeo looked sad for a moment. Orain’s blindness is their real trial, much harder for them than the loss of mobility. They loved art so much, and now it is only small sculpture they can enjoy. Their chests were full of little pieces I had found for them in wood and stone and glass. But it was not the same. Taddeo answered at once. “They’re shown as the species they really were. So Christ and Mary and the apostles are Venetian, just as you’d expect, and so is St. Danilo, the apostle to the Gatti, but St. Nidwe, his first convert, who was martyred at his side, is depicted as a Gatto, of course. Occasionally the Venetians aren’t drawn well if the artist isn’t familiar with how Venetian faces work. I did once see a nativity where the wooden figures were Gatti, but I thought it was in bad taste. How about among the Tisani?”

“They show them as Tisani, generally, and just as with the Gatti nativity you mention, I agree it’s bad taste.” Orain grimaced at the memory. “And in becoming Tisani they lose gender, of course, and gender is an important thing to Venetians, so to see that squeezed out by making them Tisani feels wrong.”

“How Pronit would have loved this conversation,” I said, abruptly, interrupting, as a wave of fresh grief for my mentor and friend washed over me.

Khadsha nodded, understanding. “And thus we honour her,” she said, raising her cup.

Orain took a deep breath, but Khadsha interrupted before they could speak.

“Did you know you will be doge of the Serenissima?” she asked. “I saw it before I ever saw you.”

“Orain will be doge?” I said, amazed.

“Yes. Orain. I have seen it, in someone else’s dream. Tiry’s, as a matter of fact. He dreamed that the doge of the Serenissima was going out to marry the sea, and that the doge was a Tisani who looked like Orain.”

“That could mean so many things,” I said, immediately.

“Certainly,” Khadsha said, nodding. “I’ve thought of plenty myself. But it could also simply mean that Orain should go out and marry the sea.”

“But I’m not the doge,” Orain said, laughing. “There isn’t a doge.”

“Was this the same dream which told you the blight would soon be cured?” I asked.

“No, that was in Tiry’s future, though it will be soon. This dream was a real dream he brought to me for interpretation. And in it I saw Orain being carried to a boat to marry the sea.” Khadsha seemed very calm about it. Taddeo’s whiskers twitched, and Orain looked as astonished as I felt. “I think in this case the simplest interpretation might be right, and this too may happen soon. If so, you should be ready.”

“But we don’t even have a doge, and if we did, they’d be chosen by election, and from the rich, surely! I’m not—I don’t have any power or authority, and I’m Tisani, and I had Elma’s and—” Orain stammered, more taken aback than I’d ever seen them.

“You’d be good at it,” Khadsha said, calmly.

“You’re always settling disputes and organising things in Chaos Court,” I pointed out. “And I’ve sometimes thought, at God’s Hotel, seeing how things work in the Serenissima, that having someone like a doge to chair committees and have a deciding vote, and most especially to speak up to the rich about the things that plague the poor would be a good thing. Someone to stand between the people and the powerful. Someone the powerful would have to listen to. Someone who had a different kind of power from the kind they choose to accumulate. A doge, or a pope.” It really was a role I could imagine Orain filling well and being much more fulfilling for them than the life they led now.

“That’s all as may be,” Orain said. “How would I even begin to find the kind of support that would lead to me becoming doge? I can’t imagine any path from here to there.”








CHAPTER4
TADDEO



Aspect: Seeking * Time of Day: Midnight * Muse: Calliope

Liberal Art: Geometry * Animal: Seal * Sphere: Mercury

Social Class: Servant * Virtue: Charity * Species: Gatti

Description: Night. A man dressed as a gondolier but with the head of a cat is expertly poling a gondola across dark water.


1.

We were sitting in this weird storage room under the stage at the theatre, and I was sulking, just a little bit. There was scenery stored under there, and big props, and there were curtains hung up here and there to cut the space into some sort of separate areas. The ceiling was slightly domed because we were under the stage. The stage could be tightened right down, which would make the ceiling here flatten, and they’d do that for dancing, but tonight it had been the Twelve Labours of Ercole, with lots of flying and puppet monsters and illusion, and so they wanted it loose, and so it was raised up. My mother was a plumber, and she often used to take us along with her, so I saw a lot of the undersides of things, growing up.

You probably know Gatti are born in litters, usually of six to ten. It’s very rare for a Gatta to have more than one litter, but my mother loved kids, and had three litters. I was part of the middle set, which means I have eight sibs who are six years older than me, nine littermates who are my own age, and another nine sibs who are eight years younger. Even among Christians, who are bidden to go forth and multiply, having twenty-seven kids is considered a bit excessive. We were all baptised as babies, and we all have Christian names. My older siblings are Simone, Maria, Andrea, Marta, Margherita, Giacomo, Giovanni, and Filippo. My littermates are Bartolomeo, Juditta, Anna, Tomas, Elisabetta, Matteo, Luca, Agnese, and Marco. My little siblings are Danilo, Chiara, Maddalena, Paulo, Theofilo, Lorenzo, Stefano, Caterina, and Lucia. All saints and martyrs and prophets, because my mother takes her religion seriously, the way a lot of converts do.

They didn’t have theatres in Tsig, where I was born. Traditional Gatti theatre is performed outdoors, by travelling troupes. As a kid I saw a lot of classic plays done that way, Topoff, Nighteyes, The Treachery of Evo. We’d always go every night, whenever a play was in town. Once my sister Agnese and I walked all the way to Glun to see Nighteyes again and fell asleep in a hedge halfway home and got caught creeping back in after dawn. When I was twelve and my big sibs were starting their independent lives, we all moved to Hoon where there’s a theatre much like the Serenissima’s Grand Theatre. It’s called Theatre Serene, and they had problems with their pipes all the time, so I spent a lot of time backstage and under the stage passing tools to Mom and asking questions about how things worked of anyone who would answer me. We also saw a lot of great plays there. They used to give us discount tickets as part of what they paid Mom. Cinderella, Orfeo, The Vengeance of Ai, I’ll never forget it. We’d sit there captivated any time we had tickets, and then act out our own versions of the plays at home.

It was there that I saw Rondea, which was what first gave me the longing to be a magus, the chart that set the course of my life. You may say Rondea herself comes to a bad end in the story, and so she does, but her quest for knowledge, to understand “what and why and how and all the hidden secrets of the worlds” resonated strongly with me. It isn’t a big part of Gatti culture. I’d only had a rudimentary education. But when I saw Rondea I knew that was what I wanted, and I started right then down the path to get it, learning to read and write, and trying to find ways to learn more.

When Pell led us down the spiral and under the stage, everything was familiar at first until I realised that people were actually living in the understage space. It wasn’t storage and dressing rooms like I expected. It was a home. First I’d noticed the hydra costume, and a battering ram, and a lot of things that had to be pieces of other things, along with machinery—lots of gears and levers, some familiar, some strange, because of course this theatre had newer and better equipment than the old Serene in Hoon. The space was divided up with lots of hanging gauzes and curtains, and there were food smells and people smells. I had no idea how many people were here, but it was quite a few. I saw a couple of other Gatti, a few Andomen, some Venetians, and of course the two Laodikans who brought us. There was one other Zanguo in addition to Khadsha that I noticed as we came in, quite naked, standing wiping off makeup with a towel in a space divided from the rest by some white gauzes and one green velvet drape. People say Gatti homes are crowded, but we always have room to be alone if people want it. Here there was no possibility of private space. But I still assumed that they were all using the space as a dressing room and hanging-out space, right up until I noticed a pug-faced Andoman curled up in a nest of blankets. Then I saw that other people were sleeping here and there. Living here. That was surprising, and it made me wonder. And it made me think about the way we fill in the familiar and expected instead of seeing what is, a lot of the time.

The space Pell led us to was against a wall, and better curtained off than most of the spaces. Anyone could come in, if they wanted to, but no one could see in. Hearing was a different matter; we were one curtain away from anyone else here, and it wasn’t a curtain we could see through either. I don’t suppose anyone crept close to listen. Why would they? But I couldn’t discount the possibility either. I didn’t know who all those people were, let alone what their motivations might be. So any of them might have come close to listen. In the little curtained space sat Pell’s friend Orain, and they were Tisani. (By that time I wouldn’t have been surprised if Pell had been hiding away a Vannandi in there.) Khadsha was surprised though. She hid it well, but I was watching her, and I caught it.

Her face—and this is true of all Zanguni—the bottom part of her face is entirely hairless like a female Venetian, with Venetian-like lips and a chin but there’s a domino carapace around her eyes, and, where a Venetian or a Bauta would have hair, she has a huge sweeping golden mane of feathers. Other people tend to see Gatti and Andomen and Laodikans as being like cats and dogs and birds, animal-like, and to see Tisani and Zanguni and Lindassi as being strange, impenetrable, mysterious. Then Venetians and Bauta are default, ordinary, what everyone else is different from. No one knows about the Vannandi, of course. Now it’s true that any generalisation about the peoples of the worlds is wrong, but there’s a grain of truth in this one. When Khadsha saw Orain, her expression went absolutely blank. She might as well have been a Bauta. Her expression anyway can only be in the lower part of her face, the part around her eyes is rigid, it’s made of a material like fingernails, though gold coloured and gorgeously textured. Some Zanguni paint their dominos to highlight the textures, and Khadsha would look stunning if she did that, but she never does. Usually she smiles, or draws down her mouth, or something, shows some expression reflecting what she’s thinking, except when she’s concentrating on looking like an oracle, when she’ll go all blank and mysterious to impress her clients.

When she saw Orain and we greeted them, her face went completely closed. She was giving nothing. And that meant she was surprised. Not much surprised Khadsha, ever. She had the gift of seeing the future, which meant she always knew unexpected bits and pieces of what was going to happen. Either that blankness meant she’d seen Orain before and that meant we’d reached something she hadn’t expected to reach yet, or it meant that Orain was completely unexpected, completely new and unpredicted, a new piece fitting into a world that was, for Khadsha, always like a half-done jigsaw puzzle. I couldn’t ask which, because of course Pell and Orain were right there.

I’d been Khadsha’s apprentice for a fairly short time. The way they talk about the Serenissima in Hoon you’d think the place was bristling with magi, but that’s not how it works. Anyone and everyone is subject to the strange ways the place works, and anyone can do magic enough to change things. In theory. In practice most people are just living their lives and trying to get by, and anything you try to change to your advantage someone else is doing the same for theirs. The Serenissima changes people, around the edges. Everything depends on will. The more will you have, and the better you understand it, the more you can change, and the less you’ll be changed by others, and by the place itself, in ways you might not want. Other people affirming you helps too, it’s much harder to change many than one.

Imagine you had noisy neighbours, stomping around on the floor above you. You’d complained, but they kept on doing it. So you tried to change them, to make them quieter. But there’s a whole family of them, and they like stomping, and all you have is your irritation. It’s easier for all of them to stop you being irritated, so you become a person who doesn’t mind noise from above, and even grow to miss them when you move out.

The Serenissima, technically, is the eighth hypostasis. The ninth and last is Chaos, where everything is absolute multiplicity, and nothing has any form or coherence. It isn’t possible for minds to survive there, or bodies either, everything would just dissolve. I don’t know if anyone has been there to check, and certainly no one has been able to report back, but that’s what all the magi and philosophers say it’s like. The seventh hypostasis is the worlds, all the worlds lie in the same mystical plane, the realm of material reality. And between that and Chaos, the dividing line between them, is the Serenissima. You can’t go straight from one world to another even though they’re in the same plane; they’re in their own bubbles that don’t touch, but you can go from any world to the Serenissima, because it underlies and touches all of them. Once you’ve done that you can go out again to any world, either the one you started from or any other, which is very useful for trading between the worlds. That’s all most Gatti know or care about it, so although the Serenissima is swarming with Gatti, almost as many as Venetians, they’re mostly traders and interested in bringing in spices and minerals and taking out glass and silk and machinery. Ideas are slower to percolate through the Serenissima to us than goods.

I came here to learn magic. This isn’t something I could have done at home. The burning desire I have always had to know, to understand, the mysteries of the universe isn’t widely shared among my people. There aren’t many Gatti magi, and those there are tend to focus on the immediate and the practical. Gatti magi still think of the universe as a set of interlocking spheres, rather than a fountain flowing down from level to level. Also, as I mentioned, my mom is a plumber, and magi at home tend to look down on people who work with their hands. There’s a belief among Gatti that a lot of things are inherited, including aptitude. My mom has grey-and-white fur, just like me, and therefore I should want to be a plumber, just like her. A Gatto with an aptitude for magic would be longhaired, one pure colour, and most of all the child of a magus. My mom didn’t try to stop me becoming a magus, but she did tell me it would be hard, starting from where I was starting from. She wasn’t wrong about that, but I wanted it with my whole heart, and that helped. That always helps.

I came to the Serenissima when I was nineteen to find a master who would teach me, and a job to do, so that I could eat while learning. Finding a master was much more difficult than I had imagined and finding a job much easier. I thought I’d get work as a plumber’s assistant; although I hate fiddling about with lead and copper and water, it was work I knew. Instead, I discovered that there was a desperate need for gondoliers. It’s exhausting physical work, and you’re out on the water in all weather—well, all the weather here tends to be mist and fog, with occasional rain and occasional glints of light coming through the mists. But no one wants to do it. It’s tiring and it’s physical and it isn’t easy. In Venice, they actually indenture people to be gondoliers, and that happens here too, but indentures in the Serenissima legally can’t be for more than a year and few people are willing to sign on for a second year—not that anyone here really knows how long a year is. So mostly they’ll hire anyone who’ll show up, and the pay is pretty good.

Gondoliers are mainly Gatti and Bauta. Zanguni aren’t strong enough in the upper body to do the work, Lindassi don’t want to, and Andomen and Venetians aren’t considered trustworthy enough. I work for Rosso, who is a Venetian, but she just does the booking. She owns four gondolas, and the four of us gondoliers are Gatti, so we have a red cat’s head on our shield. I happened to show up in the Serenissima looking for work when Rosso was looking to expand to a fourth boat, and she trained me, and paid me while I was training, and then I started working at forty percent until I’d paid her back for the training. Sometimes people book one of us for a day or an afternoon—Khadsha has a deal with Rosso for all my evenings, nine silver pennies a week. In the daytime, unless there’s a special booking, I’m free for people to just hire to take them where they want to go. If Rosso gets a special booking, she keeps sixty percent of what’s paid, otherwise we split evenly down the middle. The work is varied, and it’s mostly for people who aren’t rich enough to keep their own gondola and their own gondolier, which I prefer. If I worked for a rich family they’d pay more, but they’d expect me to be part of their greater family, on call whenever they wanted me. Loyal. And for me, being a gondolier is just a job I do so I can do my real work.

I picked up bits and pieces of magework here and there before Khadsha agreed to teach me, but it was from her that I had really learned the things I wanted to know. The earlier masters I found charged high prices for teaching me tricks. They thought I wasn’t worth really teaching, that I’d get bored and wander off, or that I wasn’t intelligent enough to learn. So I learned a little, and I read everything that I could, and I worked as a gondolier. But Khadsha recognised me as her apprentice as soon as she saw me. She says she doesn’t accidentally read futures anymore, but it’s clear to me that sometimes she does anyway. She took a ride in my gondola and asked me when I wanted to start learning from her. She didn’t charge me anything, not even an apprentice fee, and she taught me systematically, in order, so that I understood things as we were going along. She recognised my hunger for understanding the mysteries.

Or rather, I thought she recognised it, which is why, as we sat under the stage drinking mead, I was sulking. Khadsha and Orain were both sitting on elaborate gilt stage furniture, with thin legs and arms and circular seats. Khadsha had put her sheepskin between her and the hard seat of her sofa and it had puffed up around the white skirts of her drapes. She loved that sheepskin. It was a big white fleecy one. She used it to keep warm in the gondola on cold nights. Pell and I had chosen to sit on cushions on the floor, which seemed much more comfortable than the hard stage furniture. We were all drinking Pell’s very strong mead out of wooden goblets, in memory of a dead Laodikan friend of Pell’s and Khadsha’s called Pronit, who seemed to have been a wonderful person. We’d been talking a little while when Khadsha said she wanted to ask the gods about the relationship between destiny and free will.

I had never before heard any hint of this quest, mission, whatever it was. You’d think she would have told me! I was her apprentice. And she knew how much I cared about the mysteries of the universe! But there was, is, no point in being indignant. Khadsha was what she was, who she was, and I certainly wasn’t going to change that by having a bad attitude. There’s a skill you learn as a gondolier, and everyone falls in the water a few times learning it. The gondola is wood, carefully shaped, asymmetric, finely tooled wood, but you can still think of it as being a plank. And to make it go, you have a long pole, more wood, which is a single oar. So it all comes down to balance, balancing yourself on the wood and balancing the wood against the water, and you have to keep balance between the water and the two pieces of wood to have equilibrium. You’re the one that can affect it. They’re just wood. The water moves, and the boat moves, and you hold the balance between them. It’s up to you to make the boat go where you want it to go as the water moves. Sometimes it means a tiny shift and sometimes it means a big lean, and knowing which makes all the difference. When I’m out there in the gondola I’m not thinking about it with my conscious mind; my body can deal with it, a tilt here, a lean there, a twitch of the whiskers, a little extra push of the oar, stepping towards the current as you come out of the Grand Canal into the lagoon, and leaning your weight against it when you shoot out of the little canal by the monastery of San Egidio. What this felt like was when I was gliding along on a smooth pull and then some little boat comes out of nowhere and shoots across my bow, rowed by a child who grew up in the Serenissima and knows the canals by heart. There is room, and the boat goes by, but I’m rocked and have to do some fancy footwork to keep everything going forward so the customers don’t notice.

So I just had that little moment when I thought: She never tells me anything! Of course, she hadn’t told me about her childhood either, but now I’ve heard her talk about it, I understand why she might not want to think about it more than she has to. I feel so lucky in my own upbringing. My mom loved all of us and wanted what was best for us. It wasn’t the education some worlds give their children. It wasn’t the knowledge I craved. But it was a foundation of love and confidence that let me build whatever I wanted out of myself. I’d wish that for everyone.

But this mission, this quest was the biggest thing in the universe, the most important possible thing. Pell and Khadsha, separately or together, wanted to confront God about how prediction of the future works with free will! And she’d never told me, never even hinted, that this was her intention! But I let the first shock and indignation flow by under me like the turbulence when fresh and brackish water meet. Then I had my equilibrium back, and could move forward smoothly, centred, balanced, ready to meet whatever was coming next. My gondolier skills have been more useful for learning magic than you would think.
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Orain looked astonished when Khadsha told them they’d become doge. Their face—imagine an exceptionally beautiful Venetian face, female and completely furless, with perfectly proportioned features on which some genius painter had doodled a design of stylised flowers in blues and purples, twining around the parts of the face that would be blank on a Venetian, the cheeks, the forehead, the chin. Unlike the domino of a Zanguo, which was rigid, or a Bauta’s inflexible leathery blank, their face was mobile and expressive, changing as they changed expression, their skin moving over their muscles and bones. Unlike the garland of a Lindassi, which stands out from the face, the flower pattern was smooth to the skin. Only their eyes were hollow and masklike. They said they couldn’t imagine any path from where they were to becoming doge.

“It’s like poling a gondola,” I said, sure now that Khadsha had understood Tiry’s dream and that Orain would become doge. “When I’m out on the open water it all stretches out empty before me, but when I look back, I see a straight path that I have made. It never feels as if there’s a path, but when you turn, there it is and you have made it.”

Orain frowned, and Pell patted their hand. I noticed they wore a large thumb ring set with doubled pearls. They were amazing. They sat there, blind, not moving from the chair, probably paralysed as well, and yet saying they were lucky, and sounding as if they meant it.

“And the three of us will work together on the great work?” Khadsha asked. “I judge you nearly ready, Taddeo, if you work hard.”

I gave her a look of reproach because she knew how hard I worked. Pell nodded, clacking her beak, and her feather crest shot up to full attention. “I will be glad to work with both of you,” she said.

“It is rather that Taddeo should not work too hard, he will always do too much rather than not enough,” Khadsha said.

“I’ll be guided by you and do what’s necessary,” I said, fervently. They all laughed. Sometimes I hate the way other species laugh, janglingly, out loud.

“We’ll work together on the great work, to find a way to find the gods and ask them the hard questions,” Pell said. She had dropped Orain’s hand and was leaning towards Khadsha.

I looked at Orain. Their beautiful face looked sad. “Don’t count too much on the gods. I have met them, and I know they are cruel.”

“Did you ask them any questions?” Khadsha asked, interested.

“Yes. When I was fifteen, I asked Forest whether the gods made us, and they answered that they certainly did. Then I asked whether they made the peoples of the other worlds, and they said they took no responsibility for them, only for us.”

“Orain’s people have ceremonies where they drink strong spirits and dance and believe that the gods possess them,” Pell said. “I don’t think that really counts as meeting the gods.”

“I know you don’t,” Orain said, frowning. “But I do. I’ve been possessed by a god, and it isn’t what you think, it’s not acting or faking. The god is really there, speaking through your mouth, moving your body.”

“It’s an ecstatic state, I know, but it still isn’t really the gods,” Pell said.

“I don’t know how you can speak so confidently about something I have experienced and you have not,” Orain said.

Khadsha and I looked at each other uncomfortably. Pell’s crest flattened, and she took Orain’s hand again. I wondered about the relationship between those two. They seemed to be very good friends, and I’d been in the Serenissima long enough that normally I’d have assumed some kind of romantic relationship, but I’d always heard that was impossible with Tisani.

Orain took a deep breath and turned their head towards me and Khadsha, so their hollow eyes almost met mine. “When I was nineteen, Kair, one of my sibs, was possessed by Moon. They ran, laughing, out into the water along the moonpath, out and out. We tried to pull them back, but they shook us off. If we’d had a gondola, we might have been able to follow, but by the time we’d launched one of the fishing boats it was too late. I hope they stayed possessed and happy up to the last moment. I hope Moon didn’t abandon them far out in the water when it was too late to make it back to shore. We could all swim like otters, but not even a sea otter can swim when strength is gone. Moon swam them far, far out. Their body washed up six days later on Deader’s Stretch, where bodies always washed up.”

“That’s tragic, but—” Khadsha started.

“It’s not that they were drinking too much! They were possessed, and Moon didn’t care what happened to them. And Pell, the thing about this story is that it happened to me. It wasn’t unusual in Masauri, or in the world generally. This was the kind of thing the gods did. Do. Your gods are kinder.”

“Fortunate the island where Kair was reborn,” Pell said.

Khadsha and I echoed her, “Fortunate the island.”

“I hope it was one of your islands, not another of ours,” Orain said, a sob in their throat.

“Even if they are cruel, I want to speak to them and ask them questions,” Khadsha said. “Your answer is that we have pain and death because the gods like it. I would accept that if I had to. But when I move to the hypostases, I don’t feel their hatred and resentment but hope and truth.”

We were all silent a moment. In the distance I heard the bell of St. Linus, a single chime. It was past midnight, so either half past twelve or one in the morning, or perhaps half past one. It was sometimes very difficult to tell time by bells. Khadsha stood up. “It’s late, we should go. But we should meet again soon, talk about these things, make plans.”

We left them and made our way out of the theatre, past lots of sleeping people and some who were not sleeping but looked at us with only a little curiosity as we went by. It must have been a very strange place to live.

Our gondola was safe where we’d left it, with Yix, the Andoman kid I’d paid to watch it, curled up asleep at the bottom of the boat under the leather covers I keep for rain. I shook her awake. I’d paid her a copper penny and promised her another, but it was so late that I gave her a birdie. She scurried away blessing us. She’d be eager to watch the gondola for me another time, so it was money well spent. Khadsha wrapped herself in the fleece and sat down, rocking the gondola as she did so. “You’ve got your case?” I checked.

“Of course,” she said.

I lit the lantern on the prow, and light streamed out from it across the water, casting a sheen on the indigo mussel shells that edged the pier where we were tied up.

“I’m going to give you this bag to hold while we cross the lagoon if you don’t mind. It’s a little heavy, and I’m tired, and I don’t want to risk dropping it.” I passed it to her. It was maroon velvet, fastened with a leather thong. I’d been carrying it under my cloak since a supercilious servant handed it to me as we left the Barrozzi house. I moved past her to untie the gondola and push off.

“This is what the Barrozzi gave me?” she asked, looking into the bag.

I nodded, poling away from the wharf, leaning into my strokes. The pole is both rudder and oar, and it fits neatly into the forcola. I could go quickly now, with little other traffic about so late. A gull swooped down in front of the bow, close enough I felt the wind of its wings. “I don’t mind carrying it, but I don’t want to accidentally drop it to the bottom of the canal.” I hadn’t had enough mead to feel fuddled, and the night air was wonderfully reviving, but two cups of mead combined with the weight of the bag put me sufficiently off my balance that I didn’t want to risk it.

“It’s gold,” Khadsha said, matter-of-factly.

“Gold!” I was astonished.

“It certainly seems to be.” She made a little mage light dance around her, steadier and whiter than the lantern light. It glinted off the gold coins in Khadsha’s palm.

“Did you make it gold?” I asked.

“I don’t think so. Not purposefully. But sometimes magic can happen here without one quite noticing. Did you look at it before?”

I turned back to my work and shook my head without looking at her. “I didn’t look. There was no need, and no time. We went straight to the theatre.” It was cold enough now that I needed my cloak. The mists were everywhere. The theatre was lost in them already. I kept going forward in the dark, the lantern light catching the ripples on the water. I was confident of my way, I knew I would find the shore soon, and then I could follow the shore along past the warehouses to Nonno’s Island. A bridge loomed in front of me, and I ducked automatically, swinging the gondola.

“Then either they gave me gold, or I thought they must have because you said it was heavy, and so it changed,” Khadsha said. She put the bag down in her lap. “What a day. No one has ever paid me in gold before. If they did. But if it was that easy to change coins, there’d be no poor.”

I followed the shore towards Nonno’s. “That bag is quite heavy. I can’t imagine what that much gold can be worth.”

“We won’t have to work to earn our living more than we want to for the next while, that’s certain. And I don’t think the rich will forget me. I’ll be able to pick and choose which invitations to accept. If I turn down a few, I’ll be even better paid the next time I have to do it.”

I rowed the boat along with my single oar, following the shadowy shore. It was late enough there were no lights from the houses on the island. “You didn’t tell me about your quest,” I said. I tried not to sound sulky or accusing.

“I would have told you soon, when you were ready to help. You nearly are, so it would have been soon, in the progression of learning I worked out for you. But you haven’t reached beyond the sixth hypostasis, and it’s the second we need to reach. I think,” she said.

I thought through my image of the universe. The first hypostasis was the first mover, God, perfect and unchanging, like the top bowl of a fountain. I imagined the fountain as pure white marble in direct sunlight, making the water translucent. The water flowed down, and that cascade was the second hypostasis, the one Khadsha wanted to reach. The bowl below that cascade, the third hypostasis, was the realm of forms. Below that, the cascade was the fourth hypostasis, the realm of truth, flowing into the fifth, the realm of soul. From there the cascade was the sixth hypostasis, the realm of gold, leading down into the seventh, the realm of matter, the worlds. Then the next cascade was the eighth hypostasis, the Serenissima, flowing down into the ninth and last hypostasis, Chaos.

“What is the second hypostasis?” I asked. “I don’t even know what it’s called.”

“We say it is the realm of angels, messengers, or of the gods. We can’t hope to reach the first hypostasis. It’s perfection, and there can be no change, so we couldn’t ask questions or learn answers. But the second, if we could get there, that’s where we might ask.” She smiled, and the mage light flickered off her gold domino.

The fish-drying warehouse loomed out of the darkness on my right, and the mists parted for a moment as I brought the gondola into the little wooden jetty that Nonno had made for big fishing boats to unload, the light of the boat’s prow lantern marking a broken pathway over the waves. “But in the stories, they met the gods here. In the Serenissima. In the eighth hypostasis,” I said, tying the gondola to the rail. At the base of the rail thin fronds of viridian seaweed floated in the water and caught the light. “And I thought nothing could change above the realm of soul?”

Khadsha stood up. I could smell the sweet night-blooming herbs that grew up in an arch over the jetty. “I have been to the realm of truth. I was there this evening in fact. So I know that can be reached and returned from by minds like ours, and that we can share thought there. I spoke to Pell there, we saw each other. Beyond that I don’t know. I’ve never reached the third, let alone the second. When it comes to the gods walking here, that is a mystery, and one I’d very much like the answer to. Even if Orain is right and the gods are cruel, as the Tisani gods seem to be, I want to know that. We can all work on this together, you and me and Pell, and perhaps we’ll find a way to find answers.”

She stepped out of the gondola, which rocked as her weight was removed. I leaned a little to steady it. “You know I’ll do whatever I can.”

“Tomorrow, we can teach each other alphabets,” she said. “And as soon as you can reliably move to the sixth hypostasis whenever you want, you can take turns with me running the blight group. That’s all it takes to retard the blight, moving the blighted into the sixth hypostasis and letting them be there in the realm of gold for a little while, with strength pulsing around them.”

“I’d like that. I’d like to help my sister.”

“You could run your own group somewhere, if you want to and if you have time, once you know how to do it. It’s almost laughably easy. It would be good practice in control. And now you can reach the sixth, I will teach you how to find the fourth hypostasis.”

“What about the fifth?” I asked. “We’re in the eighth now, we were born in the seventh, we go into the sixth, you’re talking about the fourth. But the fifth? Why are we skipping it?”

“Because I’ve never been taught any way to reach it,” she said. “They don’t know in Lestrel, so Pell probably doesn’t know either. But the realm of soul is another possibility for where to find the gods.” She shivered and clutched the sheepskin around her. “I’m getting cold. Do you want to continue this conversation inside?”

“No. I should go to bed, it’s late, and I’ll have to work in the morning. We can talk about this tomorrow. Usual time?” I untied the gondola.

“Usual time. But tell Rosso that the day after, I want you all day. We can use that time for me to teach you how to run the blight group. It’s morning, when you’re usually working.”

“I’ll tell her tomorrow,” I said. “Goodnight.”

“Wait,” she said. I heard the sound of coins clinking, then she leaned over to the gondola, taking no care at all, and passed me the velvet bag. “Take whatever you want from this and drop off the rest at the Little Sisters. Let them know it comes from me. I might as well get credit for my generosity. I’ve taken what we need for now, and I feel odd about keeping it. Goodnight, Taddeo. Sleep and quiet breathing!”
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I put the bag down at my feet. I still didn’t want to risk dropping it, even if Khadsha wanted to get rid of it. I waited until the sound of her footsteps crunching on the gravel had died away, then bent and dipped my hand in. A heavy bag of gold was wealth beyond dreams, and also felt like something from a story—the kind of story where all six siblings have a wish and only the youngest makes the right choice. I hesitated. I also felt odd about keeping it. I could go back and ask House Barrozzi what they’d given us, but by now they’d probably believe it was gold too and be affronted if we questioned it. The liveried Andoman servant who had handed it to me had looked affronted by my very existence. I took three gold coins and tucked them into the pouch at my waist. That would make a good cushion of safety against bad days, or good days spent learning instead of rowing. I made about a soldo a day, normally, and working seven or eight days of the week that comes to a bit less than an eagle. So each ducat would give me four weeks when I could live without working. I took another to feel even safer. As for the rest, Khadsha was right, it was too much. Let the Little Sisters sort it out.

I set off across the lagoon, angling west this time, towards the Sisters. I couldn’t see anything but darkness, and streaming veils of mist. I remembered the legends of the foundation of the Serenissima, Venetians lost in the mist in their lagoon trying to smell their way to Venice and finding instead, this, half expectation and half dream, raising itself out of the mists. They had spoken to gods then. God, gods, or ghosts, according to which version of the legend you prefer. Then they’d met a Bauta vessel, also lost in the mists. But I wasn’t lost. I knew where I was going. The water of the Serenissima was serene dark liquid parting under my long oar, which rested securely in the forcola. The gleam of the lantern cast very little light now, but it would be enough that other boats could see me coming. But I seemed to be alone in the lagoon tonight. I slid towards the Sisters on water I could hear but not see, through mists that condensed on my hat, my cloak, my whiskers, the fur of my face. Soon I would come to the place where I had changed the current earlier in the day, and then I would turn in to the canal that ran alongside the abbey of the Little Sisters of Poverty, where the nuns fed and clothed the city’s poor and desperate. Pell, I thought, would have wanted the donation to go to God’s Hotel. But both institutions had their place. The Sisters did good work.

It was very dark out on the lagoon. Usually my chatoyant Gatti eyes could make out something, even in deep darkness, but tonight not the faintest glimmer lit the mists. The lantern light seemed to be eaten by the mist and illuminated nothing. The lagoon seemed to be stretching farther than usual. I listened. I could hear no plashing of any other boat, nor the rocking and tapping of boats tied up at the wharves. I couldn’t even hear any bells. Every now and then a gust of wind stirred the mist, coming on my right cheek as I rowed onwards. I strained to see anything but blackness. The boat continued to slide forward, but now I had no idea where I was. Before the Venetians found, or made, the Serenissima, the eighth hypostasis had been just water and mists, with no port or solid land. People coming from one of the worlds had to pass into another world before they could trade with a different people, unless two ships full of strangers happened to collide in the mists. The Serenissima was a boon to the worlds, a concrete benefit built on the expectations and imagination of the captains of trading ships. It was no surprise that only the Venetians had brought the shadow of their port with them, nor that the Serenissima was so focused even now on trade.

I knew it was out there around me. I concentrated my mage’s will on knowing it. I had left Nonno’s and should be coming to the Sisters, or, if I were too far west, to the entrance to the Grand Canal by Campo Colorato. I would hear the bell in the clock tower and see the tower itself rising before me through the mists, with its bands of coloured tile and glass mosaic. I could not be too far east, not with the wind like this, but if I had somehow managed to be, I would strike the docks. I would see the wallowing Laodikan ship that came in yesterday, and anything that had newly arrived this afternoon. I could not have left the lagoon, unless I had turned completely around, and then there were all the outer islands, Evia, Capra, Vinea, Spiaggianera, and Spiaggiabianca where the glassworks were. I couldn’t be lost in open ocean. It wasn’t possible. Any moment now I would feel the current change and see the Gothic arches of the abbey of the Little Sisters of Poverty.

Little waves slapped the sides of the gondola, rocking it, though I hadn’t seen any other boat pass me. I couldn’t see any lights anywhere or hear any sound at all from shore. There wasn’t any place in the lagoon where I could go straight forward for this long. Was I going around in circles? But how? The wind, what there was of it, the occasional gusts on my right, hadn’t changed. I could try to change it, but not only was I bad at doing it, changing it wasn’t going to help. Then the lantern light caught a head bobbing in the water beside the gondola. For a moment I thought it was an Andoman or a Venetian, but then I recognised it as what it was: a seal. Seals were uncommon but not unknown in the lagoon. It barked, and another answered it from the other side of the boat, and then another and another. Somehow I was surrounded by seals, popping up out of the water and disappearing back down into it. I’d always liked seals. I kept rowing forward, more cautiously. Then the mist shredded, and with a huge relief I saw a looming shape ahead.

My relief changed almost instantly to dismay, as my eyes made sense of what I was seeing. It wasn’t the tower, though it was almost the size of one. It was a monster, a head like a seal’s rearing out of the water on a long lizardlike neck. I backed water immediately, going as fast as I could without turning. I felt the boat hit one of the seals, or something, as I backed her. The monster’s head was questing through the mist, the neck swinging. The eyes were huge and nacreous, not like a seal’s dark, almost sentient eyes, but great circles of mother-of-pearl almost filling the sides of the head. The front of the head seemed to be all teeth. Because I’d just been watching Ercole battle a hydra, I looked immediately for other necks, other heads, but there didn’t seem to be any, just the seals, disappearing rapidly down below the water, leaving nothing but ripples. Had they come to warn me, or were they confederates of the monster? It was coming straight towards me. I couldn’t outrun it. I could try to jam the oar down its throat, in classic heroic style, or I could try to bludgeon it with the bag of gold, which wasn’t really big enough to make a good bludgeon. What I did was to turn my oar in the forcola and go straight at it as fast as I could, trying to ram it where the neck rose from the water. I had a knife in my pocket, and if I managed to get in close enough, those sharp vicious teeth would not be able to reach me. I was braced for the jar as the gondola hit, but it did not come. The monster didn’t dive, or evade, it was coming forward and so was I, and then in the next instant it was gone. The monster had disappeared as if it had never been, and I was alone in the boat amid dark swirling mists.

I rowed on, cautiously, my heart still pounding. The seals were gone too. An illusion? It had looked like the sea monsters people drew in the corners of maps. I had never thought such things were real, even in the Serenissima, though there might be worlds where they were as real as whales or manatees. I kept going, still hoping to find the other side of the lagoon, but now on very uncertain water. My lantern rocked and lit only a wavering line of light on dark water. Little waves slapped against the sides of the gondola, but there was no sign of shore. I had been rowing for long enough to have crossed the lagoon three times and was seriously thinking of turning back when I next saw something.

It was a cliff, a huge jagged, rocky cliff that I’d never seen before and which couldn’t be here, but there it was, looming straight in front of me. It was far closer than it could have been if it had been there as I approached it. I would have felt it in the currents and the way the water behaved, as I did now. I frantically moved the oar in the forcola to back off with all my strength. Waves were breaking with a hiss on the rock. There was nothing like this anywhere near the Serenissima, but it could destroy my gondola and kill me all the same. It rose sheer and dark from the broken rocks at the waterline. I could see the edge of the clifftop far above, dark against the sky as I held myself a pole’s length away, paddling frantically against the current that was trying to drive me onto the jagged rocks. I could fight a monster, but not a cliff! I risked a frantic glance from left to right through the gusting mist. The edge of the cliff seemed closer to the left. Taking a breath, I brought the pole up, and in the same movement thrust it forward to fend off the rock.

The sea monster had vanished when I would have touched it, and I was hoping that the rock might do the same, but it did not. The oar hit the rock with a jarring force that I felt through my whole body. It was backbreakingly hard, but I held the gondola where it was and leaned my weight on the oar. At the same time, I bent all my belief on the current, to have it change here, at this eddy, and from here draw me left instead of forward. I sent a quick prayer to St. Nicolo and the Archangel Michael, and to my huge relief, I felt the water change under me. I leaned back a little, shifting my balance. Now, with the current on my side instead of against me, I could pull the oar back in one fast motion and again use it properly as an oar. I settled it in the forcola and sculled sideways along the rock, backing away when I had to, until I could swing the head of the gondola around and slip along easily with the current, far enough away from the rock to be safe. There was no other kind of boat that I knew where I’d have risked such a thing. I struggled against the waves, breathing hard and rowing furiously. Only then did I have time to wonder where this rock, this island, had come from. It shouldn’t be here in the middle of the lagoon. It shouldn’t be anywhere in the Serenissima. I’d never seen it before. The monster might have been an illusion, but this was unquestionably solid. Real, well, real was a different matter, but I could still feel the jar in my arms from when the oar had struck it. The cliff was huge, but it had a ragged top, distantly visible, dark against the darkness.

When I reached the left edge of the rock face, the current whirled me forward, around the edge of the cliff and into a scoured bay with a shallow beach. The island seemed to continue on past the beach, a dark shape rising up, barely visible in the night, but I steered my way towards the shore. I feared it might be foolhardy to set foot on this island, but continuing on in uncharted waters at night and in fog was also foolhardy, and my arms were very tired. I beached the gondola on the sloping sand. Locking the oar carefully in place, I took a step forward and sat down on the seat where Khadsha had been sitting earlier. My arms and legs were shaking, and I rubbed them. There was still no sign of any other boat, no sound of life but the call of a lonely tern high above. I could hear a stream trickling somewhere, and the far-off sound of the waves pounding the rock around the corner of the island. The lantern lit pebbles and dark water. I made a little mage light. Black sand, grey pebbles, rough boulders, limestone cliff, a few scrubby trees, rowan and alder, clinging to the thin soil, and thin threads of mist fraying in the wind. I could see the stream coming down to meet the sea. I let the light fade out and considered. If I were to step out of the gondola, I did not know what would happen. I pulled the half-eaten circle of cheese from the theatre out of my pocket and took a bite, huddling under my cloak. The taste was comforting, but the salt made me thirsty, so I tucked it back into my pocket.

Where was I? How had I got here? Was I, somehow, impossibly, in another hypostasis? We’d just been talking about them, so I gave the idea serious consideration. I couldn’t have slipped into primal Chaos. The gondola and I would have dissolved. There wouldn’t be an island. I could be in the seventh hypostasis, in one of the worlds. The Serenissima undoubtedly connected to all the worlds, and I could have found a new way through into one of them. Maybe this was the home of the fabled Vannandi, who were said to be uninterested in trade, went to the Serenissima rarely, and refused to allow anyone from outside to visit their world. Maybe their world was reached from the middle of the lagoon, though if that was the case why weren’t people always stumbling across it? Well, perhaps because the entrance was guarded by warning seals and a sea monster? But I’d sculled across the lagoon hundreds of times before, perhaps thousands since the times I’d fallen into the lagoon when I was learning how to propel a gondola. Other people had done it hundreds of thousands of times, perhaps millions. If there were a path to the Vannandi world right there in the lagoon, I’d have at least heard stories about it.

More likely this was another way to Venice, which I had been thinking about, and which lies so near the Serenissima that the Venetians did not need seagoing vessels to reach it but could slip from Venice to the Serenissima with a cargo gondola. If this was Venice, though I had never heard it had an island with cliffs, I just had to wait for daylight and some Venetian would find me. They’d assume I was a Venetian in a mask or know me for a Gatto. If they did, then they’d be able to show me the way back, if not, they could show me the way to a crowded part of the city where I could find someone who would know the way back. I was not in a bad position for that. I had a bag of gold, after all. Or perhaps I was in one of the other worlds, where I’d be immediately recognised as a Gatto by anyone, and, again, the gold would help me find my way back to the Serenissima.

But I had been able to change the current with will alone, which argued that I was still in the Serenissima, or anyway somewhere in the eighth hypostasis, and so was this impossible island. There was no way to tell. Magi could impose their will in the worlds, though not as easily. But I could test it by seeing if I could change something. I reached into my pocket and found one of the notes people had sent to Khadsha in the theatre. The outside I knew was written in Venetian script, but surely this one, inside, would be in Gatti. I held it close to the lantern and opened it up, and sure enough it was Gatti, a simple request for Khadsha to honour box 221 with her presence. I sighed. I couldn’t have done that in the worlds.

This certainly wasn’t the sixth hypostasis, the realm of gold, which I would immediately recognise. If only I already knew the way to reach the fourth, something in the realm of truth might be able to help me. I wondered about trying to reach the sixth hypostasis now. All I could do in it was exist or call for Khadsha. I had called her there before, as a training exercise. She was probably asleep, and I didn’t know whether she could help me even if I could reach her, but it was an option. I had other options. I could sleep and wait for daylight and see if someone found me or if I recognised anything. If there was a sun, then I would know I was in a world. Or I could get out of the boat and try to drink some water from the stream, maybe explore the island. I was afraid of losing the boat if I left it. I was sure that a Gatto in a gondola was one definite thing, and the gondola would not vanish as long as I stayed with it. But any boat left unattended on any empty beach in the Serenissima might well dissolve into mist, and how much more so here, where there were no signs of other boats? I could push off again and see if I could retrace my path and steer back across the lagoon to Nonno’s. This option seemed good, even though I felt exhausted. But I thought I should try asking Khadsha for help first.

I put my mind into a quiet state with the help of a calming song. Then, invoking St. Cosimo, who was the first to find the Serenissima from Venice, I reached for the sixth hypostasis. I had been doing this exercise whenever I had a quiet moment all day, and immediately I felt the hypostasis open. I saw the gold around me. Then I felt it closing again, sealing itself and thrusting me out. “Khadsha!” I called, frantically. “Pell!” But the hypostasis sealed itself, and there I was, alone in the gondola with no sense of any other presence. The wind was cold. It seemed as if calling for help was not going to work. Just to make sure, I tried again, this time with a full formal invocation of God, all the saints I could remember, and Kind Lady Aa and Hermes Trismegistus, saints or gods who Khadsha especially liked to call on. The same thing happened, the sixth hypostasis opened, and immediately began to close. This time I was ready and sent out a clear and definite call with their full names: “Khadsha Ghemgal! Pellerin, Astar, Klodit, Laodike!” The hypostasis was gone before there was any possibility of response.

I took another bite of the salty cheese. The risk of losing the gondola seemed very high if I went out of sight of it, but water was becoming a necessity. I had a leather waterskin, but since it was the end of the day it was empty. I found it and managed to wring one drop of water from it. If I stayed in sight of the gondola and was quick, I thought I could fill it at the stream. I swung myself out of the gondola, down onto the black sand. I made a light and sent it out a little way ahead, to light the ground. Near the stream there were strands of some hard plant with tiny purple flowers like grape clusters growing out of the sand. Every few steps I stopped and looked back at the gondola, which kept being reassuringly still there, lantern glinting on the prow. When I came to the stream I bent and tasted the water. It was icy cold, but fresh, and very refreshing. I filled the skin and headed back towards the boat.

The sand was dry and heavy to walk over in my boots. I slung the waterskin over my shoulder. I kept my eyes on the gondola but made sure to avoid the boulders. One of the boulders raised a head and looked at me; it was a seal. I took a step away, and then advanced again towards the gondola. The waterskin sloshed. Then, just as when the sea monster appeared out of nowhere, they were there before me. Three dark, hunched shapes, people, but of no species I knew. I could not see their faces, and they wore cloaks with hoods, like monks. I did not speak. They did not speak. The silence stretched between us, poised, expectant. If they were gods, or angelic messengers, I did not know how to greet them. I had been afraid of the sea monster with a hot immediate terror, and afraid of the cliff face with a fear that went bone deep. The cold wait in the boat had frightened me in a different way, where all my thoughts of what to do amounted to whistling past the graveyard where I dared not face my real fear of being alone in the dark forever.

I thought of Pell’s questions that succinctly summed up my own deepest questions: Why is there death, why are we plagued with evils, what is the relationship between destiny and free will? But now the three figures stood on the shore between me and my boat, and it was not a bright Laodikan morning but the dark depths of night in the Serenissima, and as the mist swirled between us, I drew breath and spoke.








CHAPTER5
YIX



Aspect: Curiosity * Time of Day: Deep night * Muse: Euterpe

Liberal Art: Logic * Animal: Sparrow * Sphere: Saturn

Social Class: Beggar * Virtue: Faith * Species: Andoman

Description: A child with the head of a terrier is leaping from rooftop to rooftop, with a dark glimmering canal far below. Above her are the outspread protective wings of a flock of sparrows.
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It was the gondola I recognised, banging against the wharf by the night gate to the Sisters. He was just a shape in it, I didn’t even see him at first. The gondola was a passenger one, with space for a canopy to keep off the rain, but the canopy wasn’t up. All gondolas have a comb-shaped ferro on the prow, metal, to balance the weight of the gondolier on the stern. When a gondola is black, which a lot of them are, the ferro is often brass for contrast, even though the word “ferro” means iron. All four of Rosso’s gondolas have brass ferros, with teeth that curl down, but I can always tell Taddeo’s from the others because the second tooth is a little chipped, and it changes the shape of the silhouette. So I recognised it at once as soon as I saw it at the Sisters, even before I saw the red cat’s head badge. It was strange because I’d just seen it at the theatre. Indeed, I’d been watching it there for Taddeo, and he and Ghemgal had been so long in the theatre that I’d fallen asleep waiting, curled up in the bottom of the boat. After Taddeo woke me and paid me off, I’d made my way back through the sleeping city to the Sisters. It wasn’t surprising that he’d made it here before me, boats are always quicker than feet. But this wasn’t somewhere he’d usually go at all. In all the time I’d been watching him he’d only ever visited the Sisters once, dropping off a donation from Ghemgal, and that had been in daylight.

The lantern on Taddeo’s gondola was dark, but there was a torch above the Sisters’ night gate so that people could find it in emergencies. The night was late, and the torch was old and smoky, beginning to gutter out, so the light it gave was red and dim. The pointed arches of the building rose up behind the gate, with the statues and gargoyles and chimneys and crenellations of the roof sticking up behind as shapes through the mist against the sky. I’d come along the side of the abbey, through the back alleys and little bridges that lead in a maze over the little canals that separate the Sisters from Campo Colorato. Lots of people live in that part of the city, Andomen and Bauta mostly. Most of them are working people who are asleep by midnight, so it had been a quiet walk, apart from hearing a mother soothing a crying baby by an open window and singing him back to calm content. The Sisters is one of the few safe and dry places I have to sleep, and the only one that’s safe, dry, and free. The night gate is the only way of getting in at night. They usually let me in when I ask, as long as it isn’t too often, but if they wouldn’t, I had another plan. I always have another plan.

I thought at first that the gondola was tied up, but then I saw in the torchlight that it was loose. The current was pushing at it. It could drift off and get damaged, even swamped if it drifted away and another boat rammed it without seeing. So I stepped on board and grabbed the rope and made it fast around the rail. I was sure Taddeo wouldn’t mind me doing that; he should even be grateful. It was as I was stepping ashore again that I caught sight of him, lying where I had been earlier, asleep in the bottom of the boat. I stopped, turned, took a step forward, making the gondola bob unsteadily, and looked down. It was definitely Taddeo. Taddeo is a Gatto with luxuriant white and grey fur that grows down onto his neck, almost like a Venetian beard. He rents a room above Rosso’s boathouse, down near San Egidio, and that’s where I’d have expected him to go, to sleep for the rest of the night after dropping Ghemgal off at Nonno’s. I spend a lot of time spying on him, but I can’t move as fast as a gondola so some of it has to be guesswork. But this was definitely out of pattern. I thought about waking him. Against that was the fact that it was his own gondola, and he had a right to sleep in it if he wanted to. (Though maybe not here, and certainly not drifting.) He had only seemed a little drunk when he paid me so generously an hour before. Sometimes I felt bad about taking money from him when I was also being paid to spy on Ghemgal. But I need all the money I can get.

I put my hand tentatively on his shoulder. He didn’t stir. I had been poised ready to leap back if he struck out, so I had to adjust my footing to shake him a little, and again the gondola bobbed up and down. He still didn’t stir, and that was worrying. I put my hand on the side of his neck, where the fur stops, the same on Gatti as it is for us. He was cold, but with the clammy chill of living skin, and I could feel his pulse under my fingers, thank Zar. He didn’t wake. I hesitated, bending over him, trying to think what best to do. And then I saw it. At the bottom of the boat, under his cheek as he lay, was a reddish-purple velvet bag, and spilling out of it into the footwell of the gondola, gold coins.

It’s hard to tell time in the Serenissima, but my guess is that I’m about eleven years old. My mother died of the blight, and my father is in the Pozzi, waiting for execution. I’m the oldest of six children. We’re Andomen.

After my father was arrested, we couldn’t afford to pay rent any more, and our landlady wanted us gone anyway. My mother was dying of blight, the rest of us were young, and there was very little money coming in. That’s when I started working seriously and counting every penny I could bring in. Before that I’d watch a boat or carry water just for fun, really, and the pride of having earned a little money. More often than not I’d waste it on cinnamon buns for the little ones, or a ribbon for my mother’s shawl. Afterwards I spent all my time working and brought every penny home for rent and food. None of the others were old enough, and my sisters, who were still with us then, spent all their time helping my mother. We just barely managed to pay enough of our rent to stay in the rooms until my mother died. Right after that the landlady ran out of patience and stopped believing we’d ever be able to make up the growing arrears. She turned us out. We lived on the streets for a while. We sold what we could of my parents’ possessions and had to just let the rest go. It was hard. I’d like to say I’m not a thief, but I was frequently reduced to stealing food off stalls for my brothers and sisters, and once or twice other things. I’m not habitually a thief because the penalties are high and it’s too easy to get caught. The birri are attentive, and I’ve had a couple of narrow escapes. We all begged, of course, looking as pathetic as we could, but Andoman beggars are commonplace. Even the little ones only made a few copper pennies in a long humiliating day. We slept in unlocked sheds and sheltered doorways. Until somebody stole our rowing boat, Goss and Chantri, who were the smallest, slept in that. We used to keep all our blankets in it, so of course those were all stolen too.

We’d go to the Sisters for the meal at midday. It was soup, usually thick, filling, hot soup full of beans and onions and root vegetables. Sometimes it was pasta and green vegetables and scraps of fish, or rice with beans and onions and chickpeas. We’d wait outside with the crowds of others waiting, and then the way it works is that the Sisters take as many as can fit into a room with long tables to eat, and when you’re done eating, they escort you out again. Almost every day we got in, but occasionally we’d get turned away because they were full up or the food was all gone. We started showing up early, or if I had a job on and couldn’t get there in time, at least I’d send the others early. The food was free, and though the Sisters prayed over it and over those who ate it, they did not require any response. Nor did they ask any questions of those who came—a hot meal with no questions was great. Other monasteries and foundations and temples that had food asked a lot of intrusive questions and wouldn’t feed the same people too often.

Goss tried to steal a spoon from the Sisters once. Of course, the Sister on duty noticed at once and told us we couldn’t come back for a week, and if we ever tried to steal again, we couldn’t come back ever. It was a very hard week, without that one hot and filling meal a day. It was right after the boat was stolen too. I felt desperate, as if we were clinging on to the top of a building and somebody was stomping on our fingers. That was the longest nine days I’ve ever spent. We went to the Lordy service at the Sisters on ninthday, more for the warmth of the church than for anything else, and I enjoyed the singing, and they let us do that, but they wouldn’t let us stay on for the food. They really meant it. That week we tried all the other places that offered free food, one after the next, and we spent almost every penny I earned too, just eating. There’s not a lot of food thrown away in the Serenissima, but I tried scavenging what I could, bruised cabbage leaves after the market closed, sticks of grilled fish or tripe sandwiches people dropped and didn’t pick up again. As soon as the week was up, we showed up shamefacedly at the Sisters for our meal again. It was barley soup with vegetables and some scraps of chicken, and we all ate until our plates were shining. One of the Sisters took me aside after we’d finished. “I’ve noticed your little family here a lot recently, Yix,” she said. “Are you having a hard time making ends meet?”

“Yes, Sister,” I said, since there was no use denying it.

“Where are your parents?”

“My mother died a little while ago,” I said, which was the truth.

“What did she die of?”

I didn’t want to say blight because there was a stigma to blight. “Fever and hunger,” I said, making my eyes wide to look especially sincere.

“Hmm,” the Sister said. “And where’s your father?”

I considered my answer. Finally I looked at my feet, ashamed, and told the truth. “In the Pozzi. Waiting to be executed for killing a birri.”

“It’s good that you spoke the truth,” the Sister said. Of course, she’d known. Probably everybody knew, which made it even worse. “Where are you living?”

“Here and there,” I said, evasively. These were the kinds of questions I’d been dodging in other places.

“We have room in our orphanage for deserving orphans. I think your family qualifies,” the Sister said. “We could take you all in. You wouldn’t be separated.”

“But don’t you make all the orphans into Sisters?” I asked. That’s what I’d heard.

“Only the girls.”

“But I’m a girl,” I said, looking up at her. She was Zanguni, with a domino over her eyes and a mane peeping out under her wimple, but she was just a Sister like all the Sisters. They have no individuality. It’s a thing the Serenissima does to them. They wear the same habit, and they follow the same routine, and after a surprisingly short while all Sisters are one Sister, and what one knows they all know. Their individuality gets sucked away into the collective Sisterness.

“Boys who come to us are educated, and when they are thirteen, we apprentice them to the butchers’ guild or the leatherworkers’ guild. Girls are educated to become Sisters. If you don’t want to be a Sister, then the best thing might be for your family to come to live here and for you to visit them now and then,” she said, kindly enough, and offering me a real choice.

That was months ago. I have three younger brothers. I used to have two sisters too, but they’ve become Sisters already, and we just don’t know each other anymore. They really are not who they used to be, not my sisters, just Sisters who have furry snouts with familiar markings. They treat me the same as all the Sisters treat me, with wary caution, not the way my brothers treat me, as if I’m the one person they can count on to be on their side. I don’t want to be absorbed into the Sisters and lose who I am. Don’t get me wrong, I think the Sisters are great, and the way they look out for poor people and orphans is outstanding. I admire the Sisters and I’m glad they’re there. But I like being myself.

That’s why I spend as much time as I can away from the abbey, and only go there when I have to. If I spent a lot of time there, I’d start being digested by it, the same as my sisters have. Orphan girls are where they get most of their recruits. There are stories about rich widows retiring there and taking their dowries, or young heiresses who refuse to marry anybody except God, and I expect people like that do exist and some of them become Sisters, but that’s not where most Sisters come from. So I sleep there sometimes, and sometimes show up for the midday meal, and while I’m there I visit with my brothers, but then I leave and get back out onto the streets. Some people say I might vanish on the streets of the Serenissima, but actually that isn’t likely. Lots of people know me. I might get killed if I’m not careful, that’s more of a risk, but I am always careful. Staying with the Sisters is all right for the boys. They’re getting their schooling, and when they’re old enough they’ll be apprenticed. If I can pay the fee, and that’s what I’m saving every penny for, they can choose any guild, but if not, well, butchering or leatherworking are good jobs and better choices than the ones open to most people, let alone an orphan Andoman.

The Andomen are one of the most numerous species in the Serenissima, after Venetians and Gatti; there are a few more of us here than there are Bauta. There are quite a few Lindassi, and some Zanguni, and just a handful of Laodikans. There are some powerful families of Andomen, with big palazzi and snarling guards at the doors, there are ship owners and warehouse owners, but the vast majority of Andomen in the Serenissima are poor. I don’t know why we always end up on the bottom of the heap, but that seems to be the way of it. We have a bad name. I was born here, so I can’t tell you if it’s any better on Andomain, but my parents said they came here to better themselves, if that’s any indication. Rich influential Andomen do exist, but there’s a big gap between them and people like my family. What we’re really lacking is people of the middle sort. If my brothers do get the apprenticeships they want, as plumbers and dyers and scribes, they’ll be the exception in those guilds. But even among Andomen, there’s a hierarchy. Those with hound heads or wolfish heads are seen as more noble than those of us with less appealing heads. I have a terrier head with one brown ear and one white, which is pretty much the worst in most people’s opinion. But I don’t care what they say.

My life hasn’t all been bad. Before my father’s arrest, the eight of us lived in two rented rooms in the maze of canals behind the docks. There was no way to reach our place except by boat, and we had a little rowboat, which we all rowed as soon as we were big enough to reach the oars. That’s the one that was stolen later. As the eldest, I’d wake up in the morning to row my father to work, then buy bread and fruit and sometimes smoked fish from the market by the Bridge of Love and bring it home for breakfast. My mother was already sick, with grey patches spreading across her skin, but she worked at home carding wool. Sometimes I’d take the finished wool to the guild for her and bring back bags of fleece. They gave me her tokens when I did that, but they wouldn’t let me turn the tokens into money. She had to go herself to do that, which is part of the stranglehold the guild has on piecework. My mother would teach us to read and write and do arithmetic, and we’d all help card the wool. We had a lot of fun together in those days, telling stories or singing as we worked.

My father worked as a guard at a warehouse, down near the docks, where most of the warehouses are. Goods come in from ships, and then go out again on other ships, there’s always loading and unloading, ships come and go at the wharves, so the warehouses need guards to keep an eye on the goods and prevent thieving. I didn’t know then, and I haven’t asked him whether he knew, but the warehouse my father worked for was part of a syndicate that was shipping processed hopesuck from Andomain, where it’s illegal, to the Serenissima, where it’s illegal, and through to Venice, where it’s illegal, and the Zanguni world, where it’s extra double illegal. Eventually what happened was Her. Shainel. She arrived from Lindar and took over the birri, and then faster than anybody could imagine, the corrupt birri the syndicate were paying off got fired. They kept right on accepting the payoff, right up to the day She turned them off. There was a big unexpected birri raid on the warehouse. She led it Herself. All the important people, the guilty people who’d been doing the drug running, got away safely. My father was there, and he fought to protect the place, as he was paid to, and now he’s awaiting execution for killing a birri in the fight. His execution keeps being put off because it’s clear to everybody that he was just doing his job when he clubbed the birri over the head, and that he doesn’t really deserve to die for that. But then again, he really did kill the birri, and that birri’s really dead. And the birri was Lindassi and had a family back on Lindar, and she didn’t deserve to die either. It’s hard.

When I go to the Pozzi to visit my father, they give me a form to fill out, every time. The form asks if I’d pay a fine to the birri’s family. If we could do that, I think they’d let my father go. But we can’t. I asked. The birri on the desk, a Venetian, took me all the way to Shainel’s office, which was hung all over with huge tapestries of eagles. I’m not afraid of anything, but my legs trembled, and my heart beat fast. Her eyes looked at me as if they could see all the way through me, and I found it very hard to meet them candidly, though I hadn’t done anything except prison visiting. She told me the fine would be a hundred silver pennies, and I pretended I was thinking about it, but of course it’s right out of my reach.

What I’ve been saving up for isn’t that, but my brothers’ apprenticeship fees, which are an eagle for the dyers and sixty silver pennies for the plumbers or the scribes. I earn between six and ten copper pennies a day at odd jobs, like watching boats for people, and running errands. I also earn a silver penny a week from Lord Camulo for spying. I spend two or three copper pennies a day on food, and another two to Sonia on nights when I sleep over there, and I donate three a week to the Sisters for my brothers and one for me. There’s nothing much left when we need shoes or glasses or anything, it’s coming straight out of savings. So I spend between twenty-five and forty copper pennies a week, and earn between fifty and ninety, plus a silver penny, which means I save on average three silver pennies a week. So that’s at least a soldo every two weeks, often more, and if we didn’t keep having emergencies when we needed things, I think I’d save an eagle in twenty weeks. (If Goss would stop breaking his glasses it would help, but he’s just a kid, and it’s not like he does it on purpose, and he really does need them to see properly.) So the hundred pennies the birri asked for would take just about a year. But if I paid it, then I might not be able to make the apprentice fees for the boys by the time they’re old enough. I’m doing the best I can, and they have to come ahead of my father.

I didn’t have many options for making money. I was young, but not quite too young, for sex work, but it didn’t appeal then, and it doesn’t appeal now. The high-end work is hard to get into, and the low-end work is pretty grim. Also, Andomen aren’t considered attractive enough for there to be much high-end work available for us. I looked into it when She made the suggestion about getting Father out for a hundred silver pennies. If I’d been Venetian or Tisani or Lindassi I could have got that for my first time, probably, if I’d gone about it right. But Sonia told me nobody would pay that for a scrawny Andoman girl with a face like mine. Besides, sex work is how my mother got blight, and what would become of my brothers if I caught a deadly disease?

So I run errands, I watch boats, and I spy. Mostly I spy on Ghemgal for Lord Camulo, but if anybody else wants any spying done, I’ll do that. Once I spied on a Venetian who was cheating on her husband. Her husband paid me ten copper pennies, but he cried when he found out it was true, and then I felt bad. One day I’d like to have a spy office where people could come and ask me to find out things for them. Meanwhile I try to find out whatever I can, in addition to my professional spying, so that I’ll know things when I need to. I’m a good spy. I like knowing how things fit together and what’s going on.

All of this is to say why, when I saw those gold coins spilled in the base of the boat, my impulse was not to stuff them back in the bag and tuck the bag safely under Taddeo’s head. Rather, it was to grab as many of them as I could for myself, quickly, before Taddeo woke up. I guessed he’d got them from Ghemgal, and she’d got them from the Barrozzi or the Silvietti family at the betrothal earlier that night. But that didn’t matter to me. Even if it was Ghemgal’s life savings, or Taddeo’s, that wasn’t going to stop me. Just one of those gold ducats would change everything. A ducat is worth four eagles, two hundred silver pennies, so one would let me pay my father’s fine and save his life and almost pay apprentice fees for two of my brothers—with what I had saved up, I could pay for all three. So as soon as I saw it, quick as thought I took my hand off Taddeo’s pulse and reached out for the gold.

At that moment I heard a shout from out on the water. “Hey, you, Andy, what are you doing?”

The birri. Wouldn’t you just know it? Never one when you want one, always a cluster when you don’t. I hate the birri. Andy is just a rude word for Andoman, I hear it a lot, but never from anybody who means me well. I straightened up, two of the coins already clutched in my hand. I looked over. Three birri in a gondola painted with the yellow stripe that marks it as police. Just my luck. “Helping a friend who’s passed out in his gondola,” I said, ears half pricked, looking as innocent as I could.

“Cutting his throat and stealing his purse, more like,” one of the birri said, a Lindassi, petals in the garland that ringed her face catching the light. It was Her. Shainel. I recognised Her at once. The legends said She made some raids Herself, and it must be true. She’d met me once, but I didn’t think she’d remember me well enough to know who I was in the dark. “Stay where you are, we’re coming aboard.”

I had to make a fast choice. Once they saw the gold spilled out over the planks at the bottom of the gondola, they’d be sure to search me and find the coins I’d just grabbed. I could drop them, but even if they fell silently back with the rest, the birri would still suspect me and give me a hard time as soon as they saw the coins even existed. If I ran and they caught me it would be jail for sure and fines I couldn’t pay. But I was fast, and I knew this part of the Serenissima, while they’d have to stop and take care of Taddeo. I straightened up slowly and stepped back away from Taddeo, towards the wharf, keeping my eyes on the birri boat, which was angling to come into the dock. There were three figures in it, two Lindassi and a Venetian, all wearing yellow birri sashes. I stuck my hand, with the coins, in through the hole in the side of my cloak, down through the slit in my pantaloons and into the little pouch with my savings that I kept around my waist next to my skin. I tucked the gold coins safely in among the others. I pulled my hand out, slowly. It was on the side away from them, so even if they were looking, they might not have seen.
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Then, fast as thought I was on the wharf, and halfway up the wall beside the night gate. I grabbed the torch from the socket and hurled it down into the sullen murky waters of the canal, where it sizzled and immediately went out. The birri were shouting and blowing whistles in the sudden darkness, but their whistles are sweet music to me. I was already right up on top of the gate and running along the top of the arches, from where I could swing myself up onto the roof. They’d follow me, but they’d be slow and cautious. I ran flat out across the roof at top speed, touching the gables and chimneys and statues as I passed them to steady myself and make sure of my exact location in the darkness. I had to be placed just right when I leapt the canal, so I could land, rolling, on the roof of the little temple of Bast. I made it, indeed, I almost overshot and rolled right off the far side of the temple roof. My heart was pounding, and I lay still for a second, so I could hear if anybody had heard me below. I must have made a great thump, landing at that speed. No disturbance followed, so I stood and edged my way around a chimney block. I could go rooftop to rooftop without silhouetting myself now, and with only a few jumps across little canals I could make it to Lord Camulo’s. I thought he’d like to know what had happened.

I enjoy running the rooftops. Not so much doing it pursued and in total darkness, but I like knowing my way around up there. I started doing it after our boat got stolen, because there are a lot of places you can’t reach without a boat or being prepared to climb. It always gave me an escape route, not mostly from the birri, who didn’t care much about me, more usually from gangs of older children who tried to extort me or beat me up. You really don’t want to get on the wrong side of the Bauta gangs who are tough and can follow you by scent. I often used the rooftops as an escape route. I looked back, cautiously. I could see a birri, a Lindassi, on the roof of the abbey, moving cautiously, step by step, coming after me. It wasn’t Her; it was the other Lindassi. He was moving ponderously but steadily. Andoman and Gatti eyes are the best in the dark, though Lindassi eyes are big, so maybe they’re not so bad. I didn’t want to risk it with the birri so close. I ran again, jumping up from the temple onto the roof of some apartment buildings, down onto a leather workshop, then leapt across a little canal to land lower down on a boat shed where I sometimes slept. I could hear distant whistling, but there was no sign of anybody having followed me this far. If it hadn’t been so late at night I’d have slipped down into the streets and changed my profile and got lost in the crowds. The birri didn’t know who I was; I’d be just another Andoman kid in the crowd. But at this hour that wasn’t an option. Putting a scarf over my head or wrapping my cloak as a skirt wouldn’t make any difference in a deserted street. Almost nobody was about at this hour.

I swarmed up the side of a palazzo, clinging to the stucco and the decorative heads poking out. With my foot on the head of a satyr, I hauled myself up and over the crenellations. The satyr looked as if he was sticking out his tongue at me in an Andoman grin. Then I ran lightly over the high tiles. I made sure I was almost never silhouetted, and when I had to be, that the mists covered me. I went on like that, roof to roof across the central islands of the Serenissima. The scents changed as I moved, stale tripe, baking bread, something fishy, and once a waft of currants on warm air almost thick enough to bite. I swarmed at last onto the roof of the Camulo palazzo.

It was still very dark, no glimmer of dawn in the sky yet, much too early to pay a visit to the Camulo house. The roof was covered in strangely shaped plaster statues of Lindassi gods and sacred messengers, punctuated by tile chimney stacks. I dodged under the outspread wings of a griffin and into a nook between two chimneys. Like most Lindassi, the Camulo feel the cold, and they had kept the fires banked overnight, so there was some warmth there.

The mists were thick, and my clothes were damp. When I began to chill after the warmth of running, I huddled against the smooth warm bricks of the chimney. My cloak steamed a little. I could not hear any signs of pursuit, nor could I hear whistling anymore, so it seemed I’d given the birri the slip. There were sounds of bells and occasional noises of boats passing on the canal below. Apart from that the night was still. I couldn’t smell anything here but the bricks and the thin trickle of smoke from below, which caught in my throat. Slumped down, I was completely hidden from below between the chimney blocks. This was another place where I sometimes slept, though I usually brought something to cover myself when I did, so as to keep dry. At first, I tried leaving blankets in sleeping nests, but they always vanished, either stolen or just dissolved in mist, as unattended things tended to in the Serenissima.

The only way anything stayed where it was here was by people’s attention and expectation. If I’d left a blanket tucked behind a chimney, nobody expected it to be there, and it would just … stop being there. Conversely, if I were a magus, or a very strong-willed person, I could expect it to be there strongly enough that it would be there even if I’d never put it there. Ghemgal was a magus, and she was teaching magic to Taddeo, and sometimes I eavesdropped on their lessons. I wasn’t a magus myself, but Ghemgal says anybody can do that kind of trick in the Serenissima. I tried to believe I’d left a blanket in the niche between chimney pots, imagining the texture of the warm blanket and the way it had to be folded to stuff it into the space. It would be blue, or rather grey, that shade that blue things get when they’ve been washed over and over for years, like the blanket my mother used to wrap us in on cold nights, the one with the ragged edge and the scorch mark. Surely I’d brought that old blanket from home and tucked it in the niche here? I tried to tell the story powerfully enough to make myself believe it, but I still knew it wasn’t really true. I reached out to check, and of course the niche was empty.

I slid my hand into my pouch and counted my coins by feel. There were stories about gold coins that turned to leaves or slime in the morning. But unlike the remembered but imaginary blanket, I knew they were really there. I could feel them by their serrated edges. One of them was slightly clipped, which is a thing people do to ducats sometimes. It wouldn’t change the value unless it was bad, which it didn’t feel as if it was. The copper and silver coins I had were more worn. Two ducats! I could free my father and pay for my brothers’ apprenticeships. I could even pay the rent deposit on a little apartment where we could all live. As soon as he was free my father would find a job, even if it was just piecework loading goods onto ships. He was a strong back and willing to work. I tried to forget how desperately sad he looked when I visited him, how low his ears hung. He’d soon be happy once I paid the fine and brought him out to an actual home.

I hoped Taddeo was all right. What could have made him pass out in his boat? It couldn’t be thieves; they’d never have left all that gold. I’d check on him in the morning, as soon as I’d told Jarndyce what happened, and been to the prison to free my father. Before I went to look for an apartment to rent, somewhere not too expensive. Maybe we could find something with other Andomen. I’d keep on working, of course, but I’d be able to buy shoes. It was such a long time since I’d had any shoes. Of course, that was better for going over the rooftops, but my feet did get so cold. I pressed them against the warmth of the other chimney stack. I must have grown since the last time I was up here because I could do it easily. Warmth spread through me, and sleep drifted over me.

When I woke the mists were bright and glowing. Dawn had crept up over the Serenissima. Swallows were swooping in and out of the different layers of mist above my head and making their distinctive sound. A sparrow chirped close at hand. I yawned and stretched, and checked my purse, pulling up my tunic and emptying it into my palm. Two gold ducats glinted among the copper cartwheels and silver pennies. It was all real.

I emptied my bladder behind a disapproving cherub. Next, I needed to get down off the roof. Unfortunately, there wasn’t a way inside the house from here, or not one I could safely take. There wasn’t a way down to the ground either. I needed to go to the edge, jump a little canal down to a building I could descend, and then cross a bridge back to the Camulo back door to be let in, all without anybody noticing me. Once I was on the ground in daytime, I could easily change my profile until I was just another Andoman girl. There was nothing to mark me out as the one who had run from the birri. Besides, they had no reason to keep chasing me, even if they suspected I’d stolen some of the gold. There was plenty left for them. If I was seen descending from the rooftops, however, it would be a different matter, and of course I still had the gold coins to incriminate me. I should have gone down while it was still dark. I hadn’t meant to sleep so long.

I went over several rooftops and eventually came down on the temple of Alethea, over by God’s Hotel. Temples are good for climbing, because they often have complex architecture with handholds, and they only tend to be used at certain times. It was easy to slip down the tiles at the back, where I could only be seen from the canal—and it was a small, slimy, little-used canal. I waited for a garbage boat to go by, rowed by two Bauta, then climbed down. Nobody saw me but a seagull, who flew off, squawking. That little canal is where we used to tie up our boat, when we still had it. A few shabby boats were tied up there now. We’d be able to buy a new boat! A boat like our old one would cost about four soldi, and I might be able to haggle that down to three, or even as little as twelve silver pennies. Then the whole Serenissima would be open to us, and I might even be able to get some work moving small things from one island to another. I’d make sure I watched it, or one of my brothers watched it, all the time.

Once safely on the ground, I made my way by bridges and alleyways back towards Palazzo Camulo. I passed a stall selling grilled fish, and my stomach rumbled. I was very hungry, and with a shock I realised I didn’t have to ignore that and go on. I had the money to eat whenever I wanted, at least for the time being. I stopped at the stall and ordered two sticks of fish and one of grilled plantain. The stallholder, a Venetian, was busy chatting with a Bauta dairymaid who was rolling a heavy dolly full of rounds of cheese. “Going to marry the sea, they’re saying,” she said. The Venetian’s eyes widened. “You don’t say!” He handed me my sticks absent-mindedly. I walked away, biting into them while they were still hot and greasy. I finished them as I came back to Palazzo Camulo. I wiped my hands on my cloak and put the empty wooden sticks into my pocket in case they came in handy.

There was a slim, arched bridge made of green stone over the little canal that separated the island that was Palazzo Camulo from the next island. It was just broad enough for one person. Most visitors, and almost all deliveries to a house like this, would come by water. It was almost self-sufficient, with great storerooms down below and a warren of chambers above where Lord Camulo and his people conducted business. A Tisani carrying a basket was just crossing the bridge as I approached, a shape coalescing out of the mist, which had grown thicker as I was eating. I waited for them to be out of the way, then took the bridge to the back door and waited.

“It’s not your day,” growled the guard, recognising me at once. He was a Gatto with a torn ear. He had a spear, but it was leaning on the wall.

“I see you, Evo,” I sang out.

“Yix, I see you,” he said, as if reluctantly. “But it’s not your day, what are you doing here?”

“I have important information for Lord Camulo, or for Jarndyce,” I said, trying to sound confident.

The guard growled again but went in to inquire. He took his spear with him. I don’t know what he thought I’d do with a spear twice as long as I was tall. Quite soon he came back and nodded at me. “Jarndyce will see you.” A servant, a stocky Bauta with a mottled purplish face, was waiting to lead me to the little stone room by the kitchen where I always met Jarndyce, ever since I’d first been recruited to Lord Camulo’s service. The truth is, Jarndyce caught me spying, and shut me up in that room for two days, and then when I thought he was going to turn me over to the birri, he hired me instead. That wrong-footed me. Jarndyce was a Venetian, with the odd face fur some Venetians had, ginger-and-white hair sprouting around his mouth and nose. His nose was long, and his eyes were pale, but very sharp. He wore black, always, and carried a pen and made notes in tiny handwriting in a script I couldn’t read. I’m not afraid of anything, but I can quite see how a lot of people would be afraid of Jarndyce. I always worry a little that he’ll decide it’s not worth employing me to spy on Ghemgal anymore and I’ll lose my most reliable source of income. I try to get him good stuff, but sometimes she doesn’t do anything interesting for weeks on end, just puttering around with her roses or teaching Taddeo magic.

The Bauta left me alone in the room. It had one window, high up, and through it I could see nothing but the peeling green stucco of a palazzo across the canal. I sat on a wooden stool, and rocked to and fro while I was waiting. It was strange not to feel hungry, to feel my belly rounded with food. It was even stranger to think I could go back for more when I stopped feeling stuffed, that I could buy fruit, and cinnamon rolls, and tripe soup, and bread, and cheese, and even handfuls of currants to share with my brothers.
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Jarndyce came in and interrupted these interesting meditations. “I see you, Ka Yix Rounay,” he said, being very polite, as always, but looking down his nose. “I wasn’t aware we were expecting you.”

“I see you, Sir Jarndyce,” I said, standing up and bowing, then sitting down again. Then I plunged right in without any more hesitation. “I came because I have some news I thought you’d like to know at once. After the Barrozzi party, Ghemgal and Taddeo went to the theatre, and stayed there very late, the bell had chimed one. Then they left, and an hour later the gondola was at the Sisters, unmoored, just drifting, and he was in it, unconscious, with his head on a bag of gold.”

Jarndyce tilted his head on one side. “Did you see this for yourself?”

“Yes. I put my hand on his pulse. He was alive, but he didn’t wake up when I shook him.”

“Was Khadsha Ghemgal there?”

“No. He must have taken her home in between. Or somewhere.”

“Taddeo is potentially interesting, but it’s Ghemgal we pay you to watch,” Jarndyce said. Then he sat down, took out a battered leather notebook and a pair of tortoiseshell framed spectacles, and put them on his nose. He slowly took me through the events of the last day, in great detail, asking many questions. I didn’t mention that I stole the gold, just that I had fled as soon as the birri arrived. “So you left him in the hands of the police?” Jarndyce summarised when I’d finished. “You were right, Yix, Lord Camulo will want to know this today, and you were correct to bring this to our attention now and not to wait.”

I grinned. It was rare to get unqualified praise from Jarndyce. He gave me one of his assessing looks over the top of his glasses.

“Do you expect to be paid extra for this information?”

“Oh no,” I said. I’d thought this out while I was waiting. “This is just the normal work I do for you, keeping an eye on Ghemgal. It would have been in my normal report on fourthday, I just thought you might be able to make use of knowing sooner than that. I didn’t do anything extra.”

Jarndyce took off his glasses and looked straight at me, his pale eyes glinting in the light of the high window. “Do I deduce by this that you have come into some money?”

I realised then that I should have asked him for extra pay, so he wouldn’t have been suspicious. “Yes,” I admitted, cautiously, because denying it at that point would have been useless.

“Then it seems we have come to a crossroads in our relationship,” he said, leaning back in his chair. “Since I caught you spying on us some time ago, we have had a mutually profitable arrangement where you have spied on Ghemgal for our house, while respecting our own desire for privacy. Lord Camulo employs a number of persons on such tasks, keeping an eye on those persons in the Serenissima who he deems a potential matter of concern, or likely to develop into such.”

He always talks like that. I’ve learned a lot about how to put things from Jarndyce, and about how to think things through as well. I nodded, cautiously.

“Very well, but the question now is whether, since you have come into some money, you will wish to continue this arrangement?” He paused expectantly.

“Yes,” I said, at once. I knew how vast a sum four hundred silver pennies was, and I also knew exactly how fast it would run out if I didn’t keep supplementing it. If I spent no more than the two or so silver pennies I normally spent a week it would last me about five years, and then where would I be? And I didn’t plan to do that, I meant to spend much of it right away. “I want to keep working for you. I need to keep earning, and the work I do for you is the most congenial of all my enterprises.”

He smiled his thin smile as I used the kind of words he uses, words I’d learned from him. Because he has the hair on his face, the beard as Venetians call it, he has both a thin-lipped Venetian smile, or when he wants to, he can have a smile more like an Andoman, though his tongue does not loll. “Indeed,” he said. “You have worked well and reliably, and your reports have been thorough and honest. I’ve been surprised, to tell you the truth. I took a chance when I hired you, and I have been entirely vindicated in my judgement. But without the spur of dire need, our relationship must necessarily change. I cannot at this time offer you a place in Lord Camulo’s household. But in time, if your work continues to be satisfactory, I believe such an opportunity may become open to you.”

“I had never imagined such a thing,” I said, with complete honesty. People like Lord Camulo may employ people like me, but always in an under-the-table way, not visibly, not close. I sought for ways I could be more useful to Jarndyce and come to be a member of the household. “If I had a boat, I might be more able to keep up with Ghemgal.”

Jarndyce nodded slowly. “I have been impressed with how well you have managed without that facility. If you had a boat, you might well be able to take on additional responsibilities for Lord Camulo, in return for increased remuneration. You could deliver messages here and there, perhaps collect packages from agents, and, of course, you’d be able to watch an additional target.”

I thought for a moment before responding, then pricked up my ears deliberately. “The first two, certainly, once adequate compensation had been arranged. For an additional target it would depend on who it was, and how well the two would combine. If they were active at different times of day, that would work, but I can only be in so many places, even with a boat.”

Jarndyce smiled again. “I will assign you a small boat,” he said. “And I will consider which of several potential targets might best fit into your routine.” He picked up his glasses, put them back on, and made a note in his notebook, then set it down again.

Assign me a boat! I was astonished. I had been imagining doing this additional work with the boat I had been planning to buy once my father was free from prison and my brothers from the Sisters. I was kicking myself. House Camulo could have “assigned me a boat” at any time, if I had realised this could be an option and asked. I nodded, trying to pretend I was taking it all in my stride. “Excellent,” I said.

He took his glasses off again, folded them carefully, and set them down on the table. “For now, what I think House Camulo can most usefully offer you, Ka Rounay, is banking facilities.”

“Banking facilities?” I asked, surprised and a little confused.

“You are aware, no doubt, that Lord Camulo heads a most successful banking operation?”

I nodded, because I was vaguely aware that House Camulo had a bank, as well as a business importing glass from Lindar and selling it to people who wanted clear windows here or on their own worlds. Lord Camulo was one of the most powerful people in the Serenissima, everybody knew that, but like many of the great, he hid his particular concerns in obscurity. People said he’d started off as a sailor, and that he wasn’t born a noble or even a merchant, but that he’d made himself what he was. I admired him for that.

“You may have thought of banks as something beyond your present reach, but it is possible for someone like you, with, shall we say, a little capital, and perhaps some small savings, to open an account with a bank, and to draw on your money as you need it. The money, while on account, would accrue a little interest, but the real benefit to you, I believe, would be that the money would be entirely safe and in no danger of either being stolen or of causing the resentment of others who might wonder how it came into your possession. At any time when you wish to draw on it, the bank would give you cash, or a draft, or send money on your behalf.”

I stared at him, taking this in. “You’d take my money, and let me take it out again when I needed it, so I wouldn’t have to carry it around?”

“Exactly, Ka Rounay. And you would make a modest amount of interest, and we could pay bills on your behalf. For instance, if you wanted to pay a rental deposit, or a fine, or anything of that nature.”

“I see,” I said. Jarndyce always was a shrewd guesser. “And what do you get out of this splendid benevolence?”

“Well, immediately we get to retain your services, and in future we hope to make you an even more useful client of our house,” Jarndyce said, leaning forward a little. “Additionally, you should consider that what you are doing, in choosing to open an account with us, is investing in House Camulo. That again draws you closer to us, and us to you and to your future. You should know that Lord Camulo keeps an amount of liquidity, sufficient for anyone who wants to draw out money they have on deposit. But beyond that, if a hundred people invest ten ducats each with us, until the time comes when they choose to withdraw that money it gives Lord Camulo the ability to invest a thousand ducats in some other enterprise. Any other enterprise he chooses. As considerably more than a hundred people entrust their money to us, and many of them have more than ten ducats, and as they are exceedingly unlikely to need it all at once, that gives him a great advantage in the market.”

“I can see how it would,” I said. “That’s so clever. He can pay interest, to entice people to leave their money here, and as long as he always pays their bills when they want that and hands them the money they ask for, he’s always ahead unless everybody wants it at once.” I whistled in admiration. “As long as people trust him, that’s all. What a scheme!”

“That is how banks work,” Jarndyce said. “You have understood it very well. There are advantages to both sides, as you can see. Do I take it you would care to open an account, to invest in House Camulo, as House Camulo is prepared to invest in you?”

“Yes,” I said, at once.

“How much do you have to invest, Ka Rounay?” he inquired politely.

I drew out my pouch. “Four hundred and thirty-eight silver pennies,” I said. I was going to keep one silver and all the copper for my immediate needs.

“An admirable amount for a young person of your age to have accumulated. What is that age? Twelve, is it not? Or thirteen?”

“Twelve,” I agreed at once. Age is as slippery as everything else in the Serenissima, and twelve was as good as anything. “Why do you ask?”

“House Camulo is required, by the regulations of the Serenissima, to have special limits on accounts of persons under twenty-one. You may have an account in your own name, and it can accumulate interest, but to pay bills or to withdraw money you will have to have an adult agree to the transaction. But if it is acceptable and convenient to you, I could say that the adult would be either your father or myself.” I thought that through. He’d do what I wanted, and if he didn’t agree I could get my father to countermand him. But if he really wanted to keep my money, he could. He could whatever I did. I couldn’t leave this room except by his express permission. He’d kept me locked up here after he caught me spying, I knew there was no way out. I had to trust him, to trust House Camulo, as he said.

“That will be acceptable,” I said. “But if we—Sir Jarndyce, will you answer a few questions?”

“That depends on what the questions are,” he said, frowning slightly.

“Will you tell me why you want to spy on Ghemgal? I’ve been doing it for you all this time, but I don’t understand why.”

Jarndyce nodded. “I suppose I can share that with you. Ghemgal is one of a number of people in the Serenissima who have the potential to become more powerful. Perhaps she will, perhaps she will not. Right now, she is rising in power and significance, and so for us to know what she is doing, where she goes, who she sees, the kinds of things you have been watching for us, can help us judge whether she is a potential friend or a potential threat, and how she will align herself. If there are to be changes in power, shifts in alignment, there are often profits to be made. Knowledge is invaluable. Being blindsided by some unexpected occurrence can cause harm to our enterprises. We have an interest in the stability of the Serenissima and keeping an eye on potential disruptions. I have the honour of managing Lord Camulo’s interests in these areas, as you are aware. You and I, together with other agents who report to me as you do, help him to keep his finger on the pulse of the Serenissima at all times. Ghemgal herself may or may not matter. This affair with Taddeo at the Sisters may or may not matter. We don’t know, cannot know in advance which pieces of information will turn out to have significance. Keeping track of as many as we can is what we do.” He tapped his notebook thoughtfully.

“I see,” I said. “That’s what I thought. What I guessed. I want to do that, do what you do.”

“You’re a little young,” Jarndyce said, turning his glasses over in his fingers, as if considering putting them on again.

“I know that,” I said. I thought of my daily route through the city, the places I stopped off for people to affirm me, the different places I pretended to be a child playing or running an errand so I could learn things or follow people. “I use being young, while I am young. It’s an advantage as well as a disadvantage. But I understand that I’m young and I don’t know enough.” I looked straight at him. “From what you’ve been saying about this being a crossroads and there being a possible future for me in House Camulo, you do understand. I’m a child now, but I won’t always be. You’re looking to that future and what I can do for you then, and so am I. What I really want is for you to train me, so that when I’m older I will know enough, and I’ll be able to do it. You’ve already been training me, I know that. But I don’t think I know it all already. I know I need to learn. I understand all that. My desire to do what you do is a long-term desire. Right now, what I want is to be your apprentice.”

Jarndyce looked at me for a long time, then smiled. “Ah. Good. Yes. That will be satisfactory.”

I entered Palazzo Camulo as part of the bottom layer of society and left it as an investor with a future as a client of a great house, apprentice to the great Jarndyce himself. Or you could say I entered it with four hundred and thirty-nine silver pennies and left it with one penny and a handful of coppers. If the birri stopped me in the street they wouldn’t find anything incriminating. Nevertheless, I fastened my cloak around my waist, to change my silhouette, and put my scarf over my head. Tiny things like that make a huge difference to how people see you. I’d arranged for Jarndyce to pay my father’s fine at the Pozzi. I wanted to check on Taddeo, and then tell my brothers the news. Heading to the Sisters would let me do both, so I wound my way through the streets in that direction, passing from below the buildings whose rooftops I had run across the night before.

As I came around the corner of the abbey, a big hand caught hold of the collar of my tunic. “Here you are at last,” a voice said. I wriggled and struggled, but I couldn’t get away.

“Let go!” I said.

“Stop struggling, Andy, I’ve got you.” It was the Lindassi who had wobbled after me on the rooftop the night before. Then his weight had been against him, now it worked for him. “I’m going to take you to the Pozzi to search you and ask you some questions.”

“I haven’t done anything!” I protested. My voice sounded high and anxious in my own ears.

“Then we’ll let you go again very soon,” he said. “But the way you ran away from us last night suggests you know something we’d like to hear.”

Desperate, I reached into my pocket and found the skewers from my lunch. They wouldn’t do much damage, but they might startle him into letting me go if he thought he’d been stabbed, and he’d already shown he couldn’t catch me if I ran. I grabbed them and twisted, then thrust upwards, hard, aiming at his belly. He just laughed and held me away from him.
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Description: A broad-shouldered man with a floral garland framing his face and a sword at his side is negotiating a very narrow bridge over a canal. He has a jessed and hooded eagle on his wrist.
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On the rare occasions when I mention to any non-Lindassi that I am the son of the king of Emrith, they immediately ask first whether I am born in wedlock and second whether I am the heir to the kingdom. My standard answer is to smile and say, “What, do I look like a bastard?” Truth to tell, I am the third-born child of King Chireth and her consort and lawful husband, Beshom. But as to whether I’m the heir, well, let’s say the way succession works in Northern Lindar is complicated. But I’ve made my choices, and I’ve been working as a birri for many years now. It’s not that unusual a career for kings’ sons in Lindar, though from what people say it seems it would be in most worlds. (But then most worlds seem to have fewer kings.) I like being a birri. Though fate can be a funny thing sometimes. They taught me in Aro-Eth that destiny is what happens when you’ve made all your choices and they all add up to inevitability—every action you take after that point is decreed, unavoidable, as if with your earlier unforced decisions you’d painted yourself into a corner. We used to argue after class (over mugs of the foaming barley beer they brew in Aro-Eth) about when that point was, and whether you could tell. I thought then that you’d surely be able to tell when all your options closed down and you were thenceforth compelled by the weight of your earlier choices. Now though, I just don’t know.

After waiting most of the night and half the morning to catch her, and dragging her back protesting to the Pozzi, I put the little Andy girl in a cell on her own up on the top level under the crenellations. The cells up there are tall and thin and have a little window high up, higher than anybody can climb a slick wall, even her. Even if she did somehow manage to get up there (I’d seen her swarming up smooth walls the night before) it’s too small to crawl through and leads only to a long drop down to a shallow canal. And just to make sure, there are bars across it. But it does give a little light and air. Those top cells also have a steel door with heavy bolts and a bar, and a barred grille, giving onto the corridor. Nobody has ever escaped from one of them, and while people do get lonely up there, nobody catches pneumonia or redspot either. They’re our nicest cells if you ask me. Yix’s father was down in the first common cell with the other murderers, and pirates, and blackmailers, and robbers, and drug dealers. In that cell, even if the other prisoners don’t kill you for looking at them funny (which sometimes happens), there’s water six inches deep on the floor when the tides are wrong, and it’s never entirely dry even when the tides are right. There’s another bigger common cell where we put the debtors, and the drunks, and the brawlers, and the sneakthieves. That’s where Yix belonged, really. But we wanted her to talk, and being lonely for a while up in the high cells is best for that.

The worst cells in the Pozzi are the ones deep down, with water in them all the time, where people can actually drown at high tide if they get too tired to stand up. They’re the cells people whisper stories about. They’re there all right, but truth be told we seldom need to use them. Just showing them to people is usually sufficient. It’s true that most of the cells low down in the Pozzi are a bit damp, which, Shainel says, is the water of the Serenissima working on the side of justice.

Yix was biting and struggling and protesting that she had rights up to the moment when I slammed the door and couldn’t hear her anymore. I put her possessions into the locker that corresponded to her cell. Then I went back and put a waterskin and two bananas through the grille, then closed that up tight. The waterskin was regulation, but they were my own bananas, meant to be part of the supper I didn’t get to eat because I spent the whole night waiting for her to come back. I ate the fish sandwich that went with them as I went down the ramp. It had gone soggy overnight, but it was still good. My shift was technically over, and I planned to go out and have something hot soon, warm myself up. My uniform is warm, but there’s nothing as chilly as an all-night watch in the Serenissima, and over by the Sisters there’s nowhere you can get anything to eat, hot or cold, not after midnight.

I finished the sandwich as I came out into the courtyard, and paused outside the general office, brushing crumbs out of my garland on the doorstep. Little hardy brown-and-white sparrows immediately appeared out of nowhere and started to peck at them. I shut the door and went in. Sal was there, working her way steadily through a pile of papers. I like Sal, even though she’s a Venetian, and even though I think she knows (or at least guesses) my secret. She hasn’t told anybody. She’s officially Shainel’s secretary, and she does a lot of our paperwork and general organisation. She’s very organised and competent. We’ve been a better team since she joined us. “I see you, Gomerith of Emrith of Lindar. How are you doing, Gom?”

“I see you, Sarah Meldola da Terra,” I replied, pulling a blanket out of the cupboard by the fireplace. “I’m chilled through from waiting in the fog to catch the little Andy Herself wanted brought in, but I got her and she’s up in A4.”

“Well done. Have you logged it?”

“That’s what I came in here for,” I said, wrapping the blanket over my shoulders. I sat down and pulled out the form and began writing it all down with a ratty old pen lacking all but a tuft of featheriness at the top of the shaft. “Name: Yix Rounay. Species: Andoman. Age: twelve—well, that’s what she said, though she doesn’t look more than ten to me. Address: none. Possessions: three wooden skewers; one silver plus copper to a value of forty-four copper pennies, in a stained leather pouch; cloak, scarf, tunic, leggings, all in bad condition. She’ll be warmer in the prison clothes I issued her than in the rags she’s been wearing. They were more holes than fabric.”

“Did you put them in the locker?” Sal asked.

I made a rude noise. “All possessions safely stowed in locker A4 and with her name, yes, grandma. She can have them back if and when we let her go. Reason for arrest: suspicion of theft; suspicion of espionage. Room: A4. Time: late morning. Date—” I glanced at the chalkboard on the wall, where the calendar was updated daily at dawn. “—S 520. I’m not putting attempting to escape arrest, or attack on arresting officer, though I could.”

“Did she hurt you?”

“With a wooden kebab skewer? No, but not for want of trying.” I rolled my eyes.

“Food?” Sal asked.

“Yes, definitely. Feed her up a bit rather than starve her, she’s a scrawny little thing, and she’s very hostile. Food might make her a bit more cooperative. I’m pretty sure Shainel will want to interrogate her herself.” I didn’t mention the bananas. I didn’t want Sal to think I was going soft.

Sal raised her eyebrows, which on a Venetian is just as expressive as for one of us. “Suspicion of theft? Suspicion of espionage? Resisting arrest but we’re not saying so? And Shainel wants to talk to her? What in all the worlds has she actually done?”

“She might have coshed the gondolier, and she probably took some of the coins in the boat—”

“One silver and a handful of cartwheels?” Sal interrupted. “I heard the boat was almost foundered under the weight of magic gold.”

“You heard a great deal of exaggeration.”

“No magic gold?” She made a sad face. “Life is always disappointment.”

I sighed exaggeratedly. “There was a bag of ordinary gold ducats, open and spilled, in the bottom of the gondola, amounting to ninety-one ducats. It should be in the evidence locker. Sig should have brought it back the same time he brought the Gatto gondolier here last night. I will be expecting my share of it.”

“One bag? Then that must be the hundred ducats the majordomo of the Barrozzi house gave to the Zanguni fortune teller yesterday evening after she did some fortune-telling at a party. Taddeo, the gondolier, says that the fortune teller gave it to him to donate in her name to the Little Sisters of Poverty.”

“Interesting,” I said, considering. “I didn’t know fortune-telling paid so well. So that’s his story, is it, that she earned it and was giving it away charitably? And that’s why he was there?”

“Yes. Taddeo is awake and swearing that’s where the money came from, that’s what he was doing, and that he hasn’t been coshed.” Sal spread her hands. “He didn’t know the number of coins; says he hadn’t counted. That information comes from House Barrozzi. Herself sent Sig over there first thing.”

“If he swears he wasn’t coshed, then Yix can’t have done it,” I said. “But she probably took the nine missing ducats, though they weren’t on her.” I remembered teetering carefully over the rooftop as she sped away from me. “She had plenty of time to stash them. Sig and I climbed up after her, but we couldn’t catch her. He and Herself left to bring the gondolier back, but I had to wait about in the cold until the little Andy showed up again. I think she did take it, she offered to bribe me to let her go.”

Sal whistled. “Doesn’t know much about the birri these days if she offered to bribe a Lindassi to let her go.”

We are truly the most honourable race. (Excepting possibly the Vannandi which nobody knows anything about.) “Shainel would flay me alive,” I said, and smiled, deliberately. We take bribes of course, to put people at the top of the list for attention, and sometimes to go easy on punishments, or to put people in better cells. But we don’t take payments and then not follow through, and we don’t do anything against the good of the city, or against our own interests. Shainel wanted Yix brought in, then in she was coming. I’ve been working with Shainel for twenty years now.

Sal rolled her eyes. “You’d be lucky if that was all she did to you. What did Yix offer you? The nine ducats she pinched?”

“An eagle in a draft on House Camulo,” I said.

Sal did a double take. “That has to be a bluff,” she said. “But I’d mention that to Herself.”

I nodded. “I’m off duty. In fact, I should have been off duty at dawn. But I’d probably better make my report first, if Herself is here.”

“She’s here, and she said she wanted to see you when you got back,” Sal said. “It’s close to noon. They’ll be opening the doors soon. I’m going to be drowning under a flood of people wanting things any minute.”

“One question first—what made you think the gold was magic?” I asked.

“Oh, haven’t you heard? Taddeo has been babbling about magic ever since he woke up. He says he fought a sea monster and went to a magic island and met gods and they gave him a cure for the blight.”

“What!” I could feel the petals of my garland opening wider as my eyes opened wider. “A cure for blight?”

“That’s what he says. He was clutching some scrubby plant that he says is it. I think he’s been smoking dreampoppy.”

Dreampoppy is legal and not uncommon in the Free Republics of Lindar. I’d been given it in the temple in Aro-Eth when I went to see if I had a vocation to become an oracle-priest. (It’s an honourable career, and very well paid, and my children would still have been in the running to inherit Emrith and Eastern Dair, even though I’d have taken myself out of contention.) But the dreampoppy just gave me brightly coloured and confusing dreams about hawking across meadowland on a day of sun and cloud and sending my bird after a white hare. When I woke up, I was overly sensitive to scents for a few hours, but I certainly didn’t meet any gods. The priests told me when I woke that my destiny lay elsewhere, and after that I stuck to beer and started showing up more regularly for weapons practice. In the Serenissima, however, where I help enforce the laws that make dreampoppy illegal, who knows what might happen to somebody who smoked it? One of the first things we learned when we arrived is that all the rules are different here. Not just our laws, the laws of justice, but even the laws of nature. Back on Lindar, dreampoppy gives people enigmatic visions. Here, maybe it does make them walk with the gods. Or maybe they don’t even need dreampoppy if they’re a magus to begin with. There are all kinds of stories.

But a cure for Ferlenghetti’s Blight! That would change everything. I’d thought, when I first found the grey patch on my chest and learned what it meant, that this was my choices boxing me into destiny. But a cure, if it was real, would open my choices right out again.

The problem was that the Free Republics, and the Serenissima too, which in that respect works like them, hires birri from elsewhere because they don’t have any real nobles to lead their troops or enforce justice. They’re just merchants, and merchants can’t trust each other, obviously. So they hire on nobles from outside, sons of kings of little kingdoms, like me, or nobles from the Empire, like Shainel. We enforce their justice and aren’t part of any of their factions, but they can’t trust us either. They’re afraid of us taking over their city, which has happened a time or two. A king’s daughter from one of the Northern kingdoms came into Boreth as birri a hundred years ago or so and married a merchant’s son, and before you could turn around, she was petitioning the Empire to make their baby son duke of Boreth, and it wasn’t until ten years ago that the dynasty was stamped out and the Republic restored. So the cities hire us, and pay us well, and we administer their justice, and at the end of a firmly fixed period of time, usually a year or two years, they exile us from the city forever. There are a lot of Free Republics along the coast of Lindar, and they’re all full of rich merchants, and they’re all alike and all different. They trade with the Northern kingdoms, and with the Empire, and with each other, and with the Serenissima, and through the Serenissima with the other worlds. They send out glass, made with the pure sand from the pale beaches along the coast, and wool, and metals, bring back spices, and silks, and bananas, and clockwork. So we’d been working our way along the coast, two years here, one year there, building the team, getting better at our jobs, always moving on and never going back. Sometimes one of us would leave because a death back home meant they were in contention for a kingdom. We’d drink to their success, and sometimes they’d slink back a month or two later after the election, and other times they’d be chosen to be king of a little patch somewhere off up in the mountains. My own parents were hale and strong, and not much above seventy, so I expected it to be twenty or thirty more years before I’d get the call to head back to Emrith for the election.

So I kept on working as a birri, being well paid, and moving from one Republic to another. Then one autumn, when we were looking around for a new contract, which was Shainel’s business, since she was our leader, she got an offer from the Serenissima. Five years, extremely good terms, but not on Lindar. She jumped at it, of course. And after a year and a half everything was going well. People liked us, considering the corrupt bastards we were replacing. The old birri of the Serenissima had taken bribes all the time, and their captain was the worst of all. We were glad enough to be shot of them, and we saw right away that it was a great place. The Pozzi is highly secure, as castles go, and the middle floor, where we live, is really comfortable, and we keep it nice and warm. There’s always something interesting going on, and there’s just the right amount of crime, enough to stop us getting bored but not enough to exhaust us. And while there’s the occasional murder, there are surprisingly few feuds, not like Boreth or Endell where people are constantly biting their thumbs at each other and escalating to cycles of murder and revenge. There’s always something new going on, there’s excellent theatre, and people from all the worlds. Best of all, because we had a five-year contract we could settle in. If I wanted to go anywhere, I didn’t need to keep my own gondola, because I had the use of the birri gondolas whenever I wanted them, or I could hire one of the gondoliers who wait around looking for fares. The food was amazing, so varied compared to where I’d grown up, where there was nothing much but lamb and barley and fennel.

And the girls … of course, I am married, back in Emrith. Lenesh is a good person, daughter of the king of Southern Dair, and the marriage was made to weave a peace. We have two boys, conceived on trips back home for that specific purpose. She stays home and brings them up much the way I was brought up, learning to love the land they’ll one day either rule or leave. We both understand the way our marriage works. And one way it works is that Shainel and I have been friends for close to twenty years, and we’d never been anything other than friends. One of the things that made us friends in the first place was that we were both Anshary, which is a Lindassi word that means people who have a sexual preference. Most Lindassi don’t, they’re attracted pretty much indiscriminately. And culturally we’re much more sexually permissive than most worlds seem to be, from what I’ve heard. But some of us do have some kind of preference, preferring females, or males, or non-binary people, or one species over another. Shainel and I share a preference for females, females of any species, which makes us both Ellary, one of the most common kinds of Anshary. Most Lindassi find having any sexual preference at all funny, the kind of thing you make jokes about.

So Shainel and I bonded over being Ellary, back in college, and sometimes even now we’ll look at some gorgeous female and simultaneously sigh. Over the years she had plenty of girlfriends, and so did I. There was never any possibility of romance between the two of us, but we were far closer to each other than either of us was to any female we happened to be seeing. Or than I was to my wife, Lenesh, come to that. Lenesh is an ally more than a friend, let alone a lover, and she’s my mother’s ally more than mine. I’m just the bridge that makes the alliance, and they don’t even need me now that there are children to keep the alliance alive. Lenesh doesn’t mind who I see when I’m not home, and as for her, she tends to have female favourites and I don’t mind that at all. In marriage alliances nobody expects monogamy, but it’s important that the children have the right blood. My mother is there to make sure that’s the case.

All the time I have been a birri I found girlfriends wherever I was and took it all lightly. I didn’t mess around with suspects or anything like that—Shainel had to fire some people for that sort of thing when we started out. If you’re not looking for something permanent, well, truly, there isn’t a word for it as far as I know, but there’s never any shortage of people (especially people of other species) who are the kind of Anshary who find birri attractive, even stout solid middle-aged birri like me. And we were always moving on to the next city, and for me and for Shainel that meant leaving the girlfriend behind with the architecture. In the Serenissima there were females of all races. Lots of them. Gorgeous ones. And lots of them were interested in me.

Of course, I caught the blight. Best as we can tell, tracing contacts, I got it from a Zanguo called Areshuna, and I may have given it to a Venetian called Gina and a Gatta called Lucia. Certainly, they’re the ones I slept with after Areshuna, and so I contacted them as soon as I knew, and soon after they started coming to the blight group at God’s Hotel. I haven’t given it to anybody since, even if I haven’t quite lived a pure life the way I ought to. I haven’t been with anybody who doesn’t have blight already. So catching it was all right, or almost, because I already knew about the blight group at God’s Hotel, and that kept it under control. But I knew that one day, in three and a half years or so, I’d have to leave the Serenissima. For now, I could make excuses about not taking trips home to Emrith and spending my leaves here. But when the five years was up, Shainel would be moving on, and we’d all go with her, because we’d sworn we would. I couldn’t stay. And then the blight would get me. It would slowly cover my skin and eat me from inside until it grabbed a major organ and then I’d just die. Choices narrowed down, destiny locked in.

Sal (probably) knows I have the blight. I don’t like to think about it, and I’ve managed to keep it (mostly) secret so far. But, in addition to working for the birri, Sal volunteers several times a week at God’s Hotel. I have to go to meetings when I’m not on duty, I can’t pick and choose my times for when she’s not there, so I know she’s seen me going in and out. At this point she has to at least suspect. But we’ve never talked about it, and she’s never mentioned it to anybody else, so far as I know. And as long as I can stay here and keep going to meetings, the little grey patch on my chest isn’t getting any bigger, or only very slowly. I’d say it doesn’t bother me at all, but it wounds me in my sense of honour to be keeping it secret and lying about my health. But a cure … if there really was a cure, that would change everything.

“And he says some Tisani is going to marry the sea and become the doge,” Sal went on, seeming, or acting, unaware of the reasons for my interest in the blight cure. “We’ve never had a doge before, not here. I don’t even know what it would mean to have one.”

“Some of the Free Republics on Lindar have something like a doge, as a tiebreaker in the council. But usually they’re elected the way kings are, rather than being ordained in a dream from the gods,” I said, my mind still turning over the possibility of a blight cure. “But who knows how it would work here?”

“Venice has a doge, and it seems to work pretty well, and he—always he—does marry the sea. So if we had one it would probably work the same way. It’s never been one of my people, let alone a Tisani. But there are Tisani among the highborn families here who’d be the eligible ones.”

I nodded. “That’s kind of the way it works in Lindar, an election among the eligible people. I mean you wouldn’t want just anybody.”

“Why not?” Sal asked, grinning. “Wouldn’t you like to be doge and wear a funny hat?”

“I have quite enough to do without another job,” I said. The deep tones of the bell in the tower began to reverberate through the room. “Noon already.”

“I was talking to Nam, and he said that the doge will speak up for the ordinary people when the powerful work against them, give them a voice at the tables of power,” Sal went on.

“Huh. That does sound a bit like the way kings work back where I come from,” I said. “That’s one of the responsibilities of a king. And all joking aside, it seems like it might be a good thing for the Serenissima to have somebody like that. I wonder why a Tisani, though?”

“Maybe that’s what the sea fancies?” Sal said.

I snorted.

“It’ll be really interesting to have one. The sailors from everywhere will like the marrying the sea thing—” The office door opened and a Gatta came in. “All right, back to work! How can I help you, ma’am?”
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I put my blanket back and left the Gatta to Sal. I headed back out into the courtyard, where bright mists were swirling. The sparrows cocked their heads at me hopefully, probably wondering if there were any more crumbs. I nodded to them politely, then made my way around the central well, and up the outside ramp to Shainel’s office on the first floor. The Pozzi is built like a fortress, from the days when rival families of the Serenissima would try to attack it to break out any of their members who the birri might have had the temerity to arrest. It’s solid stone, that is, solid except for the way the stones of the lower levels of cells let the water in from below. The building is three floors tall, built in a square around the courtyard, with a single tall tower in the west corner and a gatehouse in the middle of the south wall. If we close both sets of doors, it’s completely defensible, though we haven’t had to defend it since we’ve been here, thank Murrodem. The doors are solidly substantial oak and iron, but we open them wide in the afternoons so that people can come to us with information (rarely) and complaints (all the time) or to visit people in the cells, pay fines, or request assistance. In emergencies at other times of day or night there’s a bell outside the gatehouse they can ring and somebody always on duty to answer it, but in the afternoons both sets of great doors stand open to show that the birri stand ready to help. I noticed a Laodikan come in as I went up the outside ramp, and then a group of Venetians. Nam, lounging against the wall on gate duty, directed them all towards the office. There’d be a line forming out in the courtyard soon.

At the top of the ramp, I walked around the open gallery and knocked on Shainel’s door, a Venetian habit Sal introduced us to and which the whole team had adopted. I waited for her summons, then went in. Shainel was sitting behind her desk, which was piled high with papers. The room was pleasantly warm. The whole middle floor, where we lived, was heated by underfloor steam pipes. The walls were hung with cheerful bright tapestries of sea-eagles hunting over the cliffs of Boreth, which covered shelves filled with boxes of papers. Apart from both of us looking a little older, it could have been the day we met twenty years ago in our philosophy of justice class back at Aro-Eth.

“Gom, I see you,” Shainel said. “Sit down.”

“I see you, Shainel,” I replied. I took a chair from against the wall and put it beside the desk.

“Did you nab her?”

“Safely accosted and locked up on the top floor.” I sat down with a sigh of relief. “Can I ask you now why we want her?”

Shainel pulled a pen from between two roses of her garland. My own garland is dark green leaves twined with white morning glory flowers with gold ornaments, a little shabbier now than when I first left home, but not autumnal yet. Shainel, who is from deep in the Empire of South Lindar, has apricot and pink roses ringing her face, held together by white and gold lacy ornaments with barely a scrap of green showing. This marks her (to those in the know) as a person with Imperial blood, though if asked she only ever says that she’s not in line to inherit anything. She’s showing no signs of shabbiness either, although we’re exactly the same age. (My own shabbiness might be a sign of age, but I fear it might be the blight starting to affect my garland.) She turned the pen in her fingers, a familiar gesture. “We think she’s mixed up somehow with the Camulo, that they’re grooming her for something. It’s all suspicious enough that it seemed worth the effort of pulling her in. Her father is Rounay, the drug-runner who killed poor old Riele. He’s the one we’ve been keeping alive to see who comes sniffing around, and so far, it’s just been her.”

“The big boys didn’t care about him. He was just a guard. Probably didn’t even know what he was guarding. I said that at the time.”

Shainel sighed. “It does look more and more that way. Sometimes birri work amounts to shaking the tree to see what falls out. But there’s something about this that doesn’t add up. They were closely linked to the old birri, and I think we got all of them, but I want to be sure. Now Yix shows up in this gondolier business. He’s all right, by the way, Taddeo, the gondolier. Incoherent, babbling about old gods and some plant. The doctor says he’ll be fine. We’re keeping him here to keep an eye on him. And to see who shows up to inquire about him.” Shainel frowned. “Nobody has so far. Not Rosso his boss, not the fortune teller, nobody.”

“That does seem suspicious.” Normally you’d have family and friends crawling out of the woodwork in a case like this. I wanted to ask if I could see him, but I had no real reason to, and I didn’t want Shainel to guess about the blight. We’d worked together for a long time, and she knew me very well. Instead I changed the subject. “When I arrested Yix, she offered to bribe me with a draft for fifty silver pennies on House Camulo if I’d let her go.”

Shainel laughed. “She doesn’t know much about how things work if she tried that. You can’t write a draft for a bribe like you might for your rent!”

“Imagine me walking into House Camulo and asking for an eagle on her say so,” I said.

Shainel laughed, then she stopped laughing. “Yes, imagine that,” she said, slowly. “It might be worth a try to see what would happen. You could go back and let her think she was bribing you, then take whatever she gives you to House Camulo and see what they do.”

“I’m off duty,” I said at once, reflexively.

“Hmm. It would have to be you who spoke to Yix, but if you’re tired, I suppose anybody trustworthy could take it to House Camulo. Camulo himself is the one I’m worried about. He’s one of us, but he doesn’t act at all like a Lindassi, and he avoids me whenever he can, and that makes me suspicious. I think he’s up to something, and getting street children involved suggests it’s something big. He’s neither a noble nor a merchant, he was just a common sailor from Torreal who made a killing on an import/export deal and leveraged his way into power. You can’t trust somebody like that. We couldn’t prove he was involved with that missing sculpture, but I don’t trust him.”

I nodded, agreeing. Everybody on Lindar would agree that you just can’t trust somebody like that. Merchants don’t really have honour, but they at least know enough to hire us to keep the peace for them, whereas a common sailor might not even know what the words meant. “I’ll do it if I have to,” I said, with a sigh. Anybody else doing it would be somebody Shainel trusted less. “But we don’t take bribes for something we’re not going to do.” This was Shainel’s own rule since way back at Boreth when we first started birri work together.

She nodded. “We’d have to let her go if they pay up. But not until you got back with the money. And they’re hardly likely to hand you an eagle under the circumstances. Do you actually need to go off duty?”

I considered for a moment, assessing my physical condition. I’d warmed up, and my feet were hurting less, now I was sitting in a comfortable chair with my weight off them. “I’ll need to sleep in a few hours, this evening I’d say, and I’d really appreciate some proper food. But since there’s no tearing hurry about going to House Camulo, I could do it after lunch. Should I take somebody with me?”

“Better not, if you’re pretending you’re accepting a bribe, I’d say? But you can if you want backup. The ideal outcome would be if House Camulo thought they’d successfully bribed you, got you to do something for them so they had something on you, and then we could use that in to find out all about them.”

“That’s a long, slow game,” I said.

Shainel nodded. “We’ve got the time,” she said. “We’re going to be here for more than three years. We can clean things up. The rich houses here are used to corrupt birri, and probably Camulo will be very pleased to think he’s found one at last. He’s from the Empire, and he’s uneducated. He won’t know anything about you, probably has no idea where Dair is, even. I have a reputation for clean hands, but you could easily be on the take for all he knows. Whatever happens, the results will be interesting.”

“Have you heard that Taddeo says some Tisani is going to become doge and sort out the rich houses?” I asked.

“Yes, isn’t that interesting? It’s apparently the blind Tisani, Orain, who lives in the commune-group that’s formed under the theatre. They’ve been there for some time. Lots of people know Orain and take their problems to them, and they help sort them out. They’ve never been any kind of trouble to us. I suppose they’d make quite a good doge, if the Serenissima were going to have one. And I’d have no objection. It would be nice to have somebody to work with who could be a proper chair for the committee made of all the squabbling rich houses. It’s strange though, having that suddenly bubble up out of nowhere. Yesterday, nothing; today, it’s everywhere. It doesn’t seem like the kind of thing somebody would make up. None of what Taddeo is saying does. A cure for blight? A Tisani doge? I’ve become a lot more superstitious since we came here, and we’ve all seen some strange things. I suppose Taddeo just might have run into some gods on a magic island that doesn’t exist.” Shainel shrugged.

“And a sea monster, Sal says?”

“Yes, and a sea monster, why not?”

“Sal seemed to be talking as if the doge thing was real and accepted and definitely going to happen,” I said.

“It’s just a wild fever dream as far as I know,” Shainel said. “And surely they’d have let us know if it was a plan? They’d want some security organised.”

“In the Serenissima? Who knows.” It was my turn to shrug. “All right then. Yix next, and then I’ll pick up some lunch on the way over to House Camulo and—”

There was a knock at the door. “Come in,” Shainel said, resignedly.

To my surprise the person who came in was Pell. I was horrified to see her here, in the same room as Shainel. Pell wouldn’t deliberately say anything to out me at work, she knew I was keeping it secret here. I’d mentioned the necessity once or twice. But would she remember? She knew so many blighted, and she might not remember the complicated details of everyone’s life situation. I felt the cold rushing back into my bones, but I couldn’t shiver or stamp my feet or rub my arms because Shainel would see.

“Sal sent me up,” Pell said, the usual rich, melodious tones of her voice muted a little because the tapestries and the papers blocked the resonance. “I am Pellerin, Astar, Klodit, Laodike, but just Pell please.”

Shainel and I stood and gave our names. Pell gave a Laodikan bow, from the waist, and so we bowed too, Shainel in the Imperial manner with all the flourishes, and me in the plainer style of Northern Lindar. Then once the acknowledgement was out of the way, I pulled out a chair for Pell and put it next to mine on the door side of the desk. Sal wouldn’t have sent anyone up to disturb us unless she judged it important, and I trusted Sal’s judgement. I was still trying not to shiver as I sat down again, this time taking the seat farthest from Shainel’s desk. Pell gave me one calm glance, and then ignored me and spoke only to Shainel, as if I were just any birri, and we had no previous acquaintance, which was a great relief.

“I’ve come about Taddeo,” Pell said, looking hopefully at Shainel, head cocked a little and crest feathers up. “As you may know, I am a magus. I received a psychic distress call from Taddeo last night—two of them in fact, but could not reach him through the hypostases, or in any other way.”

Paper is a valuable and precious substance, made out of old rag fibre, and we use a whole lot of it in the Pozzi, as in every other place I’ve been a birri, because we need to keep track of everything. I pulled my notebook out of my pocket and turned it to a new page, uncapped my inkpot, and picked up a quill from the table, ready to make notes as Shainel asked questions.

“What is your relationship with Taddeo?” she asked.

“I just met him yesterday. He’s the apprentice of Khadsha Ghemgal, the Zanguni fortune teller. We met last night. Is he all right?”

“He is in our infirmary; he got a knock on the head, but he’s going to be fine,” Shainel said. “If you have such a slight acquaintance, why are you here?”

“He reached out to me,” Pell repeated patiently. “Through the sixth hypostasis. He was in distress and danger.”

“Why did he choose you to reach out to?”

“He was trying to reach Khadsha too.” Pell spread her hands. It was so strange seeing her here, hearing her talking imploringly to Shainel, when I was so used to her powerful authoritative voice guiding the blight group. The crossover of different parts of my life felt almost like a dream.

“And why hasn’t Khadsha come here?” Shainel asked.

“You’d have to ask her,” Pell said, quietly, respectfully. “I do not want to break confidence, but I feel it’s necessary that you know if you do need to speak to her. Khadsha grew up as a magus on the Zanguni homeworld, so she would not imagine this a building full of honest birri administering justice as best they can. Not when the police of her own world have caused her harm in the name of Health, when she was innocent of everything but being born a magus. I think if you approach her, she will seem hostile, not through any guilt of anything she has done, and not from anything you have done, but because of this history. And so should you need to speak to her it would be well to go out to Nonno’s and not compel her to come here, and to approach her gently and carefully, remembering this history.” Pell’s trust and innocence made me ashamed of all the times we compromised to get the job done.

Shainel nodded, frowning and biting her fingernails, which meant she was probably feeling a little guilty too. “That’s useful information. Thank you. We’ll bear it in mind, should it be necessary, and we won’t spread it around beyond those who need to know. What time did you leave Taddeo last night? And where?”

“He and Khadsha left the theatre a little more than half an hour after midnight, by the bells.”

We’d found him about an hour and a half after that. It wouldn’t have taken that long to get to the Sisters in a gondola. Maybe half an hour, by gondola, by my estimate, perhaps less, depending on the tides and currents. It took me a long time to get used to the water distances of the Serenissima, but by now it was second nature.

“And where did you go from there?” Shainel asked.

“I live under the theatre,” Pell said. “So I didn’t go anywhere, except to bed.”

“And when did you receive the psychic distress call from Taddeo?”

“I don’t know the exact time. I was in bed, and just falling asleep. So perhaps half an hour or a little more after they left, which would make it around one? But I didn’t hear a bell. The call came twice, close together, and not again. I tried to reach Taddeo both through the hypostases and by scrying but couldn’t find him.”

“And how did you find out he was here?”

“When Sal told me just now. I came here to inquire if you knew anything.” Pell’s eyes crinkled in a Laodikan smile, and her crest rose a little. “I’m so glad to learn that he’s safe.”

“Why didn’t you come until now, if you were so concerned?” Shainel asked, her eyes narrowing. I realised she didn’t like or trust Pell, which seemed strange to me, who had known her such a long time, and who knew she was always compassionate and thoughtful.

“I work in God’s Hotel in the mornings, and I wasn’t free until now,” Pell said, tranquilly.

“Do you have any witnesses that you were where you say you were?”

Pell’s browridge feathers rose. “Several dozen, but they are all people who live with me beneath the theatre and are friends. Are you implying that someone attacked Taddeo?”

“Why else would he send out a distress call?” Shainel asked, leaning forward.

“Have you asked him?” Pell countered.

Shainel ignored this. “I still don’t understand why you have come?”

“Is there no place for simple concern?” Pell asked.

“Did Khadsha Ghemgal send you?”

“I have not seen her since she and Taddeo left the theatre last night,” Pell said.

“And you have no idea who would have wanted to attack Taddeo? Or any motive such a person might have had?”

“No, nothing,” Pell said. “He seemed an excellent and upstanding citizen to me.”

Shainel frowned.

Pell rose smoothly to her feet, taking control of the room. “If that’s all you wanted to ask, I’d like to see Taddeo now, if he’s well enough for visitors.”

Shainel hesitated, then nodded to me. She had no shadow of a right to interrogate Pell; she was a visitor calling to inquire after a victim. “Take her up to the infirmary,” she said.

“This way,” I said, stuffing my notebook and inkpot back into the pocket of my cloak.

The infirmary is on the top floor of the Pozzi, on the eastern side. To reach it we had to go up a long curving ramp and along the corridor, past the row of cells where Yix was imprisoned, then around the corner. Pell followed me quietly until we reached the row of locked steel doors with high slots, then she gasped.

“How many people are in this prison, Gom?” Pell asked.

“I’d have to do some reckoning to have the exact number; you’d do better to ask Sal,” I temporised. “But no more than around fifty at any given time, and lots of them are just here a day or two and then let go. The ones we keep longer are people who’ve harmed others and shouldn’t be on the streets.”

“How did you get into this line of work?” she asked, as we began to walk past the cells.

“You want the long answer or the short answer?” I asked.

“The true answer, and if it’s long, no matter,” Pell said, in her characteristic way.

I nodded and began to think how to explain as best I could. “Do you know much about Lindar?”

“My people have had bad experiences with the Empire invading Laodike about three hundred years ago, but not beyond that. I don’t really know much about your culture,” Pell replied.

“Well, I’m not from the Empire. And there aren’t many choices for the child of a king in Northern Lindar,” I said. “My sisters were staying at home and helping my mother, and Emrith isn’t such a big kingdom you need more than a couple of princes around for that. Truth be told, Emrith and Eastern Dair between them don’t have much more than about ten thousand people. Until my great-grandfather’s day, we split our kingdoms between all the royal heirs, which means most of the kingdoms today wouldn’t make decent sized baronies anywhere else, which is why the mosaic of tiny kingdoms that make up Northern Lindar are being slowly conquered by the Empire, and the erstwhile kings of the tiny kingdoms are being converted into barons, counts, and earls. This doesn’t happen as fast as you’d think, because almost every king of a pocket-handkerchief kingdom like ours will fight to the death to avoid being absorbed by the Empire. The only exceptions are those kings who accept the bribes of the Empire to be absorbed while fighting on the Imperial side against their sibling nations. I grew up in Emrith and Eastern Dair, learning to love every inch of a land that was small enough it could most easily be measured in inches. I knew every tree, every hill, every farmhouse, I walked and rode over it, over and over. I still have dreams where I walk the branch of the yew tree to the spot where it bounces, or swing on the swing that goes right out over the stream by the waterfall. But I couldn’t stay home, there was nothing for me to do there. So I went to Aro-Eth, in the Free Republics, and studied law, and then I became a birri and wound up here. It seemed to offer better odds of a reasonable life than joining a mercenary troop. My uncle did that, my father’s brother, and came home with only one leg. He’s the king of Eastern Dair, my mother is king of Emrith, when they both die the kingdoms will be joined under me, or much more likely one of my siblings.”

“And as a birri, you serve justice?” Pell asked, gently.

“I do. That is, I try to. Law and justice both. I have my honour. We all do. I know Shainel seemed abrupt and untrusting down there, but she has to be. But she’s good to work with, she’s strict with us and she cares about us. We never take bribes when we don’t intend to deliver results, we don’t abuse our prisoners, or torture them, whatever you’ve heard. And if you’ve been here long enough to remember the birri we replaced, who took bribes from all kinds of bad actors against the good of the Serenissima, then you’d appreciate Shainel’s team. We’ve been birri in a number of other cities before we came here. We’re experienced. We know what we’re doing. It’s a vocation for us.”

We came to the corner, where the lockers were, all numbered, most of them swinging open, some locked where prisoners’ possessions were stored.

“I’ve heard there are water cells underneath,” Pell said, tentatively.

“That’s true enough, but the rumour of them is enough, most times,” I said, guiltily. “We do our best to enforce the law and keep honest people safe. You ask Sal.”

“I will,” Pell said, and I knew she would. I had the uncomfortable feeling she didn’t entirely trust us, or even me in my aspect as birri.



3.

I opened the door of the infirmary. There were two patients there, one of them an old Bauta fence with a broken leg she’d got from falling out of a window while resisting arrest, and the other, Taddeo, the gondolier. He was a Gatto with mottled grey-and-white fur and was dressed now in a red infirmary shirt. He was sitting up in a bed on the far side of the room with the dark blanket from the bed clutched around him for warmth. He was talking intently to the doctor, Roo, and to Sig. They all looked up as we came in. A look of great relief came over Taddeo’s face as we came towards him. He looked much better than he had when we found him the night before, collapsed in the bottom of his gondola. His ears were up, and his whiskers were quivering. “Pell!” he said. “I see you.”

“I see you, Taddeo,” she replied, her resonant voice sounding like a whole choir in her relief, and I added my voice to hers.

“This is Gomerith of Emrith, he’s a birri,” Pell said. “The birri captain Shainel sent him here to spy on our conversation, but it is no matter, as we will speak no secrets.”

Sig and Roo looked uncomfortable, and I felt even more uncomfortable now, and shifted from foot to foot.

“And these two are Sigismundo Antinori and Rometh of Chirmard,” Taddeo said. “I don’t think they’re spies, but they are birri. And I have so much news!” Everybody acknowledged everybody else, including the fence with the broken leg, who was a Bauta, so she didn’t really have a personal name, but who was to be addressed as Binkun.

“Could we perhaps sit down?” Pell asked politely when this was over.

Roo and Sig and I fetched chairs, and Roo paused to give an apple and some water to the other patient and resettle her comfortably. When Roo came back over to Taddeo’s bed, he had an armful of apples and gave us each one as we settled ourselves. “I heard there’s a ship in from Lindar, so we’ll have more apples soon,” he said.

“I heard some of the news from Sal,” Pell said, turning a yellow apple in her long fingers.

“Who’s Sal?” Taddeo asked.

“She’s a Venetian who works both here and at God’s Hotel, a good, compassionate person. She told us you had battled a sea monster and talked with gods who gave you a cure for the blight.”

“That’s right!” Taddeo said. He reached onto the table by the bed, where a branch was lying. It was mottled brown and grey. The grey seemed to be a kind of lichen. “We can make it out of this. We’ll be able to cure my sister Lucia, she’ll be able to go home!” I looked at him, more uncomfortable than ever. Was his sister Lucia the same Lucia I’d infected with blight? She had whiter fur, but she could have been.

“Excellent,” Pell said, enthusiastically, and bit into her apple. I bit into mine when she did. A hot lunch was seeming less and less possible. But was the branch really a blight cure? Could it be? If so, I needn’t feel guilty about Lucia. I eyed the branch surreptitiously, then reached over and picked it up and touched it thoughtfully, moving it from hand to hand. Taddeo took no notice. I stroked the lichen, then the bark. I touched my tongue to it. It was rough and didn’t taste of anything beyond the usual dusty, sappy tree bark. The others were all focused on Taddeo and ignored me.

“But the amazing thing is that I did it,” Taddeo was saying, earnestly. His eyes were chatoyant for a moment as they caught the light. He leaned forward and grasped Pell’s free hand. “I don’t know why or how, when you and Khadsha and all of Lestrel have been trying so hard for so long, but I did it.”

“You found God?” Pell asked, blankly, half-eaten apple falling to her lap. “And they answered your questions?”

“You’re not going to say I hit my head, are you? I mean I did hit my head, but you’re not going to say it was that?” Taddeo said. I passed the branch from hand to hand again. My blight was on my chest, and I couldn’t take my shirt off in front of everyone.

“I’m not going to say that, no,” Pell said, calmly. I stroked the branch with my fingers. The lichen was rough, and the bark was smooth and cool.

“Why me? That’s what I keep asking.”

“Other people have found the gods here,” Pell said. “That you should fulfil my quest, that’s … well, it’s quite marvellous really.” I touched my tongue to the end of one of the twigs. Where it was broken off, it tasted dry and sour.

“So I left Khadsha—wait, should we wait for Khadsha? Where is Khadsha anyway?” Taddeo looked around wildly, as if expecting Khadsha Ghemgal to appear out of nowhere.

“I think it would be emotionally difficult for her to come here,” Pell said. She looked at me courteously. I was still holding the branch, and though I felt an immediate urge to hide it behind my back, I tried not to act guilty about it. “Where Khadsha grew up, justice was not administered by sons of kings with law degrees but by tyrannical fanatics who tortured people in the name of Health. Visiting a prison would be hard for her. And there are cells here where people are tortured, and others where they are imprisoned at the whim of the birri.”

I nodded and put the branch back on the bedside table as casually as I could.

“So should we wait until we see her or not?” Taddeo looked confused.

“In true courtesy perhaps we should, but I might explode with anticipation, especially as the good doctor might say you should not leave today.” Pell looked at Roo.

“I’d like to keep him here overnight, yes. There’s probably nothing to worry about now, but head injuries are unpredictable,” Roo said. He’d eaten his apple and was twirling the core. “He’s clearly still a little delirious.”

“I’m not in the least delirious, it really happened!” Taddeo snapped. He turned to Pell. “I set off to go from Nonno’s to the Sisters in the gondola, to donate a bag of money Khadsha had been given for fortune-telling earlier. And I got lost in the mist in the lagoon and went on and on. I was lost, thoroughly lost in the mists, and the lagoon isn’t that big, but I just kept on going. And then I found seals, their heads all around me in the water, and then suddenly a sea monster, and an island, an island that’s all craggy and rocky and nothing like anything in the Serenissima. It almost killed me, but I found a way to a sheltered bay. And when I tried to reach the sixth hypostasis it was closed, or rather it opened for an instant and then closed.”

“You reached it twice, and called out to me in desperate need, and I heard you, but when I tried to respond you were gone,” Pell said.

“Yes, that’s right, I did call to you, and to Khadsha. But it just closed up as soon as I opened it, both times.”

“How curious,” Pell said, and clacked her beak closed.

“Then I got out of the boat and filled my waterskin, and as I went back to the boat they were there.”

“Gods?” Pell asked.

“Angels, I think, messengers. Not God,” Taddeo said.

“Not God, no, God is the Primum Mobile, which we cannot hope to reach. But gods, messengers, angels, this is what people have met here before,” Pell said.

“There were three of them, wearing cloaks with hoods, dark in the darkness. I think they were female, but I don’t know why I think that. Their voices—I don’t know. I don’t know what species they were. They didn’t seem to be any particular species. I couldn’t see their faces; they were in shadow.”

“And did you ask them?” Pell asked, eagerly. I found myself leaning forward.

“They said I could ask three questions and they would answer one, and that I could make three wishes and they would grant one, and that they’d offer me three quests and I could choose one.”

Pell was leaning forward and almost vibrating with excitement. I’d known her for a long time in the blight group and never seen her like this. I could see how she must have been when she was young.

“I asked them your questions, why there was death, why there was evil, and how free will and destiny can co-exist. And my three wishes were to have a cure for blight—” he glanced at the table and smiled at the branch. “Or to be a great mage, or to live a long, contented life. A cure for blight is the best one. I’m glad they chose that. I don’t know how it works though.”

“And the quests?” Roo asked, eyes wide.

“Never mind the quests, which question did they answer?” Pell interrupted.

“Well in a way they answered two of them,” Taddeo said, a frown rumpling the fur of his forehead and his ears flattening a little. “Or none of them. I don’t know. But what they said…” he trailed off. I looked down at my chest, where the grey stain of the blight was hidden under my jerkin. Was it itching a little? It was strange. Taddeo was the brother of my ex-girlfriend, sitting in the infirmary bed with rumpled fur, as mundane as possible, but acting like a prophet. On the one hand, Roo was probably right, and he was delirious. On the other, I really wanted the blight cure to be real, so I wanted to believe he’d really met some gods. There are lots of gods, after all, and lots of stories of people meeting them. Why not a Gatto gondolier on a dark Serenissima night on a magic island? And if he had met them, if that had really happened, then what he was saying was the most important thing in the world. We were all waiting, as he stared off into space.

“Well, what did they say?” Sig asked after a long moment.

Taddeo startled and looked back at us. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m not sure this is going to make sense. There were three of them. I couldn’t really see them properly. And I’ve been talking as if we were having a conversation, but it wasn’t like that. But I think … would it be all right if I stood up?” He turned to Roo.

Roo hesitated. “I suppose so,” he decided after a moment. “But stand by the bed, and if you get even a tiny bit dizzy, sit down at once.”

Taddeo pulled back the covers and stood up. His red shirt extended down over his legs, and below it they were bare and muscular. The blanket draped over his shoulders like a cape. He looked very earnest. He tipped his head a little back, and I could see where the fur of his head trailed off on his neck.

“Write it down,” Pell said to me, urgently.

I pulled paper out of my pocket, and uncapped my inkpot, but I felt in vain for a pen. I must have dropped it or left it on Shainel’s desk. Pell, seeing me fumbling, pulled a quill feather out of her forehead and handed it to me. It was still slightly warm, and of course still had all the feathering, in beautiful, white-tipped bronze. I trimmed it quickly with my penknife, dipped it in the ink, and prepared to write.

“Under the dark wave,” Taddeo said, quietly, and I wrote it down. “In motion. As you age and change and choose, as you guess. And time. Under the shadow. In the mists. And every word, such weight, and every choice, every change. The fat baby hand held out, the tiny perfect nails, the squinched-up eyes, the wrinkled mottled hand, time-scarred, the same hand, the same bright eyes, peering into the same darkness.” He paused, staring at nothing. All of us were staring at him, almost not daring to breathe, none of us moved or said anything, my pen scratching as I caught up was the only sound. “And we,” he went on, “are shadows, reflections, and guesses, and ghosts. And time. Souls unmoving. The moment of now that moves, marking the time, the choice, the change. Now and now and now and now, and only now can you act. You stand in now, acting in time. We stand outside now; we can see a little further. You can either know or choose. Life is choice. Before and after life you know. One life, or many lives, when you are greedy for choice, for life, for time, for time to shape. Life, pierced by the moments of beauty, when the song soars up and dawn diffuses down. Life is neither enough nor fair, but here it is now.”

“Now” I wrote. Taddeo sat down abruptly, and Roo went to him and stared into his eyes intently.

“All of them or none of them,” Pell said.

“We need Khadsha,” Taddeo said. “I felt that at the time. You or Khadsha would have been able to…”

“No, we wouldn’t. You’ve done very well, Taddeo,” Pell said. She took the paper out of my hands. “We’ll need this.”

“Let me make a copy,” I said.

She nodded. I started to copy the words, and all at once I knew what I had was a holy text, that one day my first version, and even this copy I was making, would be holy relics, cherished. The Bauta fence was staring over, eyes wide, and I could see this scene as the kind of religious painting we make in Lindar, in rich dark colours and one point of light, with everybody gathered around Taddeo, who would have an aureole of light. There would be gold all around us, as if the room were in the realm of gold where we went in blight group. My chest itched, around the blight mark. They’d said I had no aptitude for being an oracle-priest, back in Aro-Eth, but as I wrote the words for the second time in my birri notebook with the quill pulled from Pell’s head I could see the future leading from this room as plainly as if it was history already written.








CHAPTER7
GINA



Aspect: Perspicacity * Time of Day: Late afternoon

Muse: Erato * Liberal Art: Knowledge of the Causes of Things

Animal: Snake * Sphere: Mars * Social Class: Knight

Virtue: Prudence * Species: Venetian

Description: A dark-haired woman in jeans and a t-shirt is standing on the Rialto Bridge in Venice. She is holding an armful of Carnevale masks of different kinds and frowning thoughtfully.


1.

I’m writing this in a language nobody else can understand. All right, it’s just English in Hebrew letters, but I’m pretty sure that nobody else in the entire Serenissima has that particular combination of languages. Almost nobody knows English, and while there are plenty of Jewish people who know Hebrew, I don’t think there’s any overlap. The Jewish community here is way too Orthodox and traditional for me, but I go to them on the high holidays anyway, even though I have to pray in the women’s cage, which in the synagogue here literally has bars. My Aunt Ruth, who is a rabbi on Long Island, would be spitting mad. But I go. Sal reminds me when I lose track of the Hebrew calendar, which of course uses the normal seven-day week instead of the Serenissima’s ridiculously confusing nine-day week. There are no seasons here, and no sun or moon, so I keep track of years by people reminding me of Jewish holidays. I’ve been here for five Pesachs and four Rosh Hashanahs. I show up for Pesach with an orange for Miriam, and the Meldola family are used to it by now. It’ll be Rosh Hashanah again soon. Another year, scattering crumbs for an indifferent deity. Almost five years lost in the mist. I don’t feel any older, or look any older in my mirror, which is polished bronze from Denshado, not glass. I can’t afford a glass mirror. When we examine ourselves every morning for the blight spreading, I also look for wrinkles, grey hairs among the black, sagging, flab, and other signs of aging. I haven’t found any yet. I was twenty-four when I came. I must be nearly thirty.

I don’t need to write in a secret language. Who’d bother to read it anyway? But it makes me feel safer writing down secrets knowing nobody can read them except for me. I can write down what I really think and feel and fear, and not just the trivialities of my days here.

What I’m afraid of is being stuck here forever. I can’t leave. I’d literally die if I left now. My boyfriend Tiry told me last night that Khadsha told him there would be a cure for the blight soon. He told me this as if it was a definite fact. I tried not to believe him, but I felt myself become infected by his certainty. Certainty really can affect things here. If people believe there’ll soon be a cure, then that in itself can make a cure come to exist, just as lots of people believing something is incurable and certain doom can keep it that way. As soon as there’s a cure, I’m gone. I feel so trapped here. And I really want it to be true, however much I don’t believe in prophecy. It could be. There is one way to know the future that isn’t reading patterns in bird flight or the liver of a chicken.

Every time a ship comes in from Earth I go down to the docks and ask my one question—what year is it in Venice? Not where, but when, did you come from? Venice keeps its secrets close, and Venice’s secret on Earth is the very existence of the Serenissima. The Serenissima is Venice’s magical shadow-self on another plane of existence, the gateway to the out-worlds and a source of her power. But time is the great mystery. Time runs, and halts, and skips, and starts, time stands stagnant, time rises like a great tide that floods the campi and drowns the malefactors in the cells of the Pozzi. In the other worlds, as best I can tell, at least for the seven others that regularly trade here, time goes straight forward, the same way it does on Earth, one day following the next like beads on a string. The relationship between time in those worlds and the Serenissima can be strange, days here can be weeks there, or sometimes vice versa, so nobody can quite calculate the relationship or count on it. But there have been no instances (or none I’ve been able to find out about) where a ship from anywhere other than Venice has got back before it left. With the other worlds, the journeys between worlds are two-way and simple, even if the amount of time it takes varies on any given trip. But for Venice, and this is Venice’s secret in the Serenissima, the voyages can cover centuries, as if the string the beads were on was a flexible elastic being bent about into macrame. There are ways to control this, to come and go when you want to, if you’re a magus and you know what you’re doing. They call it summoning winds, but it’s really got to do with shaping the portal that takes you between worlds. Most of the ships that arrive here from Venice come from the six centuries of Venice’s greatness, between 1204 and 1797. But there are ways to reach other times, later and earlier. I think I know some of them. If I can ever leave, I have several extremely good plans.

So if a ship had come from Venice in the future and knew when Ferlenghetti’s Blight would be cured, then Khadsha could have heard something and it really could be true, and that raised my hopes. And when Tiry saw that I was accepting even the slightest sliver of hope, that reinforced his own belief in an imminent cure, and that reinforced mine in a belief positive feedback loop.

I’ve been keeping records and accumulating data the whole time I’ve been here in the Serenissima. Mostly the Venetian captains don’t hesitate to tell me when they left. They have no reason to be cagey. I’m human, after all, and here being human equates to being Venetian since Venice still (as of February 11, 2020, when I left) hasn’t told anybody outside Venice about the existence of the Serenissima and the out-worlds. Every Venetian in Venice knows and is keeping the secret. But in Venice you can’t tell who’s Venetian and who isn’t, not just by looking. Even somebody who looks like a Bauta or a Laodikan could be a Venetian in a mask. But since only Venetians get to go into the Serenissima, then here, they can tell at a glance, or think they can. And obviously every Venetian here knows the secret. So what they see is a “Venetian” girl smiling and asking them what date they left, and they just answer. Occasionally a captain will be reluctant to tell me, and then I’ll get it out of one of the sailors later. I’ve got two notebooks full of data—the first notebook I bought in Venice for five euros, it’s covered in pretty marbled paper and has printed lines. The other I bought here for a silver penny, it’s a leather-bound ledger. The paper is much better quality, but the edges are ragged, and I had to rule the lines myself. It’s nearly full, and my last pen is running out, and soon I’ll be reduced to using a dip quill like everybody else in the Serenissima.

Somebody could make a killing importing ordinary ballpoint pens. Or even fountain pens. I’ve never used one, but people do use them in modernity, and it’s got to be better than dipping a feather in a pot every few words. I had to do that when I worked in Avram Meldola’s office the first year I was here. I taught them double-entry bookkeeping, which I’d learned working summers for my grandfather. “Why not just use a spreadsheet?” I wailed, never thinking how useful it would be. But think about it. I learned it from Grandad, who learned it from other people way back to 1450 when it was invented in Venice. But I taught it to Avram Meldola, and he taught it to his son Ben, then sent Ben back to Venice in 1450, which is how anybody knows it. But if they had it in Venice in 1450, why didn’t they introduce it here before I did? Time travel breaks your brain when you think about it too much.

I know Venice used the Serenissima and tricks with time at least twice to bring a fleet through from another time to save the city, and then built the fleet and sent it off, crewed by people at least some of whom knew they’d die in a battle several years in their past, but who went anyway. Once they built the Arsenale, the dockyards with the capacity to build the fleet, after the fleet had already appeared to save the city. (Madden practically admits this in his book on Venice, which was one of my first clues.) But imagine being a twenty-year-old Venetian sailor and finding your own dead body aged thirty after a battle, and then ten years later sailing off for that inevitable rendezvous. Imagine deciding not to go … and then changing your mind and going, because not only would you break time, but the city would have been lost and you might have died anyway. Everybody who fights to defend their home is risking their life and knows it, but he wouldn’t be risking it, he’d know he wasn’t going to make it. And what about the one who didn’t die, who lived that decade twice? Say he was born in 1360, grew up to be thirty in 1390, then went back ten years and fought in the battle, and lived that ten years over. Or looking at it another way, say he didn’t die, but after the battle in 1380, when he was twenty, his thirty-year-old self showed up at home and they lived through the next decade together until the younger one left and the older one stayed. No wonder Venice is a strange place. You could live your whole life in the same decade, alongside your older and younger selves.

Or you could live your life spread across centuries, a decade here, a decade there. 1360–1380, 1510–1520, 1300–1310, 1660–1670, 1210–1220, 1330–1340 and there you’d be, seventy years old twenty years before you were born. People do this. Venetians can be very strange. Imagine if that was your mother. And imagine your father lived through a completely different set of decades, and so did you, so if you were born when your mother was thirty you might run into her a hundred years later when she was twenty-five and again two hundred years earlier when she was sixty. There are people here for whom that’s their lived experience, though most Venetians here were born here and stay here.

The thing everybody knows about time in the Serenissima is how hard it is to keep track of it. Days go by, and their bizarre nine-day weeks, and you think you’re on top of it but somehow you can’t quite make it add up when it comes to anything longer. I’ve been writing it down carefully, but there are still times … times, heh. I do my best. As best I can tell, nobody comes to the Serenissima before any previous time they came here. Time here is consecutive. I left Venice in 2020 and came here and left again for Venice in 1535 and then left Venice again and came back, and a perfectly reasonable amount of time had passed for the people here when I got back. And it was the same when I went to Denshado. It might have been a week when I’d been away a month, or a month when I’d been away a week, but coming and going here won’t in any circumstances get you here earlier than when you left. Time here, and in the other out-worlds, goes forward. It’s just Venice where you can arrive earlier than you left, which is one of the reasons Venice is a remarkably odd place.

As for me, my name is Gina Foa, and I’m from New York. I was born in 1995, and it was 2020 when I came to the Serenissima. I identify here as a Venetian, and it’s not wholly wrong. My dad’s family did come to America from Venice, in the early nineteenth century, back before Italy was a country. And it was my grandfather’s stories about Venice that made me want to come here and made me guess about the Serenissima in the first place. My mother’s family came from Calabria in the 1920s. I look Italian, or anyway Sephardic, with dark curly hair and dark eyes. I graduated from Stanford, which I chose because it was far away from my mother. After spending four years in California, I wanted to be somewhere old and beautiful, but still far from my mother who was bugging me to get married. So I went to Bologna to do an MA in Italian Studies, working on the economy of Venice. I went to Venice a lot to do research. It’s only an hour and a half on the train.

Writing that, it seems incredible now that I could just do that, fly across the world to Italy, take the train to Venice and wander about freely, leave and go home to Bologna again the same evening. I had a little apartment near Santo Stefano in Bologna. It was up a lot of stairs, but it had a painted ceiling. The food in Bologna was so great. Once I went to Paris for the weekend to meet up with friends. In modern Europe everything is so close together and easy to reach, they have fast trains and cheap flights. I could just go, whenever I wanted to. I loved that. I’ve been stuck here on this claustrophobic set of misty islands with no sight of sun or stars for so long now. I’ve been to every one of the out-islands and explored them over and over, just to be somewhere I can pace and see something I haven’t seen before, somewhere a little less like Venice. That’s how I found Nonno’s, where I live now, purely because it’s a little different. Evia is a big compost dump and market garden, and Spiaggiabianca has glassblowing, and all the out-islands have snakes, and the first time I saw any of them it was exciting. Now I just go out there when I want to take long walks on my own. And I wear high boots when I do because snakebites can kill people.

I’ve explored as much of the Serenissima as I can, and mapped it too, though it morphs over time, and places don’t stay the way I’ve mapped them. They’re always still reflections of Venice though, so it doesn’t feel like anything different, it just feels unstable and unreliable, like a dream. One day a bridge will lead to a little market with people selling fruit and vegetables, the next the same little campo will have always contained a restaurant, and a few days later there’s no square at all, just a narrow walkway alongside a palazzo. Then maybe the market will be back, or maybe the bridge itself will have melted away. There’s no rhyme or reason to it, but they’re all twisted shadows of Venice. I’ve tried changing it to and fro on purpose, and sometimes I can and sometimes I can’t, and there’s no logic behind that either.

Tiry is a big help with that. Not with changing things—which he doesn’t find at all interesting—with having them stay the same. He’s never lived anywhere but the Serenissima, so he takes it for granted. He’s got a Bauta stolidity that keeps things the way they’re supposed to be. He’s not particularly exciting, either as a person or as a lover, he doesn’t have a lot of imagination, but he’s very steady, and that’s good for me here where so much is so uncertain. Nothing shakes him. He takes a long time to think things through and once he has, he’s rock solid. I can rely on him, and really trust him. Sometimes I roll my eyes to think of what my mother would say if she saw that I was living with an older man who wasn’t just not Jewish but wasn’t even properly human. But she doesn’t know, and she never will.

I’ve tried thinking about the people from the out-worlds as aliens, and that makes sense in some ways, especially when you think about the Laodikans laying eggs and the Tisani only having gender every four years. But they’re all much more like humans than actual aliens would be. Their bodies seem entirely human, it’s just the heads that are different, at least as far as I’ve seen. The Laodikans must be different inside, I suppose, and who knows about the Tisani? I went to Denshado once, shortly after I arrived, before I caught blight and all my options closed in. Having blight and being stuck in the Serenissima is like being under house arrest, or like those electronic ankle bracelets they put on people on probation. I can’t leave, or even go too far from a group, or it’ll get me. And now the only people I can safely be involved with are the other blighted. Before, it was different, but of course that’s how I caught it. It’s so hard not to think of it as a punishment for misbehaviour, even though I don’t believe there’s anything wrong with it.

Denshado looked exactly like Earth, the sun, the moon, just the same, and the stars too as far as I can tell without a reference. (I’d give anything for Wikipedia access.) The part we visited had temples rather like pictures I’ve seen of Thailand, and bare rock mountains and lots of green grass meadows. There were lots of small brown cows with bells, like children’s book images of Switzerland. There were Bauta everywhere, of course, but they didn’t treat me with the kind of surprise you’d expect if a Bauta showed up in Iowa. (Or Switzerland.) They knew about Venetians, they’d seen others. But they didn’t take me for granted, the way everybody does with everybody here. They looked at me, especially the children, they left a space around me and stared at whatever I was doing. Back then, when I could still come and go, I thought I’d visit all the out-worlds so I could write a book about it when I got back. I was going to expose Venice’s secret. I still want to, but it’s going to sound so much like a fucking conspiracy theory without any way to prove it. And I can’t prove it, all I can say is that I’ve been here. It’s just my word. I don’t even have any photos, and if I did, they’d just say it’s people in Venice wearing Venetian masks. That’s really what they look like. I can’t bring anybody here without taking them to Venice first, and the Venetians would definitely try to stop us.

Maybe I could take some of the people from the out-worlds back with me. That would mean people could investigate them with science. An MRI would show how Laodikans or Tisani are different inside, and how all of their heads fit on. The problem with that isn’t that I couldn’t persuade them to come, it’s I can’t help realising how horrible it would be for them once they got there. It’s hard to imagine them being treated well on Earth in 2020. Freak show would be the least of it. But it is still literally a first-contact situation, and it’s wrong not to share that with everybody. If I just publish it, enough people will go to Venice and try that some of them are sure to get through. Some people get through accidentally as it is. Bob in the blight group at God’s Hotel got here from 1967 in a canoe.



2.

As we arrived for blight group that morning, Khadsha was talking to a Gatta with mottled fur and visible blight signs. Khadsha looked over and pointed at me. “Gina. I need you to do something for me,” she said, her deep voice echoing from the temple walls.

I nodded cautiously. “What do you need?” Khadsha was a big fraud. She was a magus all right, but she pretended to be a great oracle, dressing in layers of white flowing silks and using her (admittedly spectacular) Zanguni looks to seem mysterious. She lived next door to us on Nonno’s Island, and when I’d moved out here and started wanting a more convenient blight group than trekking half across the Serenissima to God’s Hotel, she seemed like the obvious person to ask to facilitate. But there’s a problem. Because some kinds of magic really work, like moving boats through time and space to the Serenissima and back again, and like holding off the blight in what they call the sixth hypostasis, of course there are charlatans who pretend all kinds of mystical nonsense works. There are always desperate people who want to believe in things like dreams and portents and seeing the future. Khadsha charged two whole aquilae to tell somebody’s fortune, using coloured ink in water, a kind of tarot cards, and a magnet and iron filings. It was impressive enough claptrap. We all have to eat, but there are more honest ways. Running the blight group did her good, I thought, to be doing something magical and real to help people, not just fooling the rich into handing her money. I needed her to keep doing it, so I did owe her a favour. When she called on me that way in public, I knew I’d have to do whatever she called on me for if it wasn’t too difficult.

“Taddeo is missing. He sent me a distress call last night, and now he seems to have vanished. He could be unconscious somewhere. I’m worried about him.”

“Taddeo your Gatto gondolier?” I was surprised she cared so much for an employee. She seemed really worried, almost haggard. “What do you want me to do?”

“Find him.” She hesitated. “I can pay.”

“Don’t worry, Gina doesn’t need paying to help you find him,” Tiry butted in.

“I might if I have to miss a day’s work,” I countered.

Khadsha smiled, and to my astonishment handed me a gold ducat. It took me the longest time to figure out the money here, my goodness, fifteen copper pennies to a silver penny, five silver pennies to a soldo, ten soldi to an aquila, four aquilae to a ducat. And to make it worse, they have multiple nicknames for all the coins, not just eagle for aquila, which makes sense, but bob for a soldo, fishie and insie and cartwheel for a copper penny, and birdie for a three-copper piece. The system doesn’t make a lick of sense when it would be so easy for it to be decimal. And they have another whole money system for money of account, which is money that doesn’t even exist. There’s an imaginary thing called a lira which (if it existed) would be fifteen ducats, and all shipping is priced in that or fractions of that, even though there isn’t (and never has been) a lira coin. I can do arithmetic in base fifteen, and I did when I first arrived and worked in the Meldola freight forwarding office on the docks. But I shouldn’t need to. It’s a ridiculous thing to expect children to learn. Sorry to rant, but I find the money, and the way everybody takes it for granted, an absolute insult.

A ducat was worth two hundred silver pennies, so in one sense Khadsha was paying me two days of her wages for one day of my time. But I didn’t earn that in a day. I barely earned an aquila in a week. So she was paying me a month’s worth of my wages for a day’s work. But it was her money to waste if she wanted to, especially as Tiry was right—if necessary, I’d have done it for nothing, as a favour. But I could use the money. I took the ducat and nodded. “I’ll find him for you, don’t worry.”

Khadsha started the meeting by announcing that there would soon be a cure for the blight. I could see everybody’s faces fill with hope, or not quite hope, more like the anticipation of future hope, where there had been none. She said it in a very calm way as if there was no doubt about it, she wasn’t at all excited or dramatic, which made it seem more plausible.

After the magical part of the meeting, Khadsha swept off as usual, and I stayed while people supported each other and talked about how their lives were going, and how they felt about the possibility of a cure. A while after I started going to the God’s Hotel group, one of the other regulars killed herself. She was a Zanguo called Areshuna, with striking looks, black skin, and a green and silver mane and domino. She came every day, and she seemed to be doing OK, except that she seemed excessively upset when the blight started showing on her neck. We tried to comfort her, and a sweet old Gatta knitted her a pretty green scarf to cover it up, but one day she wasn’t there. Then word went around. It wasn’t the blight. She’d jumped in the lagoon and drowned, on purpose. It was a real horrible shock for me, and for all of us. It’s always bad when somebody dies, usually somebody who didn’t start coming until their blight was already bad. But it’s rough even so. But with Areshuna it was worse. Ever since then I’ve made a real effort to be there for people, even the ones I don’t like, even the quiet ones you’d never notice. Maybe especially them. It doesn’t come naturally to me, being supportive and touchy-feely, but I make a real effort. Despair kills, and it can be hard to keep going, with blight, especially when everybody despises you and if you don’t have anybody to love. I saw it with Tiry when Dimitri died, what must be a year or so ago. He was sinking into apathy. That was when I rented this house on Nonno’s and persuaded Tiry to move in with me. It’s good for both of us to have somebody to care for and a garden to look after.

But there’s another thing. Belief shapes reality here, and people with blight who go to the groups believe that we’re getting better, or anyway not getting worse, that the group itself helps. Oh, the magus takes us into the gold place, yes, and that certainly helps, but sometimes I think our shared belief in each other and in the group helps to keep us alive even more. I wouldn’t want to risk it without the magus. That part of it helps people believe. But the believing in each other helps as well, I’m sure of it; we sustain each other and keep each other going, even if the magi think it’s all them doing it for us. So I hang around and act supportive and give everybody a good chance to believe in themselves and each other, because despair really does kill, and hope can be a real positive force here.

Tiry went to work after the meeting, and I went off to find Taddeo. Khadsha had told me where he lived and where he worked, so that’s where I went first. It was a long walk or a quick row over to San Egidio, where Taddeo lived, but even though I was newly flush there weren’t any boats for hire at Nonno’s, where few people had either the need or the wherewithal to hire one. That’s why Khadsha employed Taddeo regularly, or I assumed that was why, so she could reliably get to where she was working without having to trudge all the way and show up exhausted. Much nicer to glide over the water like a swan. Tiry had a little boat, but I found rowing very difficult, and parking a boat is almost impossible most places, so I never used it when I was on my own. I trudged over the bridge past the salt pans where brine was slowly evaporating into salt crystals. A big cheeky herring gull was perched on the rail and didn’t fly off as I approached. I nodded to him. “I see you, gull.” He just stared at me.

I lingered for a little while on the docks. There was a ship in from Lindar, a big, beautiful sailing ship something like a tea clipper. More gulls were swooping all around her. I’d have brought a reference on sailing ships with me from Bologna if I’d known I’d need one. I miss Wikipedia every single day. It’s torture not being able to look things up. I miss it much more than I miss my family and my friends, to be honest, because I have friends here now, and I was in Italy and didn’t see my family that often anyway. I do miss my grandma, who’s in an assisted care facility in Meadowbrook. But they’re all fine where they are, or I assume they are, and if I get back (as I always planned to) only a few days after I left, they won’t even be missing me. I miss having my music whenever I want it, I miss catching up on Tumblr, and exchanging texts in Italian with Grandma, but I can manage without those things. Wikipedia, though! I have an encyclopaedia. In fact, I have three. I have a 1610 printed edition of Volterrano’s 1505 encyclopaedia, and I have a manuscript copy of the Suda, a Byzantine encyclopaedia, and I have volume 14 of the Encyclopédie, Reggi–Sem. My Latin is decent, and while my French isn’t quite as good as it should be, it’s got much better from using it. Bless Diderot and d’Alembert. But, of course, while having them is much, much better than not having them, there’s nothing recent in any of them. I never realised how much I loved Wikipedia until I had to live without it.

Of all the ships I see come and go, the Lindassi seem the most advanced, as well as the most beautiful, to my untrained eye. They have to cross a whole ocean to get here, where for most worlds the Serenissima is closer to home ports. Maybe that’s why? But the Laodikans sail across their whole world, and visit us from even distant archipelagoes, in ships that look to me frail and waddling. One of them had put in the day before and was now taking on cargo for the return trip; having unloaded delicate silks, she was now loading up with hides and wool. I understood the whole economy of the out-worlds by now, who imported and exported what, and what filtered through the Serenissima to Venice at different times. That’s where I started, trying to understand Venice’s economy in detail. I kept feeling I was missing something. I’d read all the basic things—pretty much everything recent in English, and a lot of things in Italian too, and I felt as if I didn’t know any more than I had when I’d been an undergrad and first read Jane Jacobs. Venice was a city in a swamp, founded by refugees from the Huns and Goths who destroyed the Roman Empire. The Romans in Ravenna and Aquileia left their cities and went into the swamp to hide, which worked out well for them. Then they set up home there. This happened in the year 421, and Venice was planning to have a huge celebration of its sixteen-hundred-year anniversary in 2021, and I’m bummed to have missed it, though I suppose it made the city more packed than ever. (And I might make it yet if they cure the blight.) From these humble beginnings, driving pilings into little islands and building houses on them, Venice rose to dominate the Adriatic, first exporting salt (mainly to Constantinople) and then slowly replacing the things it imported by making them itself, and selling them elsewhere. Then slowly Venice came to be, well, Venice, city of masks and gondolas, the most serene, the queen of the Adriatic, not really belonging to Italy, though it was right there, separate, impregnable. I tried comparing it to other places in other times. Hong Kong came closest. But there was something different about Venice, some element I couldn’t make sense of. My Foa grandfather’s legends of Venice’s otherworld sometimes seemed suspiciously plausible.

At first, Venice used the Serenissima to trade with the out-worlds, bringing in mostly glass and silk and spices. A ship full of Andoman turmeric and saffron, or Lindassi clear glass could make a fortune. The rich got richer, as always. Only those with money to invest could send off a cargo of wool and brocades to sell in the Serenissima and use the profit to buy a return cargo. But as time went by there was nothing they could get through the Serenissima they couldn’t get somewhere else, and sometimes cheaper. They could get sugar from the slave plantations in the Americas and silk from China, instead of sugar from Zanguni and silk from Laodike. But by then they’d found another way to use the Serenissima to enrich themselves. If they went back to Venice earlier in time, with knowledge of what ships would come in and what ships would founder, they could insure only the ships that survived. If they knew when wars would start, when commodities would become popular, if they knew the future, they could use it to invest money and make themselves rich. It was bad enough when it was just the great houses of Venice and the Serenissima doing this to make themselves wealthy. They were families, at least, they were selfish, but investment was slow. They thought in terms of fortunes for their children and grandchildren. They mostly didn’t want to risk getting cut off from their friends and families and the politics of their own time just to make those investments. Now though, if you could go thirty years back with the names of tech companies? Even ten? Imagine knowing what banks would fail in 2008 and start selling them short? Knowing when markets would rise and fall, which companies would boom—making companies boom, having the deep pockets to chase away competition. I don’t know if they caused the stock market crash of 1929, but they certainly profited by it. And they didn’t have to go themselves to the risky times where there weren’t many paths out and they might not be able to get home. They could send others, promising to pay them without necessarily ever intending to do so.

One of the first things I did after I came to the Serenissima was to take a trip to Venice in the 1530s. It was amazing, though the place stank, and my Italian wasn’t really up to the sixteenth- century Venetian pronunciation. There’s a magic translation protocol in the Serenissima which lets everybody understand everybody else, it’s part of the way the place works, so my Italian doesn’t get any better. Sixteenth-century Venice though, I had to struggle along as best I could. The canals were foetid, some of the palazzi hadn’t been built yet, and some of the famous art was still being created. It was weird seeing Venice as a building site. I met Titian and Aretino, who made a pass at me, though Titian was on my side. I was tongue-tied. Titian had spent time in the Serenissima himself and was excited to hear that I’d seen an exhibition of his work when I was a kid visiting Boston in 2009. But the most important part of that trip was that we gave a ride back to a man who had been stranded in Titian’s Venice for fifteen years waiting for somebody to arrive from the Serenissima. What he’d been doing was making an investment in land that would pay off in the eighteenth century, not for himself but for his patron.

I know it sounds like a conspiracy theory, that all the wealth in the world is secretly concentrating in the hands of rich Venetians. I thought that too when I first thought of it. It seemed ridiculous. But it’s what’s happening. They don’t own all of anything. They don’t have to.

I stopped staring at the ships and gulls, hypnotic though it can be. I walked around the docks, pausing to buy a coffee and a sandwich from an Andoman at a little stall. Say what you like about Andomen, and people do say horrible racist things about them absolutely all the time, they grow wonderful coffee on their world. Because so many people despise Andomen and sometimes talk as if they’re almost animals because they have dog heads, coffee isn’t popular here. It’s regarded as low class. Tiry thinks it’s funny that I like it, he teases me about my low tastes. People pay fortunes for tea, but they look down on coffee and prefer to drink beer or wine or fresh juices. Real tea comes from Earth, of course. Sometimes if a Venetian ship really won’t tell me when it left Venice, I lurk around the coffee stands and see if those sailors go to them. If they do, I know they’re from Venice in a later century. Venetians from the twentieth and twenty-first centuries can’t do without coffee any more than I can. But in earlier centuries, Venice didn’t have it. Coffee on Earth came from the New World, I think, or anyway I know chocolate did, and I know coffee hit Europe in the seventeenth century, so it makes sense for it to have been part of the Columbian exchange. (Wikipedia, where are you when I need you?) Italy in the twenty-first century absolutely runs on espresso. The last time there was a ship like that, I managed to make friends with one of the sailors at the coffee stall and he promised to bring me some chocolate next time. There isn’t any chocolate at all here. He hasn’t been back, though I keep looking out for him. I’d totally give Khadsha’s ducat to a Venetian sailor for a bar of chocolate and a ballpoint pen.

The bread of the sandwich was dry, but the pickled fish and vegetables were good, so I picked them out and ate them.

“Did you hear there’s going to be a doge?” an elderly Andoman buying coffee said to the stallholder as I was just finishing up my own.

“Yes, they’re painting the boat up ready,” the stallholder said.

“Excuse me?” I asked. “A doge? For the Serenissima?”

“Yes, Ka, that’s what everybody’s been saying this morning,” the old Andoman said. He had the head of a pug and the flattened nose that made him wheeze a little. “A Tisani, it is. Going to marry the sea, they say.”

The strange thing about this is that it wasn’t the first time I’d heard about this. Tiry had dreamed about a doge marrying the sea the night before last. He had a superstitious belief in the relevance of dreams, and he liked to tell me about them. I seldom remembered my own dreams. Maybe Tiry had heard this rumour from one of his workmates and it had given him the dream. I’d watched the recreated ceremony in Venice on a hot and crowded May day, the sun beating down on my head. “And they’re painting a boat for it?” I asked.

“Yes, that’s right, Ka,” the stallholder said. “Away down at Hemmen’s boatyard.”

I’d have dismissed it all as nonsense but painting an actual boat in Hemmen’s indisputable boatyard seemed extremely specific, so I took note of it as I gave back my cup and walked away.

There was a cargo gondola about to set out, rowed by two Gatti. “Going to Evia?” I asked.

“Spiaggianera,” one of them replied. She was tall and had plush grey fur.

“Drop me at San Egidio on the way?”

“Couple of birdies?” Six copper pennies? The offer was outrageous. I could hire a sedan chair for that.

“I’ll walk.”

“Oh, don’t listen to her, hop in, we’ll take you for an insie,” the other one said. He was a ginger, which looked good with his blue gondolier’s sweater. He had a jaunty expression and twinkling eyes. It’s funny how nobody says Gatti are like animals, when they seem to me far more like cats than Andomen are like dogs.

An insie was one copper penny. That was more like it. I hopped in and sat by the ginger rower. “Do you know Taddeo?” I asked.

He opened his mouth in the silent Gatti laugh. “I used to date his sister Juditta a few years back,” he said.

“Have you seen him today?”

“Not today. He works for Rosso, over by San Egidio. She may know where he is. What do you want him for?”

“I don’t want him for anything,” I said, truthfully and possibly a little too forcefully. “Khadsha Ghemgal, the fortune teller, wants him, and asked me to find him for her.”

“Oh, right, of course. He’s her apprentice, isn’t he?”

“Something like that,” I said, confused. Was Taddeo learning magic from Khadsha? That would explain her concern. I thought she just employed him to row her about. I’d never paid much attention to him. I tried to remember what he looked like and came up only with a vague image of a typical gondolier in a striped shirt with grey-and-white fur.

“Mind how you go,” the rower said, as we came to the pier of San Egidio. I jumped ashore and landed neatly on the planks of the pier. There was a wrought iron archway with geraniums growing around it, and a small Gothic monastery, whitewashed pink (pinkwashed?) and several sheds and docks. Boats were tied up all along the pier, bobbing up and down in the wash and bumping against it. It was early afternoon by now, and the light was bright enough to dance on the broken water, as if there was a sun up there about to poke through the mists. Only the nearby area was clear, everything over the water faded off into misty suggestions of pillars and blocky shapes. The cargo gondola that had dropped me off was already lost to my eyes while my ears could still hear the plashing of the long oars.

“Where can I find Rosso?” I asked a human street kid who was watching the tied-up boats.

“That’s my mom. Right there,” the kid said, pointing. I followed his direction into a nearby boat shed. There was a neat little office set up, and a ramp twirled up towards what was presumably living quarters above. Venice has plenty of stairs everywhere, but ramps are normal in the Serenissima, I’ve no idea why and neither has anyone I’ve asked about it.

“Rosso?” I called, as there was nowhere to knock.

A woman looked up from the paperwork on the table. She had red hair, and I vaguely recognised her from synagogue. “Hello, yes, that’s me,” she said. “Do you want to hire a gondola?”

I smiled and shook my head. “No. I’m here on behalf of my neighbour, Khadsha Ghemgal, who seems to have mislaid her gondolier, Taddeo.”

“Ah. I see.” She stood up. “I’m Ester Rosso.”

“I see you, Ester Rosso. I’m Gina Foa.”

“I see you, Gina Foa,” she said. “It’s good of you to help Khadsha out this way. Taddeo works for me. He seems to have had an accident late last night. His gondola is definitely at the Pozzi, and we think he was taken there and is inside. I was thinking about sending someone to inquire about him—I can’t really leave myself, I’m on my own today. If you’re planning to inquire there on Khadsha’s behalf, you’d do me a favour if you’d let me know how he is too. Or if there’s anything I can do. I don’t want to get mixed up with the birri if I don’t have to, but of course I will if I do have to. Poor Taddeo, I hope he’s all right. And the gondola, of course, belongs to me.”

“Yes, I can do that,” I said. I smiled. There was something about her I liked. She wasn’t much older than me, and Jewish, and she was running her own business. “I’ll either come or send a message. I live over on Nonno’s Island, so this isn’t exactly on my way.”

She smiled back, then hesitated. “I was about to take a break. Would you like to join us for lunch?”

“I had something, but … it wasn’t enough, so yes, that’s very kind.”

“Dan!” she called, and the kid came running.

“I can’t stop, Mamma, I’m working,” he said.

“Then we’ll come out and eat lunch outside and watch the boats with you,” Ester said. “If anyone wants me, I’ll see them coming.”

Dan ran back to his post by the pier, and his mother opened a chest and took out bread, smoked fish, pickles, and a crock of cream cheese. “Can I carry some of that?” I asked.

She loaded me down with pewter plates, knives, and a pink string bag of ripe yellow plums. The light was still dancing on the water. “It’s almost bright enough today it’s like being on a world,” she said as we walked over to the pier.

“Are you from Venice?” I asked.

“No. Born here, right down there in fact.” She waved vaguely along the quay, where there were some ramshackle wooden houses. “And so were my parents. My grandparents, all four of them, came here from the Ghetto.” She sat down and started cutting the bread. It smelled fresh. “How about you, Gina?”

“I came here from Venice myself a few years ago,” I said, biting into a plum. It was definitely years. “But my family also left the Ghetto, in their case to go to America.”

She nodded and didn’t ask where America was. I didn’t ask when her grandparents had left. It was meaningless at this point. “And you came back?”

“Yes,” I said. “I didn’t exactly mean to, or to come to live in the Serenissima, but here I am.”

“It seems like quite an adventure,” she said. She handed a sandwich to Dan, who bit into it immediately and kept on staring at the moored boats. “I’ve never had much adventure. I went to Laodike once, before Daniel here was born, on a trading voyage to get some special wood. It was my honeymoon actually. That’s where I saw sunlight. The clarity of the light was quite amazing. It was as if everything was silhouetted all the time. Such sharp outlines. So beautiful, and so distinct. Do you miss it?”

“Yes,” I said honestly. She handed me a sandwich she’d constructed, and I bit into it. It was the best thing I’d tasted for ages. Soft bread, rich cheese, smoky fish, and sharp pickles.

“Apart from that, I’ve been right here my whole life. I inherited the boatyard.” She sighed as she began to make her own sandwich. “I’m sorry. I’m sad today because my father died yesterday. He was old, and he’d been sick for a long time, but…”

“His memory for a blessing,” I said. She had tears in her eyes. The kid turned and hugged her abruptly. “I’ll look after you, Mamma,” he said.

“We’ll look after each other, Dan,” she said. “We’ll miss Granddad and remember him as best we can and look after each other.” He sat down again and resumed eating. He seemed to take his boat-watching duties very seriously. I wasn’t sure how old he was, perhaps nine or ten.

“Is your husband gone too, then?” I asked.

“Elma’s,” she said simply. “And that’s what took my parents too, though my father fought it for a long time. Isn’t it always the way? Ferlenghetti’s Blight striking people down now, Elma’s then, back in Egypt the ten plagues. Always some plague, always something. The All High testing us with one thing after another. And we keep on living our lives, losing people, but going on, doing what we can, helping each other out. That’s all we can do.” She stared out over the water, as a tear escaped her eye and ran down her cheek. “I’m so sorry to dump this on you, it’s not what I meant at all. I probably shouldn’t be working today, but I can’t put everything on hold to sit shiva.”

“It’s all right,” I said. “I’m practically family. Our great-grandparents probably lived next to each other in the Ghetto.”

“I’ve seen you at services,” she said.

“Not all that often,” I admitted.

She smiled through her tears. “I don’t go all that often myself.”

“You remind me of my Aunt Ruth,” I said, suddenly realising. “She has your kind of red hair, and your way of speaking too.” Though Aunt Ruth had been dyeing her hair for some time; she was a lot older than Ester.

“Maybe we really are related,” she said.

I told her my grandparents’ names, and she told me hers, but they meant nothing to either of us. “There are a lot of Foas,” she said.

“My grandmother would know. If only I could ask her,” I said. A shape came walking down the side of the canal and resolved itself into a Bauta, come to reclaim her boat from Dan’s watchful eye. “I wish I could go home,” I said, softly, as the Bauta inspected the little boat and paid Dan his copper.

“It’s sometimes easier to get into the Serenissima than out of it,” Ester admitted. “But why don’t you try? Even if you get there a little late, you could still see your family. You obviously miss them.”

I hesitated, then decided to be brave. “I can’t go. I have the blight,” I said.

She immediately moved farther away from me. “Dan, go inside,” she said.

“But, Mamma—”

“Go in right now,” Ester said in a tone the kid clearly recognised as accepting no refusal. She started gathering up the food and utensils. Dan got up reluctantly and went into the shed, dragging his feet and looking back at us. When he’d gone, she looked at me. “You should have told me before you accepted my hospitality. He’s my son, and he’s all I have left. You can’t go around risking other people’s lives that way.”

And that’s why I don’t go around advertising that I have the blight. I’d liked her so much, but now her face was closed and hostile. “You can’t catch blight like that,” I said, even though I knew it was hopeless.

She wrapped her hand in a cloth and took the plate I’d been using from my lap. I grabbed at the remains of my sandwich before it fell to the dirt. “You might think that, but you don’t know, you can’t. You shouldn’t run around the city infecting people.”

I realised with a lurch that she knew my name and where I lived. “I haven’t infected anybody!” I protested. “We know how blight is passed, and it’s not by touching a plate.”

She stood up and backed away from me. Then she deliberately dropped the plate into the canal. Pewter is heavy, it sank straight down. I stared at the ripples that marked where it had disappeared.

“Goodbye, Ester,” I said, as she almost ran back to the shed. I’d been meaning to ask for directions from here to the Pozzi, since I’d come by boat. I got up myself and shook the crumbs off my clothes. Pigeons flew down from their perches on the nearby buildings, strutted across the cobbles and started to peck at them. Sparrows arrived and joined them. I walked off at random down the canal, walking fast and almost crying. I could understand Ester feeling protective of her son, especially since she’d lost the rest of her family, but that really was a ridiculous overreaction. I told myself it didn’t matter, that I didn’t care, that I’d only just met her, and that I wasn’t endangering anybody. So she knew my name? What was the worst that could happen? Maybe I wouldn’t be invited to Rosh Hashanah this year. But I’d liked her so much and felt so comfortable with her!



3.

I’d calmed down by the time I came out of the jumble of tiny alleys behind San Egidio into a campo paved in blue and red tiles, with a well in the centre where a pair of nuns were drawing water. I knew I’d never seen it before, but I could glimpse a broad canal running behind the row of houses, and as I approached it, I saw a ferry pier with gondolas tied up. Boats moved silently through the water past us as I bargained with one of the gondoliers to take me to the Pozzi and sat there like a rich lady being rowed along through all the traffic. I did not talk to the gondolier, a Bauta who had many friends on the canal to whom she kept calling out quips. She set me down neatly right beside the Pozzi water gate. I’d walked past the place on the other side but never had need to go in before. It was late afternoon, my favourite time of day. The earlier brightness had faded to the usual misty swirl of the Serenissima.

The Pozzi is both a prison and the police headquarters. Most of the birri live there. It’s a huge looming castle built of dark stone, looking fully capable of withstanding a full-scale siege. The lower part of the outer wall was frescoed with gory paintings of executions and punishments—a Bauta with his head on a block, two Andomen hanging from a gallows, a Venetian making a last confession with a black-masked axeman waiting, a Gatto looking at the stump of a hand as blood spurted. Most of them featured a lot of blood and anguished expressions, to serve as an awful warning to potential malefactors.

The great doors stood open. A bored Lindassi guard nodded me in and directed me to a long line in the courtyard.

I waited for a long time behind two Bauta in shawls who were, by their conversation, hoping to pay the fine to have a perpetually drunken family member released from the lockup. The line moved slowly forward. I counted the people in front of me and estimated that it would be an hour at least before I crossed the threshold. I pulled a book out of my sleeve and began to read. There are some books in the Serenissima that are lost on Earth. Petrarch’s library ended up here, and quite a few other books too. If only I could somehow get hold of Petrarch’s original of Cicero’s De Gloria or something and take it back home and claim I’d found it in a box in Bologna … I owned a copy printed in the Serenissima. Maybe that would be seen as evidence that it exists, but it could be a hoax, of course. Anything could. That day I happened to be reading The Tragic Revenge of Evo, a Gatti melodrama, in a version recently printed with Venetian letters. I’d seen the play at the Grand Theatre the year before. I was reading the dramatic denunciation scene when it was finally my turn to enter the office.

I slid the book back into my sleeve and stepped through the door. I was astonished to see Sal sitting behind the desk. I’d met Sal through her father, my first boss when I worked at the Meldola freight house. Her family had been very welcoming to me, and she was a friend.

“I see you, Gina,” she said, without any surprise. “What are you doing here?”

“I see you, Sal. I didn’t know you worked here!”

“Yes, this is my day job, I just volunteer my skills at God’s Hotel, which can’t afford to actually pay anybody. What can I do for you?”

Sal knew about my blight, of course. She’s the one who first recommended the blight group to me. Seeing a member of my community who definitely knew about the malady and didn’t shun me because of it was a great relief. The image of the ripples on the dark green water where the pewter plate had sunk kept coming back into my mind. “I’m here on behalf of Khadsha Ghemgal and Ester Rosso to find out what’s happened to the gondolier Taddeo,” I said.

Sal frowned slightly. “Why did they send you?”

“Khadsha’s my neighbour out at Nonno’s, and I called at Rosso’s to see if she had any news, and she said she thought he was here. Is he?”

Sal nodded, still frowning. “Taddeo is in our infirmary. He was in an accident last night, and his boat was found drifting with him unconscious. We’ll probably let him go tomorrow if he’s well enough. Do you want to see him?”

“I don’t think so. I can’t see what good that would do.” It would be embarrassing to pay a visit to a sick gondolier I barely knew. We’d have nothing to talk about. “Your word is enough. I’ll tell Khadsha he’s all right. Ester Rosso was also concerned about her gondola. I assume you’ll let that go with him tomorrow?”

“Probably,” Sal said. “Nobody has mentioned anything specifically about it, but that would be normal.”

“Thank you. I’ll let them know.”

“I hope to see you soon at services,” Sal said. “The group out on the island with Khadsha is working out for you?”

“Yes, so much easier than coming in all the way every day! But he’s all right, really? Taddeo? I can tell Khadsha he’ll be fine and back out tomorrow?”

Sal grimaced. “Well, it seems his brains have been a bit scrambled and he’s saying he met gods on a magic island, and that the Serenissima is about to have a Tisani doge.”

“The thing about the doge seems to be true. Lots of people are talking about it. I heard they’re repainting a boat for the ceremony,” I said.

“What?” asked a voice from behind me. I spun around. In the doorway stood a Venetian in a black frock coat. He had a ginger-and-white beard, and a receding hairline. He could have been any age from forty to eighty. “Forgive me for overhearing,” he said, bowing. “I was just waiting for attention.”

“You should not just walk in, Mr. Jarndyce,” Sal said. “I suppose I can’t stop you from bribing everybody in the line to let you get to the head of it, but once you are there you should wait outside. And what are you doing here anyway, apart from eavesdropping?”

“I see you, Miss Meldola,” he said, politely, bowing. “And Miss…”

“Gina Foa,” I said. “I see you, Mr. Jarndyce.”

“I see you, Gina Foa,” he said.

“Yes, I see you, Jarndyce of House Camulo,” Sal said, impatiently. “And I repeat, what is your business with the birri this afternoon?”

He looked at me. I looked back. House Camulo was a banking concern that, by repute, meddled in a whole lot of different businesses and had a lot of agents spread throughout the Serenissima. Unlike most of the powerful Houses of the Serenissima, while Lord Camulo was Lindassi, his employees, even the most senior, were of many different species. And House Camulo was new. Lord Camulo was not part of a powerful noble house at home on Lindar. Rumour said he had once been a sailor, but even if I discounted that, he was undoubtedly a self-made man. Jarndyce shrugged, infinitesimally. His name intrigued me. It was not Venetian. It was the name of the family in Dickens’s Bleak House, the one whose members bankrupted each other with an endless court case. Was it his real name? Presumably it was a real name, but I’d never met anybody who had it. Had he adopted it from the book? If so, why? His eyes met mine blandly, then slid back to Sal.

“I am simply here to pay some fines. One hundred pennies for Ka Rounay, as negotiated by Herself with his daughter, Ka Yix Rounay. And as I believe the said Ka Yix Rounay is in your custody, I would like to pay the fine for her while I am here, to save time.”

Sal looked astonished. Her eyebrows were up at her hairline. “Certainly,” she said.

“Miss Foa, if you wouldn’t mind waiting while I deal with this minor business, I’d appreciate a few words with you,” Jarndyce said, advancing to Sal’s desk and drawing out a sheaf of papers.

“Certainly,” I echoed.

Sal shook her head at me. I went back out into the courtyard, where assorted people were still standing in line. Had he really paid them all to let him skip ahead? He hadn’t denied it. After a little while, Jarndyce came out of the office escorted by a Lindassi birri, yellow sash prominent around his big belly, and went in at one of the other doors. I continued to wait. It took a while, but eventually they came out again with two Andomen, an old man with drooping ears and a greying nose and a child with an eager, alert, brown-and-white patched terrier head. After having a few words with them, they left the Pozzi by the land gate. Jarndyce came over to where I was standing.

“Thank you for waiting, Miss Foa,” he said. “Would you care for a ride back to Nonno’s Island?”

I wondered how he knew where I lived but nodded. He had a gondola waiting outside the water gate, and we both settled ourselves in it. The gondolier was a Bauta with an impassive dark brown face. The mists were darkening now, and the Bauta lit a lantern and fixed it up at the prow of the gondola. Other lanterns were visible glinting through the mist.

“Miss Foa, I would like to know what you know about the Tisani doge, but first I want to make you an offer. Some friends of mine are gathering subscriptions for a new printing of Diderot’s Encyclopédie, and I believe you might be interested in having your name put down for it. Being a new printing in the Serenissima, it will not be of so much value as the originals from France, but nor will the expense be so great. The price for subscribers will be an aquila a volume.”

I started. “You seem to know a lot about me,” I said.

“House Camulo makes it its business to know what’s happening in the Serenissima,” he said. “But in this instance, it is only that those of us in the clandestine book trade gossip. You bought the volume of the Encyclopédie that you own from a friend of mine. She mentioned your name and that you live on Nonno’s. She’d have been asking you about the subscription the next time she saw you.”

“I see,” I said. “Yes, I would like the subscription.” It was expensive, but I wanted it so much. The ducat I had from Khadsha would pay for four volumes. “Will they be printing the volumes of illustrations too?”

The gondola moved forward smoothly through the dark green water. Mist swirled around us, and the buildings of the Serenissima showed through it as shapes and intimations and lantern gleams.

“You’re very well informed. Yes, they will.”

“Excellent,” I said. The gondolier rested the oar in the forcola. We were stationary, a little way off from shore. The lantern lit the gondola, but nothing beyond it, so the three of us could have been alone in a pocket universe. Jarndyce looked at me, waiting. “I don’t know much about the doge, only gossip that I overheard. The most significant thing seemed to be that they were repainting a boat for the ceremony in Hemmen’s yard. That seemed to me to be concrete, if you know what I mean, not just hot air.”

“I understand indeed, Miss Foa,” Jarndyce said. “When did you first hear this?”

“Earlier today, around noon. But it must have been going around the day before yesterday, because my friend Tiry woke from a dream about it yesterday morning.”

Jarndyce nodded. “That’s the earliest mention I’ve run across,” he said.

“But will there be a doge?” I asked.

“If everyone believes there will be, then there will,” Jarndyce replied. “That’s a large part of how the Serenissima works.” He drew a pair of tortoiseshell glasses from his breast pocket and settled them on his nose. He then pulled a notebook and a portable inkpot from his left pocket, and a quill from his right pocket, dipped the pen, and made a note. He looked at me over his glasses and observed me watching. “It is a tedious business, writing,” he remarked, as he put the pen, ink, and notebook away. “I have heard that the great Leonardo da Vinci invented a method of writing without the constant necessity to dip the pen, and that his notebooks are written without any indication of the hesitation of dipping. But, of course, his method died with him.”

“The bastard! The fucking bastard!” I burst out. Think of it, condemning scholars to two hundred unnecessary years of miserably dipping their pens in inkpots. The number of wasted human hours was incalculable. I’d definitely trade the Mona Lisa for those human hours back.

Jarndyce laughed and looked like a much nicer person. “May I take it then that if you had such a device you would want to share it?”

“Well … yes.” I stared at him. How could he know? And could I trust him with the information? “I do have one. But I only have one left and it’s nearing the end of its life, and I’d hate to do without it, and I don’t know how it was made.”

“Perhaps a goldsmith might examine it and discover its secrets, and be able to manufacture more, with your help and cooperation? I believe a great many people would be prepared to pay for such a device.”

I couldn’t imagine a Serenissima goldsmith being able to reverse engineer my Pilot Precices v5 . But … how about a fountain pen? I didn’t know how it worked well enough to make one, or even draw a diagram, but maybe I could explain the concept of a reservoir of ink well enough that a clever goldsmith could figure it out. If Leonardo had figured it out himself, how hard could it be? “Yes,” I said. “That’s a great idea. If you know a suitable goldsmith who’d be prepared to experiment until we had something that worked, I’d be happy to work with them on that.”

“It might be to your own advantage too, since the one you possess is not inexhaustible,” Jarndyce said. “And you would certainly profit from the sales of such an item.”

“Yes, but there would be more profit in keeping the price as low as possible and selling quantities of them into the out-worlds. Every scholar and counting house scribe would want one, and that would make more money in the long-term than selling a dozen diamond-bedazzled ones to rich lords.”

“Yes…” Jarndyce agreed. “House Camulo would certainly be open to that long-term view.”

I thought again about his name. Surely it was English. And he worked for a Lindassi, not a Venetian house. I decided to take a risk and ask him about that. It was because I was still shaken up by the way Ester Rosso had rejected me so utterly after being so friendly. Usually I am much more cautious. “Mr. Jarndyce, you are a Venetian,” I began.

“As you are, my dear,” he replied mildly.

“Exactly. And yet you have chosen to work for a Lindassi house, and not for a Venetian one.”

“And you have chosen to be thus far independent of any house,” he said.

I thought about that for a moment. It was clear he was warning me away from speculating about his reasons. “I worry sometimes about how powerful the Venetians are, here, but especially on Earth,” I said.

He took his glasses off again and looked at me. His eyes were very bright. “On Earth? Miss Foa, exactly when did you leave Venice?”

We sat there in the little pool of light. The Bauta gondolier stood still, as unmoving as a statue. I could hear the water lapping against the side of the boat and see nothing outside our gondola but streaks of light on the waters of the canal. Jarndyce looked at me as I decided to tell the truth and be damned to it. “February 11, 2020,” I said.

“Ah, just before the pandemic,” he said.

“What?” I had not thought to be so immediately wrong-footed.

“Weren’t they already talking about Covid-19 in February of 2020? Ah yes, what did they call it? The coronavirus?”

“In China,” I said, vaguely remembering a trivial news item I’d not thought about in years. So had I escaped a plague on Earth to become infected with a different plague in the Serenissima?

“Well it reached Venice shortly after you were fortunate enough to leave,” he said. “I was not yet born, myself, but I’ve read about it, of course.”

“You’re from my future?”

“I left Venice in the Carnevale season of 2087. That is to say, early in the period of Venice’s second ascendancy.” I blinked at him. “You will have realised, of course, that Venice was lying fallow between 1800 and 2050. They weave Venice over and over, like a piece of densely embroidered cloth, using the same threads, the same people, across many times. Venice was in decline because of being so focused on the Serenissima and on the East, locked into the conflict with the Ottomans, and then Napoleon came with cannons that could shoot across the lagoon. No fleet from out of time could deal with that. Besides, Lepanto had been extremely expensive for Venice over a very long time. Ships for the Battle of Lepanto were still being built in your own time.”

“They keep the Arsenale as sealed territory still. In 2020! What could they possibly have to hide? It was one of the things that made me realise. I guessed they must still be building ships for the Serenissima there,” I said.

“Venice is always preparing for the past and the future both,” Jarndyce said. “In your time, hardly any Venetians live in Venice, barely twenty thousand. The rest of them are in the past, or the future, or at some point here in the Serenissima. They flocked here after Napoleon took the city.”

“You say they, not we,” I noted.

“As you so astutely guessed, I am as Venetian as you are,” Jarndyce said, with a thin-lipped smile. “And when my bookseller acquaintance mentioned your name, of course it was already familiar to me. I have read your book about the Serenissima.”

“I haven’t written it yet,” I whispered, stunned.

“But you will. We should talk again, Miss Foa. We can work together on more projects than merely recreating the fountain pen. I believe we have a mutual interest in opposing the concentration of power in the hands of a small number of the rich.”

“Yes,” I said. But I knew now that I would one day be cured and go home and break the story of the Serenissima. “Thank you.”

“Nonno’s,” Jarndyce said to the gondolier.

The boat shot forward and under a bridge. Then we were in the Grand Canal near Campo Colorato, from which it was an easy straight line across to Nonno’s Island, even in the darkness. But as we came into the Grand Canal we found ourselves in the midst of a flotilla of boats, each with a lantern at the prow. The water was almost solid with them. Our gondolier backed the oar as we slid among them. Against the shore a big red-and-gold ship was moored, one with many rowers at the oars. Towards it, across the packed campo, a Tisani was being carried in a sedan chair. A Laodikan was holding a parasol over their head, and they wore the distinctive doge cap, with the peak at the back. “It seems we have a doge,” I said.

“Their name is Orain Masauri,” Jarndyce said. “What a historic moment.”








CHAPTER8
ORAIN
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Description: An elegant figure with a delicately inscribed face is flying over Venice in a chariot drawn by swans.


1.

They must have been planning it for weeks, months even, only no one told me. The helplessness and confusion as I was dressed up and bustled out of the theatre and down to the water reminded me of childhood. As a child I often felt like a doll, being dressed to take part in ceremonies and festivals no one explained. I hadn’t thought about that feeling for years, until suddenly I felt plunged straight back into it. People were cheering and calling out good wishes, and they knew my name, but I didn’t know them and couldn’t see them. I couldn’t even tell, in the open air and chill mists, where I was. I was clinging to the arms of a sedan chair being bustled along, with someone carrying the handles on each side, I had no idea who. I knew Khadsha and Gopatke were somewhere near me, but I was cut off even from them. I was out of touch with the ground, with my friends, with my familiar space where I could move with some confidence. I was caught up in someone else’s celebration, a figurehead, powerless and vulnerable.

We had a great many festivals in Masauri, the village where I grew up. My parent was a storyteller, a significant person in the community, and so they had been chosen to bear children young. My grandparent and great-grandparent were still hearty and strong, and when I was born my great-great-grandparent, Orain, was still alive, though in my earliest memories they were already frail and gentle. None of my parent’s three sibs had yet been chosen to bear children, so at festivals they’d all crowd into our home and help to dress us and each other. The whole family would dress and paint our faces and bodies with great excitement, all the adults and even my sibs thrilling at the decorations and the cloth, trying it one way and then another, so that when we all came out of our home, we’d amaze everyone with our beauty. We were beautiful. All Tisani are beautiful. My three sibs and I were identical, naturally. I always found them beautiful, but that was so even when we were playing in the mud pit. The festival adornments did not especially delight me as a child, though as I grew older, I came to enjoy them as much as anyone.

I never know whether to describe Masauri as rich or poor. We were certainly poor in material possessions that many people of other worlds regard as essential. But we were blessed with a warm and gentle climate, so that a hut of leaves and poles built on a wooden platform was sufficient to house us. There were plenty of fish in the sea and plants in the forests to feed us. We did not need clothes at all except to decorate us at festivals. We killed the occasional deer or wild boar and roasted them whole for the great festivals, we exchanged sponges, pearls, dried fruit, and red dye for iron axe heads and needles with occasional Lindassi and Laodikan traders whose white-sailed ships paused to trade at our beach. We had no rich and poor and would have thought the kind of poverty there is in the Serenissima shocking, the stuff of nightmares. The kind of riches here would have been simply incomprehensible to us. Wealth meant having enough to give away. A rich person was a generous one. When my parent was gifted a golden Venetian arm-ring once after a recital, they wore it for two or three festivals and then gifted it on to a travelling bard, a youngster with green face vines and a true lyrical gift.

We didn’t have a lot of things that other people feel are essential, but we didn’t feel any lack of them. We needed no better furniture than blocks of wood, and as for shoes, they would have been in our way when we ran into the waves. We had plates and cups and cooking bowls of baked clay. We had no books, but every village had a storyteller, and the travelling bards and groups of players made circuits through the villages reciting and performing, so it was rare to pass longer than a moon without a performance. We children learned the long songs and the short songs, the powerful songs and the playful songs. We had no permanent art, but we made great colourful pyramids of barkcloth and shells and carved wood, then set them on fire at the right point of the ritual. We were always constructing something, and everyone who wanted to could help. There was no lack of art or learning in our lives. Nothing we had was precious to us, everything moved through many hands. Everyone knew how to make body paints and the flimsy colourful barkcloth we used for festivals. Everyone knew how to make pots from clay and bake them. Everyone knew how to make shiny faience from sand on the surface of beads, everyone knew how to drill those beads and string them with pearls and shark teeth in patterns on thin leather cords. Everyone knew how to cook, for everyday and for the feasts. Anyone would teach an interested child anything they were doing and would not bother a child with it unless they were interested. And anyone who had exceptional skill in any of these crafts, or at fishing, hunting, or farming, won the respect of the community. One of my grandparent’s sibs was known as “the great swimmer” because they had swum the whole coast from Pearl Point to Deader’s Stretch between a sunrise and a sunset.

As with wealth and poverty, I never know whether to call us kind or cruel. We were kind, certainly. Everyone loved and taught the children. If someone needed something, someone else would give it, unhesitatingly. I remember a parent who had insufficient milk for their babies. All three of the other parents that season took turns nursing those children, calling in at their home in sequence with their own babies in their arms, ready to take one of the hungry little ones and put them on the breast. But we were cruel to those with disabilities and the helpless old. For those struck down by Night’s arrows, which Pell tells me are rather blood clots in the brain, or for those who became lame or blind, we had no pity. Or rather, we thought we were kind, to kill them swiftly, or to encourage them to swift suicide. Josiah, the other survivor from our old Elma’s group, was looked after lovingly by his daughter and grandson for years. Occasionally they’d even bring him to see me at Chaos Court. If I had children, they would have handed me a sharp knife, and we would all call it kindness. Our people were kind, welcoming, generous, up to a point, that as a child I could not perceive, where that changed abruptly to what I would now call cruelty.

And our gods, our gods are certainly cruel.

As I grew older, I came to understand the rhythm and cycle of our festivals, and they no longer bewildered me. We had many of them, for the events of the world: full moon, the dark of the moon, changing seasons, births, coming of age, and deaths. Then there were the greater festivals, the ones that required a sacrifice, for the events of Heaven: the marrying of the Sun, the birth of the World, the great Betrayal. We acted out these heavenly happenings, taking the parts of the gods, and often, not always, but often, one or more of the gods would come down and possess the actors playing their roles. Pell has spent half her life seeking God, the rational, kind, all-knowing, abstracted God of Platonic or Laodikan philosophy. Our gods are messy and irrational and very present in our lives. Our answer to the great question of theodicy is that there is evil because the gods prefer the world this way. It’s more interesting for them. We don’t get a vote, and they don’t care about us. They want there to be plagues and wars and evils, because they would find a happy, peaceful world less entertaining. Tisani gods are not nice. But they are right there. If you want to ask them questions, they’re easy to find, not like Pell’s withdrawn deity. They might or might not answer a question we asked them, they might or might not punish us for asking, but our gods are anything but elusive. I’ve had Sand and Wave possess me and have spoken to many other gods speaking through the mouths of my friends. I’m glad to think they wouldn’t accept me now. They only want the beautiful, the perfect, and their preference is always for the young. They’d turn away in horror from what I am now.

When we were nine, war came. It was the gods who brought it. Sky possessed one of the grandparents and shouted the news through their mouth. (They could not speak for days afterwards. Their throat was so sore they could hardly swallow.) It was another event that was bewildering to me. Everyone had war roles and knew what they were. The community organised themselves into an army. People made spears, which I had never seen before. I and my sibs and the other children born in our year were too young to go, so we watched the army march off, with bright banners made from the same fragile fibres as our festival clothes, wooden spears, and a hierarchy. The young people, those who were thirteen and those who were seventeen, formed two groups, eager and uncertain, but the older ones were all confident and appeared to know what they were doing. The army was led by Ingail, a middle-aged parent who was usually no one special, but now was the centre of everyone’s attention in a great red cloak. The talk was all of strategy and tactics. I watched them go, cheering, and then I waited with the other children and the few elders who had been left to look after us. The five-year-olds and babies settled down happily enough, but we nine-year-olds were wild and hard to control. I led the others in leaping off the cliff and diving into the deep water, which was usually forbidden to those not full grown. We dived down to the oyster beds and the sponge rocks, we took the boats out and swung our legs overboard and waggled them to tempt sharks, who were fortunately too wise to engage with us. We went scrambling far through the forest, supposedly tending the gardens among the trees, but in fact swinging from vines and making noise and scaring off the animals for miles around. We tried to stalk a deer but were unsurprisingly unsuccessful.

Then, after two months, the army returned at the dark of the moon. It was half the size that had set out. My grandparent had been killed, along with many friends. There were songs about the battle and the heroism, and a great celebration, but as far as I could tell, we had gained nothing. Ingail took off their cloak and settled back down to their pottery and dancing. Nothing had changed, and everything had changed. I wanted to know what it was for, what the point of it was, and no one could tell me. “You’ll get to go next time,” they said, in consoling tones, and did not seem to understand that I wanted to know why it had happened at all. Why did our region go to fight the other region, killing each other with sharpened spears? That, I was told, was a matter for the gods. My parent, who was grieving their own parent, grew impatient with my constant questions. Not even my sibs understood.

Things slowly settled back down to normal. We had to work a little harder with so many fewer people, but we needed less food, and so we let some of the farther away gardens return to forest. I worked at pearl diving, which I enjoyed, building up my endurance for breathing underwater. Three years later came the Marrying, and a year after that more babies were born from those chosen to be parents, so the cycle of life began again. We were old enough to help with them, and I spent a lot of time in and out of the huts of the new parents and the little ones, learning how to care for babies. We did the birth ceremonies and dabbed the babies with blood and rainwater and gave them their baby names. Then a year after that came our initiation ceremonies, when the four of us sibs and the others born in our season gave up our own baby names and went into the forest alone and returned with our new chosen names. I chose Orain for my great-great-grandparent, who I remembered as gentle and thoughtful, qualities I wanted to encourage in myself.

Life went on. We prepared for festivals, we celebrated them, we went out fishing, we gardened, we brought in dyefruit to dry, and pearls to decorate ourselves and trade to the ships when they came. We brought up and dried sponges. We told stories, made pots out of clay and decorated them with sand glazes. The cycle of the year turned, the worldly festivals and the heavenly ones rotating with the sphere of the stars. Some Venetians came to the region, visiting our village but settling in another. They were missionaries, Christians, come to bring the good news of their god who died and rose again to save everyone. They spoke of him as Venetian, but the art they showed us, the first flat pictures I ever saw, depicted him as Tisani. The Venetians were strange, a curiosity, and I liked to visit them and talk to them. No one stopped me, I was of age and could do what I chose. Few of my friends joined me in visiting them after going once or twice. I enjoyed their thought-provoking ideas, and I loved their art. I did not understand their clothes and thought their habits were part of their skin and that they were more different from us than they truly are. They had learned our language, to translate the scriptures into it, but they also taught me some of theirs. I enjoyed learning it and thinking about the differences between ways of saying things. Some things were easier, others harder.

Then, when we were nineteen, at the Betrayal, came Kair’s death, possessed by Moon. After we recovered their drowned body, a long weary trudge back from Deader’s Stretch, we celebrated the rites of death, and Kair’s chosen name was given back. And then life continued to go on, but in our home, there were just the three of us young ones, and my parent, and my great-grandparent, who was getting old and a little forgetful.

Pell’s gods are kinder, as well as harder to reach. She thinks Kair swam too far out in a fit of drug-induced madness, but I know that Moon took them and dropped them and didn’t care about them, or about us. I’ve learned we need to be kind because the world is not, that we need to care because the gods do not, that it is very important that we help each other with the real and the immediate.

We all grieved for Kair, but our grief did not seem to draw us closer together but push us further apart. My family were all grieving and recovering from grief at different rates, and we grated on each other like sand in a cut. I found some consolation in visiting the Venetians at their mission. I liked the idea of a god who died for us instead of killing us. I know now how shallow a form of Christianity they were offering, and how patronising of them it was to come and offer it to us, but I knew no better then, and I was angry with our own gods. I considered joining them, as a few Tisani had already done. A handful of the converts were living there with the missionaries in the forest. I took them frequent gifts of fish. I also spent time alone diving for pearls, or just swimming far out away from everyone. My parent and sibs let me go apart, my great-grandparent tried to weave me back into the family, but I resisted, and they could not persist, in their forgetful state. I was angry with the world, with the way things worked, and could not let that go.

In the spring after Kair’s death, a new call to war came. I didn’t want to go, but there didn’t seem to be any choice. Everyone was making spears and getting ready to go. There was a great spirit of excitement, which I could not join. Ingail made a new red cloak and strutted about in it. My sibs and agemates, and those one rotation younger, were uncertain, and formed into two groups. Everyone older seemed happy and confident and sure what to do, sure of their war roles. I made a spear and hardened it in the fire, like everyone else. I saw the envious looks from the children and adolescents too young to go, as I had been last time. I visited the Venetians at the mission, and they told me fighting was wrong. They said I could not stay with them, because my family would be sure to look for me there. But if I truly wanted to join them, they’d give me a habit and escort me to Thenish, the Lindassi city on the north coast, where the Christians had built an abbey. Their other converts were going there, the ones who had been living at the mission, to be safe from war and fighting. I thought long and hard about it. I did not want to fight, and some of the Venetians and converts were my friends, but I was not sure I was ready to accept a new god. It felt wrong, immoral, to do so for expediency’s sake. So I went home, and learned the war songs and sharpened my spear with the others.

The night before we were due to set off there was a great celebration. I told my sibs I was afraid, that I didn’t want to go, and they laughed, saying they were scared too, but not to worry, it would be glorious. We sang war songs, and people played the new rhythms on freshly made drums. As we were lighting the bonfire, a ship came into the bay and anchored. It was a lurching Laodikan ship, full-laden and graceless. Everyone rushed to greet her with cries of delight, hoping to buy metal spearpoints and seeing the timing as a good omen. Sailors came ashore in boats heavy with goods. The captain sold three spearpoints, and told us that was all they had, which we accepted. We were lucky it wasn’t a Lindassi ship, who would have thought nothing wrong with selling us any weapons we could pay for. The sailors joined in our celebration. Laodikans looked bizarre to me then, with their beaks and their great feathered crests casting great shadows as they danced in the flickering firelight.

I watched from the shadows, and then quietly sought out the captain. “I would like to take passage with you,” I said, in clumsy Venetian.

He was a Laodikan, a person of day as I now understand, wearing bright blues and yellows and speaking loudly. Fortunately, he understood me and replied in the same tongue. “To where?” he asked.

“Where are you going?”

“The Serenissima, then Sollem Port in the Tercel Archipelago on Laodike.”

“There. The Serenissima,” I said. The place names on Laodike meant nothing to me, but even on our beach in Masauri we had heard of the Serenissima, the world between worlds.

“You have pearls, red dye?”

I nodded, then I saw that he did not understand me. “Yes,” I said. I went off to fetch some. We kept stockpiles to trade with the ships when they came. They were depleted by the spearpoints and needles we had just bought, but I took a handful of pearls and a leafscoop of red dye and took it back to him.

“Is this yours or did you steal it?” he asked.

I did not understand the question. I had no idea what stealing was. “It is ours,” I said.

“Yes but … oh well. Did you dive for the pearls yourself?”

“Many of them, yes,” I said, truthfully.

I think if he had understood that I was evading armed service (as the monks of the mission certainly did understand), he would not have taken me up. But although I was tall and strong, to other species all Tisani tend to look feminine and delicate, so such a thing would not have crossed his mind.

I told no one I was going and took nothing with me. I wore my flimsy festival cloak and my celebration necklace of pearls and beads and shark teeth. I sailed with them when the tide turned, and so I came to the Serenissima in my twentieth year, which was some considerable time ago, and very strange I found it.



2.

I’ve been doge for decades now. Time in the Serenissima is notoriously slippery and hard to count, but everyone agrees it has been decades. It’s been hard work, but it’s work where my experience helping to run an impromptu Laodikan-style homestead and refuge stood me in good stead. Surprisingly my blindness has been an asset. There were blind doges of Venice, most notably Enrico Dandolo, who led a force that invaded Constantinople. He wasn’t a good person—indeed his invasion was treachery on many levels—but he was a useful precedent for me. A blind doge was an archetype people understood and could relate to. Having a disability made people more prepared to trust me. My lack of vision and partial paralysis made my neutrality visible in ways that were helpful. My job is mainly chairing committees and sometimes making decisions after hearing all sides of a question. I do my best to guide things towards consensus. Sometimes my job is to slow things down until everyone can be heard. The Serenissima is full of factions, but these days many of them rely on me being there sufficiently that even the powerful ones will accept decisions they don’t like from time to time, though not always with good grace. I try to speak for the people who don’t get a seat at the table, and to bring them to the table as much as I can. I was already good at reading personality from a voice before I took up the position. I have a great many people helping me, without whom I could do nothing.

It was Goss, my Andoman secretary, who wanted to compile a history of how I came to be doge, and Jarndyce who gave us the name Festschrift, from something Venetians do sometimes when gathering work to honour someone. When it was proposed, I was not expecting to add my own voice. I had never really understood how it happened, and certainly not how fast it happened. Only the day before I married the sea, Tiry had his dream, and spoke of it to Khadsha. It was Khadsha telling us about Tiry’s dream and her prediction, followed by Taddeo’s repetition and the way belief shapes reality in the Serenissima that made me doge. And no doubt the beginnings go further back, so that it was something Tiry picked up from others who were already acting to invest a doge, and his dream only seems to us like the first step because we can see it.

It was not until I heard the different accounts of those days read out, and marvelled at how well people could find the voices of their younger selves and remember the details of a time long ago, that I started to wonder whether I could do the same. I admired their emotional honesty too. And while I had no intention at first of putting together a document written by one person from each species, that’s what I had accumulated. We asked many more people to contribute who could not do it for one reason or another, so in the end I had read to me seven contributions, one each from a Bauta, a Zanguo, a Laodikan, a Gatto, an Andoman, a Lindassi, and a Venetian. Could I add a Tisani voice to that blend? (A Vannandi voice was too much to hope for. We have seen no Vannandi in the Serenissima since I became doge, and I wonder sometimes whether they are wholly mythical, born of the idea of the mystic number nine.) I thought perhaps I could.

We were living under the theatre, in a space inhabited by between ten and forty people at any given time. We called it Chaos Court, a name that was and was not a joke. Pell often brought home strays she had found at God’s Hotel, many of them with Ferlenghetti’s Blight. There was a stigma to blight, which there was not to Elma’s, because blight was passed by sexual contact, or through blood, which are things for many people entwined with morality. All the same, I had felt ashamed when I discovered I had Elma’s, as if I had somehow not been careful enough. It was passed by simple breath, and we have no way to stop breathing, but still I felt guilty when it struck me. When the Elma’s epidemic was at its worst people wore masks over their noses and mouths and went out as little as they could. The streets were the emptiest I have ever known them.

I had been here for a long time by then. I had learned what money was and what the Serenissima considered wealth and poverty. I was working as a jeweller and had half a little shop beside the temple of Alethea. The other half was a bookstore and printshop, run by my friend Ippolita Silvietti. She’d published my little book on different species’ art, which people still sometimes mention when they meet me. I’d begun my time in the Serenissima selling the pearls from around my neck to pay for food and accommodation. I’d then brought up more pearls from the out-islands. No one had told me there were supposed to be no oyster pearls in the Serenissima, and since I believed pearls must be as ubiquitous here as they are at home, my firm belief changed the reality of what was out there on the rocks. I took the ferry to Spiaggianera and walked across it; on the side that faces the ocean I found (created?) what seemed to me the right kind of rocks and dived and found down there oyster beds and pearls. The water was much colder than it was at home, and brackish rather than truly salt. It was also much darker. But I went out there and dived every week or so for my first few years in the Serenissima. From bringing up pearls I had moved naturally to drilling them and setting them, and so to other forms of jewellery. I’d met Ippolita when taking a literacy class that she was teaching, having discovered that reading and writing were essential to running a business here. She helped me a lot, and then we set up a business together when we realised we could both afford to be independent if we pooled our resources. She wanted to get away from her mother’s matchmaking and set up a press, and so we signed the lease on our little shop. We lived in a flat above it and ate prepared food from the markets. I was happy there, before the days of plague.

The gods gave Taddeo a cure for Ferlenghetti’s Blight, in the form of the branch God’s Hotel later propagated. The cure went out into the worlds. With Elma’s, the doctor-magi found a cure themselves, freezing the affected nerves which stopped the disease from spreading either inside the body or to other people. If anyone does catch it now, which is rare, a doctor-magus will freeze it at once. It’s no more than an irritation. The first sign of it is a coldness in the palms, and everyone in the Serenissima knows what to do if they feel that. God’s Hotel hardly sees any cases anymore, and it’s curable even in the out-worlds. The worst anyone suffers from Elma’s now is a little numb spot in the centre of the palm.

But there was no cure when I caught it, and it was stalking the city. Ippolita caught it before me, and tried to isolate herself, but it was too late. I had it already. It killed her. Pell had set up a group, as she later did for blight, at God’s Hotel, slowing the progress of the disease, holding out hope that there would be a cure. But by the time my own Elma’s was stopped, I was blind, and the nerves of my spine were ravaged. With practice I could somewhat use my arms, and twitch my legs a little but neither stand nor walk. Pell took me in, as she took in so many in need. Many people assumed we were lovers, because we were so close, but others understood that this was impossible.

I believe the Lindassi have a complex series of words for sexual attraction. For them it is normal to be sexually attracted to everyone, so having a sexual preference at all is considered a special category. They define sexuality by what attracts you, not by what you are. So for instance, Tirary is someone attracted to Venetians, and Ellary is someone attracted to females. Your own species or gender is irrelevant, just your preference, so a female Bauta and a male Lindassi who were both attracted to Venetians would both be Tirary. I asked Lord Camulo once if there was a word for someone who was attracted to no one, and he said that was rare among Lindassi, but when it did occur they called it Deshary. We Tisani are all, or almost all, Deshary; we engage in sexuality only when we intend to conceive children, who we bear always in sets of four, to minimise the disagreeable necessity, for we find it slightly distasteful. Love, on the other hand, we certainly do feel, not romantic but familial love for our families and friends. I loved Pell deeply, though the physical component of our relationship consisted of her helping me cope with my physical limitations, as any nurse might do.

When I first lost my ability to walk and then my sight, I had been living in the Serenissima for long enough that my Tisani cultural impulse to suicide was suppressed. It took me a while to consider it. When I did, I realised I was no longer capable of achieving it without help. The fury and frustration this brought me was intense. I was in God’s Hotel at the time. It was shortly after Ippolita died, and I missed her terribly. I thought of course that I myself had only a short time to live. There was a room with eight beds, all full of Elma’s patients. Pell came every morning and took us into the sixth hypostasis. There I could still see, see the glowing gold that suffused everything, see Pell, and the others in the group. Everyone was beautiful there, as my family had seemed to me as a child. Even Josiah, whose skin was wrinkled with age and pocked from exposure to an earlier plague, even Romilun, whose Bauta face was a blank grey slope, seemed beautiful to me there. The time I spent there gave me hope. That brief moment of vision every day fooled me into thinking that I might one day see again. I did not understand that it was the soul’s sight, not the body’s.

Even now I dream visually. And I have magi take me into the sixth hypostasis every day. It used to be just when I especially needed to see something, but when Ronan warned me that I might lose the ability to see in dreams, I started doing it regularly. I do not want to lose colour and the memory of what sight is, so I spend some time there every morning. There are some advantages to being doge. There are lots, in fact. I had the palace built with different textures on the walls, so I always know where I am as I roll about it in my wheeled chair, and with rails at the edges of all the ramps so I am always safe from falling. I have so many people to help, and while some of my work is frustrating, much more of it is interesting. I’ve always enjoyed understanding people and finding solutions for problems. I try not to feel sorry for myself. I’m lucky to be alive at all, and to know I want to live. I have a deep hunger for life. And I want to do the best job I can as doge, for everyone.

When Khadsha first proposed I become doge I was horrified. I had no desire to take up a prominent position of power, nor could I imagine how it might be accomplished. The whole thing seemed terrifying, and also nonsensical. It came on a land wind, as we say in Masauri, the direction you can’t see weather coming at you, like a storm from a clear sky.

But I should go back a little further. Pell was my friend, as I said, and she was in the Serenissima on a quest for her people, to try to speak to the gods and get answers on life’s big questions. I’d learned this from her slowly over time, she’d never announced it to me, because for her it was caught up with shame that she hadn’t succeeded in accomplishing it. She felt she was wasting her time on compassionate works instead of focusing on her mission. To me it was the opposite. The gods are cruel, or at best indifferent, we can do better than that. To compensate for the way they are and the way they have set up the world, it is necessary that we be as kind and compassionate as we can and help each other as much as possible. Pell was such a good person herself that even though she felt she should focus on the gods, she couldn’t help getting caught up in the projects of compassion.

That day she came home late and shaken. In her own writing, she told the story of meeting Nonno on the island, and about him being, in a twisted illegitimate way, an ancestor, but she didn’t tell about coming home and blurting it all out to me, jarred out of herself and seeking comfort. I’ve never really understood gender. Nobody does unless they grew up with it, and Laodikan gender is unusual even for gendered people. It refers to the time of their birth. Laodikans genuinely believe and act as if it’s an inarguable fact that people born in daylight are strong and protective and impulsive, and people born at night are shy and nurturing and artistic. So in Pell’s mind, Nonno was kind of her opposite; he was day to Pell’s night. Laodikans lay eggs, and I’ve never understood if both day and night people can do that or if it’s just one or the other, and in that case then which. Pell said when I asked that she’s never personally laid an egg but considers it a much better method of reproduction than that of Venetians, Bauta, and Lindassi, which endangers the life of both mother and child.

In any case, Nonno had violated the Laodikan gender line in an inexplicable way and been exiled for it. I listened to Pell telling me this urgently and noticed that she was shocked and very upset. Usually she was tolerant of any sexual abnormality. Ferlenghetti’s Blight was spread by sexual contact, and most often by sexual contact between different species. I’d never known her to reproach anyone for this. But for someone of day to pretend to be night, on Laodike, a century or more ago, left her troubled and restless. I soothed her as best I could, which wasn’t a very good best.

I was more interested in her descriptions of the little houses with flowers growing in plots outside them. They sounded quite different from the forest gardens I remembered from childhood, but also different from the rest of the Serenissima, so I listened eagerly and asked lots of questions. This conversation too seemed to help bring Pell back to her usual equilibrium. We were interrupted when our housemate Gopatke, whose turn it was to provide food that day, came and told us it was time for dinner. We tended to eat early in the evening in Chaos Court, because so many of us needed to be done in time for the performance. We could not cook under the stage, but we brought food in to share, that day cheesebread with caramelised onions, and grilled fish, enough for everyone. Gopatke, who was thoughtful and kind, had also brought me a bowl of ripe blackberries, which I especially loved. For meals, I moved to my trolley, which was the precursor to the wheeled chair I have now. I couldn’t sit on the trolley for a long time, it was too uncomfortable, but I used it to move between seats. I spent different times of day in different parts of the great divided room, sitting on different chairs, for a change, and even though it was a routine, it did help. Pell helped me onto the trolley and lifted me off it again and onto another chair when I reached the others. Talk was general then, and when we were done eating, Pell helped me over to my “throne” at the back of the room, where I generally sat in the evenings when there were performances. I took the remains of the blackberries with me and ate them while listening to The Labours of Ercole as filtered through the floor. From time to time, one of the inhabitants of Chaos Court came over to tell me about their day or ask my advice about something.

Pell’s voice came to me from the orchestra pit. I remembered the Laodikan ship I had taken when I left home, and how they all sang together in harmony at sunset and dawn, and how beautiful it was. It’s so strange to think of Pell being a sea captain now, though it does mean I get to have her visit sometimes, which I wouldn’t if she’d gone home to Lestrel and just stayed there being a magus.

I think Khadsha and Taddeo have described what happened when they came back and talked sufficiently, so I’ll move on.



3.

It seems to me that the next significant thing that happened was the following afternoon, when Khadsha and Nonno came to see me. Pell was late coming back from God’s Hotel. I knew she’d been concerned about Taddeo and was likely to be making inquiries, so I wasn’t worried. When there wasn’t a crisis demanding her attention, Pell generally came back to Chaos Court and read to me in the afternoons. She usually chose complex philosophical books of the kind she liked, and which she said were valuable research for furthering her studies, Plato, Ficino, Injunel, that kind of thing. They were not what I’d have chosen. I’d have chosen visual art, bodily adornment, and pearl fishing, but since none of those were presently open to me, I accepted Pell’s kindness and interested myself in her philosophy, as I did in the love affairs and labour problems of the others in Chaos Court, and as I do now in the economy and politics of the Serenissima and the worlds that trade with her.

I was sitting in the soft chair near the entrance, where I often sat in the afternoons. If there was a rehearsal but no performance, as was the case that day, it was fairly quiet, though I could hear someone giving a murderer’s high-pitched giggle over and over and the director wearily telling them to do it again with more nuance. I’d had a quiet morning, eaten lunch alone, and hadn’t been expecting any visitors. Khadsha sounded embarrassed when she greeted me.

“My name is Lasrim, Inbaid, Astar, Oser, Laodike, summer, noon, salt spray and northwest wind. But people generally call me Nonno,” Nonno said. His voice sounded different from Pell’s, though no less resonant, you could tell from his tones that he was very old. Laodikans live a long time, much longer than most people, so there was no telling how old he might be.

“Be welcome to Chaos Court, Khadsha, Nonno,” I said, trying to sound especially welcoming because they sounded awkward and unsure. I did not say I saw them, because I had learned that however abstracted it is in greeting, hearing it from me makes people uneasy. “Sit down, both of you, make yourselves comfortable. Shall I call someone to bring you something to eat or drink?”

“We appreciate the intention, and accept your hospitality, but we don’t actually need anything right now,” Khadsha said, diplomatically. “Is there any news?”

“Pell isn’t back, and I haven’t heard anything about Taddeo,” I said. “You’re welcome to wait here for her.”

“I was also hoping to see Pell,” Nonno said.

“You’re also welcome to wait for her. I expect she’ll come back fairly soon. Please sit down if there are enough chairs.”

“There are chairs,” Khadsha said. There was some rustling as they sat.

“This is a strange place,” Nonno said.

“We’re under the stage,” I explained. “It’s used for storing props and scenery, and also some of us live here. Letting us live here is part of the wages the theatre gives Pell for her singing.”

“Yes … it’s in many ways like a Laodikan homestead, with the drapes separating the areas, but with no natural light or air, which is very strange.”

I have never actually seen Chaos Court. I did not visit it until my Elma’s was cured and Pell offered it as a solution for the problem of where I was to go when I left God’s Hotel. I had nowhere else to go and no one to care for me. She offered it as if I would be doing her a favour by accepting. I was still often angry at my helplessness then. But I had decided in the ward when I thought I was going to die that I wanted to live. I had a hunger for life, even in the limited way I could experience it. As for Chaos Court, I knew it was a big space, and I knew what it was for, and I could tell where I was in it and how tightly the stage was screwed down by sound alone, but I had an extremely limited idea of what it looked like, based on sound and proprioception. I’d also never been to Laodike. I smiled, tightly.

“Ah, that’s what’s different, no light or moving air! I knew there was something, but couldn’t quite pin down what,” Khadsha agreed.

“It’s seems so strange that you’ve been to Pell’s homestead,” I said. “Have you been there too, Nonno?”

“Not to Lestrel, no. But I was fostered at Astar, which is the homestead of Pell’s birth, and my son is one of Pell’s ancestors, as perhaps she told you,” Nonno said. “When she left me yesterday, she hadn’t made up her mind how she felt about that. That’s why I—”

“There’s someone hesitating in the doorway, a Tisani,” Khadsha said. “Shall I see what they want?”

“A Tisani? How strange. Please do, Khadsha, that would be very kind,” I said. I didn’t know any other Tisani in the Serenissima and had no idea who it could be. But a lot of people lived in Chaos Court and had friends drop in, so I wasn’t alarmed yet, just curious.

“It must be so horrible coping without sight or movement,” Nonno said sympathetically when Khadsha had gone, her shoes clacking on the wooden floor. “I’m so sorry you’ve drawn such a burden.”

“Yes, it’s awful,” I agreed. “But I am lucky to be alive, truly, and lucky to be here where I am cared for, and to have friends and interests. It is not the life I would have chosen, but it is still so much better than no life.”

“Ah, I feel the same. There is so much that is so wonderful, even after losing so much. When I was exiled, and when I left Laodike, I could not have imagined how happy my life would be, even though, as you say, it is not what I would have chosen. My family—”

“Orain?” Khadsha said, clacking back, followed by another set of footsteps, quieter and more tentative. “Allow me to present Retai Denish.”

“Honoured Retai,” I said, bowing my head while raising my hands, Laodikan fashion, a Tisani embrace being out of the question for many reasons. “Greetings. What brings you here?” I was pleased that my voice did not betray my consternation. House Thenish was the richest and most important of the few Tisani families who lived in the Serenissima. I had never met any of them, but of course I knew their names.

“I see you, Orain Masauri,” Retai said. From their voice it seemed they were past their first youth but not yet an elder, a generation of a parent (as I was then) or a grandparent (as I am now). They were wearing a perfume that smelled like lilacs but heavier. It reminded me of the forest gardens of home, and of making perfumes, and the way there were a couple of weeks in spring where the smell of lilac was so thick you could get drunk on it. Gatti often wear perfume, and so do Venetians sometimes, but I’d never thought about missing the way Tisani drench ourselves in it until now. “It seems you are about to become our doge, so I thought I should make your acquaintance.”

“Nonsense. Who told you that? Have you been spreading this, Khadsha?” I was horrified. Khadsha had given us the prophecy the night before, and Pell and I had discussed it a little before going to bed, mostly to repeat to each other that we could imagine no path from here to there. Before that I had never thought of it, no matter how long other people may have been planning for it. (Or had it truly all been spontaneously generated? It seems it may have been. Tiry’s dream is the earliest mention of it we have been able to find.) The Serenissima had never had a doge, it was a thing Venice had. So this was the first I’d heard of it as a serious proposal, a thing that was about to happen. Even then I had no idea of the speed with which my fate was overtaking me.

“I have spoken of it to no one but you,” Khadsha said quickly, and I’d have guessed from her voice that she was telling the truth.

“It was not the prophet who told me, though meeting her here with you has cemented my belief that it must be true,” Retai said. “Everybody is talking about it. People hearing that there was to be a doge, and that the doge was to be Tisani, naturally came to our palace seeking you.” They hesitated, and I could hear a smile in their voice. “It was a little like the story of the Venetian opera Cinderella, do you know it? Though how could you not, living down here under the stage.” We could still hear the cackle being repeated above us, now sounding much more menacing. “Do you remember the part where the prince goes from door to door carrying a shoe and seeking the person whose foot it fits? They came thinking they would find you in a palace, little guessing you were to be found under a theatre. They have been gathering people as they go, and they will no doubt be here soon. I came to warn you, and to meet you.”

“I don’t want to be doge,” I protested.

“That may be the best qualification,” said Khadsha.

Just then I heard running steps approaching, and then someone came to a halt so fast that one of their feet squeaked on the floor.

“Joy to you, Pell,” Khadsha said.

“Greetings, Pell,” I said, wondering what could have made her run so fast. “This is Honoured Retai Thenish.”

“I see you, autumn, the hour before dawn, great storm from the south,” Nonno said.

“I see you, Orain, Khadsha, Honoured Retai.” Pell gulped, and then went on, “I see you, summer, noon, salt spray and northwest wind.”

I didn’t have the faintest idea what it meant that the two Laodikans greeted each other with just their aspects. Khadsha, however, gasped. “Thank you,” Nonno said, weakly.

“It means they recognise each other as family,” Khadsha said quietly to me. I realised at once what a huge deal that was, considering the circumstances of Nonno’s exile and the taboos he had broken in pretending to be night when he was day, long ago. Pell, in recognising him as kin, rescinded his long exile and forgave his ancient deception.

“Sit down, Pell. You’re out of breath. And you sit down too, Honoured Retai. Are there enough chairs? Khadsha, perhaps you could find some more?”

“There are enough chairs,” Khadsha said reassuringly.

I heard people rearranging themselves, then Pell spoke, and from her voice I knew she was still standing. “Nothing is wrong, Orain, in fact everything is wonderful. Taddeo brought this stick back from a magic island. He was given it by the gods. It cures blight.”

“I believe it may be the lichen on the bark that is the cure,” Khadsha said. “I recognise the colour from the vision. But slow down. Did you say Taddeo met the gods? On his own? Last night?”

“Yes,” Pell said. “And a person with blight, one of the birri, has blight already receding from just touching it. We have to find out how to propagate it so we can make enough for everyone.” Her tone now was clearly full of delight.

“Taddeo met the gods?” Khadsha repeated. “Is that what was happening when he called for help? What gods did he meet?”

“Three strange gods on an island in the lagoon. I don’t know if the island is still there, it had a cliff, he said. We’ll have to go and see. The gods answered his questions, and gave him quests, and gave him this stick to cure the blight. There was a birri writing it all down as he told us, and I brought you a copy, so you’ll have a full account. And anyway, you’re sure to see Taddeo soon. He’s all right. He’ll be out tomorrow. You won’t have to go to the Pozzi; I know that would be difficult for you.”

“A birri?” Khadsha asked, bemused. “The Pozzi? What?”

“Yes, Taddeo’s in the Pozzi infirmary. He hit his head but he’s all right. I’ve just come from there, and now I’m taking this branch to God’s Hotel so Ronan and Helike and the apothecaries can start cultivating it and making cures from it and curing people. I didn’t want to wait even a moment longer than I had to.”

“This will be extremely good news for many of the people of the Serenissima,” said Retai. “But the immediate issue is Orain becoming doge.”

“No, the immediate issue is what the gods told Taddeo, and why they chose him to tell it to,” Khadsha said. She sounded angry.

“Did your apprentice steal your quest?” Nonno asked gently.

“He—” Khadsha began, then stopped and laughed loudly. “Yes, he did, in fact, but the important thing is not that, but what happened. Tell me exactly what he said, Pell.”

“I can’t wait, I need to get this branch to God’s Hotel,” Pell said. “You can read it for yourself.”

“People talk to gods every day, but in a few minutes a crowd is going to come bursting in here to make Orain doge,” Retai said. “You have to decide what you’re doing.”

“People do not talk to gods every day!” Khadsha said.

“They do where we come from,” I said. “I told you so last night, Khadsha. Honoured Retai, I don’t want to be doge.”

“It seems the powers of the Serenissima want you to be,” Khadsha said. “I don’t know that you can refuse. I saw you.”

“I can refuse. It’s a thankless job. The gods are cruel, the rich families don’t care about anyone else, everyone has secrets, and I don’t have a powerbase. I’d become a pawn. Isn’t that why you’re here, Honoured Retai? To use me, to get an in with me because we’re both Tisani, even though I’ve been here for years, and you’ve never spoken to me or thought about me before?”

“Yes,” Retai said, and sighed. “You’re not wrong about any of that. I did come looking for advantage for Thenish, but also to see whether you’ll make a good doge for the Serenissima.”

“I have to go,” Pell said. “We can talk about this doge stuff later, there’ll be plenty of time.”

“There will not,” Retai said.

“But what did the gods say?” Khadsha asked.

“Read it,” Pell called, already halfway up the ramp out. And that’s Pell for you. Taddeo had fulfilled their quest and talked to the gods, and that’s absolutely all Khadsha cared about. But though Pell talked as if the quest was the most important thing, what she really wanted was to get the cure to as many people as possible as fast as possible. To help them. And that’s why she was running up the ramp with the cure in her hand while Khadsha was reading the paper the birri had written.

“Is that all?” she asked, after a moment.

“The gods are cruel, as I said,” I repeated.

“It’s because the gods can be cruel that we need to be kind,” Nonno said.

“Yes,” Khadsha said. “I don’t think the gods are actually all cruel. I think they’re a whole lot of complicated things and we don’t understand them very well, and sometimes they seem cruel or uncaring because we can’t understand all of what’s happening from the little bit we can see. We need to try to understand. This might help with that.” She tapped the paper, it rustled. “I need to really think about it. But insofar as they are cruel, or indifferent, then we can be better than them. We can help each other.”

“Yes, definitely,” I said.

“You’ll be able to help a lot of people by becoming doge, Orain,” Khadsha said.

“I’m going to report to Thenish that I do think you’ll make a good doge,” Retai said. “We do need a doge, and a Tisani doge, even if you don’t favour our house, will be best. There are few of us in the Serenissima, and we’re never going to be very powerful, because of what it’s like at home. We don’t even have our own ships. But because of Tisani growing up not even understanding what wealth is, you won’t be greedy. You can keep the balance here not despite your lack of a powerbase but because you don’t have one. You can be fair. Tisani are in the middle, and that makes us special.”

“But I had Elma’s and it left me like this,” I protested.

“Maybe that proves the gods have a sense of humour,” Nonno said.

“Our people want everybody to be perfect, and nobody is. Well, either that or everybody is, including people like you. A lot of the problems in the world come from people wanting unachievable uncontaminated perfection,” Retai said.

“That’s true,” Nonno agreed. “People won’t accept compromises because they’re messy and not ideal, but they’re still better than doing nothing.”

“My people too,” Khadsha agreed.

“Now I’ve met you, I don’t think your disabilities will stop you doing the job,” said Retai. “Maybe they’ll make you better at it because you’ll understand the people who aren’t perfect, and whose lives aren’t easy. And you won’t be alone. There’ll be lots of people willing to help.”

“For what they can get out of it,” I said.

“Not only that, and not everyone,” Khadsha said.

And at that moment, the crowd burst in, some of them friends, most of them strangers, and all of them moving rapidly and talking at once.

There are a lot of things in the storage space under a theatre, including robes and doge hats for use in plays. Much faster than I would have imagined, and just like being dressed as a child by all the adults, with a lot of consultation going on that left me out, I was thrust into a sedan chair and carried out of the theatre. Since I lost my sight, I had not often been out of doors. Sedan chairs are expensive, and I had no money of my own. I felt the air moving over my face, and a little dampness as we passed through a wing of mist. People were shouting and calling, and there was a band playing a cheerful tune on trumpets and drums. Khadsha was there, saying something sardonic, and Gopatke was trying to reassure me. I still didn’t understand how long people must have been planning this without telling me. I hadn’t heard a word about it until Khadsha dropped her thunderclap the night before. Retai was close by, I could smell their perfume. I didn’t want to be under an obligation to House Thenish, and I knew I’d have to make sure to distance myself from them, but for now I was glad to know there was someone who wasn’t a complete stranger close by. I’d never been friends with any Tisani since I left home, and though Retai and I were very different people, and disagreed about many things, we did share some specific attitudes and knowledge that I shared with no one else I knew in the Serenissima, not even Pell.

The sedan chair jounced as we crossed bridges and the carriers took it up and down. At last we were in a great open space and I heard a clock chime—we had to be in Campo Colorato. I couldn’t see the coloured marble or the mosaics, but I could tell by the way the clock echoed. From there we went to the wharf, and I was jostled and carried onto a big boat. The boat smelled of fresh paint. “Are you there?” I asked.

Retai and Gopatke and Nonno assured me that they were there. The band was playing close up, drums and trumpets. There was cheering. I could hear the oars of many boats hitting the water; it seemed like a whole flotilla. “Where are we going?” I asked.

“They’re taking you out to marry the sea,” Khadsha said. She was quite close to me, though she hadn’t answered before. “What does that mean, marrying the sea?”

“Something quite different for me than it would for a Venetian,” I said.

“This isn’t our ceremony of Marriage,” Retai said, clearly horrified.

“No, definitely not,” I said. “I don’t want children.”

“There have never been any Tisani born in the Serenissima, or on any of the other worlds,” they said.

“But as for marrying the sea, I was a pearl diver,” I said. “I grew up by the ocean, I swam as soon as I could walk. One sib drowned, but I kept on diving for pearls and swimming with the dolphins. When I came here, I swam out by Spiaggianera, and found pearls.”

“I didn’t know there were pearls in the Serenissima,” Gopatke said, surprised.

“I didn’t know there weren’t supposed to be, and so I found them,” I said. “But this will be a true marriage, a marriage for love.”

A Venetian spoke then, male, gruff voiced, a little patronising. “Excuse me, we’re nearly in the centre of the lagoon. What you’re supposed to do is come to the rail and drop a ring into the water and say I wed you, Sea, as a sign of true and everlasting domination. I have a ring here you can use.”

“I have a ring of my own,” I said, lifting my hand to show him I had a gold ring on my thumb. I had made it myself years before. It had two big pearls, one white and one black, both ones I had found myself in the waters off the Serenissima.

“And you’ll say the words?” he urged.

That was the moment I became doge. Not when they put the ridiculous hat on me, which was a theatrical prop anyway. Not the moment a little later when I married the sea. Not the first time I was carried into a meeting to arbitrate, which happened the next day. That moment, on the boat, when I spoke back coolly to one of the Venetian lords of the Serenissima and drew a firm line. “Since I am doge, you have to know I’ll do what I think right and I won’t be anyone’s puppet,” I said. I had no intention of using those words. “Who are you?”

“I’m Antonio Silvietti,” he said.

“Good. Thank you. Your niece Ippolita was my friend. Please bring my chair forward to the rail.” The bearers shuffled forward with the chair. I put my hand forward and found the rail. It would be better if I could stand, but since I couldn’t, I could sit here. If I threw the ring outwards, it would fall in the water. “Are there little boats close around, or can the ring fall freely here?” I asked.

“The boats are in a circle around us; there’s room for you to drop the ring straight ahead,” Khadsha said, firm, decisive. “The little boats are clustered, and they all have lanterns so I can see them clearly, and none of them are close.”

“Stand next to me, Khadsha.”

“I’m here. I’ll stand here on one side of you, with Lord Silvietti next to me. If Nonno and Honoured Retai stand on the other side with Lord Camulo, that will make a good show.”

“I want Gopatke,” I said.

“I’m here,” he said. “Just past Lord Camulo.” I’d never seen him, but Pell had described him: an older Gatto with a torn ear, who’d caught the blight by sucking a snakebite wound. He’d been living in Chaos Court with us ever since. He worked as a secretary, and later he would become my invaluable amanuensis.

“And I want an Andoman,” I went on.

“I’m here,” someone said shyly from close by.

“She’s one of the people carrying the sedan chair,” Nonno said, quietly. “A poodle head. The other carrier is a Bauta.”

“Then both of you carriers stand by Lord Silvietti, please, if you don’t mind. That’s everyone,” I said, and after a moment of hearing them shuffling about added, “Good.” I put both hands on the rail. “Take down the canopy,” I said, and I heard people behind me taking it down. I don’t know who they were, but they did what I told them to do. I could feel the wind on my face. The band stopped playing, and everyone fell silent, or the closest thing to it. I could still hear oars in the water and the sound of gulls, and the distant murmur of people in other boats and on the shore. I couldn’t feel Khadsha on my right, though I knew she was there. Nonno put his hand on my left shoulder, and that steadied me.

“I wed you, Sea,” I said, as loudly as I could. Nonno echoed it, in my voice, but as loud as a horn, resounding over the water. I hadn’t been expecting it, but it was perfect. It’s the kind of thing Laodikans do so well, the kind of thing Pell used to do in the theatre. I held up the ring in my hand, not knowing what the light was like, hoping people would be able to see it. After a moment I threw it, tossing it up and forward so that it would, I hoped, rise up above the boat I was in and land properly in the water. I heard a splash, so I knew that it had. I do it better these days, but I have had a lot more practice. “As a sign of love,” I said, and Nonno projected the words for me. I do love the sea. I always have. I paused and planned out, as the words echoed, exactly what I wanted to say. I had been to Venetian marriages, and Lindassi marriages, and Bauta marriages, I knew what promises people made. I hadn’t chosen this marriage, but no Tisani ever chooses their marriage. If the gods had chosen it for me, whether my own cruel gods, or the mysterious hooded gods Taddeo had met in the Serenissima, or Pell’s God, or Taddeo’s, then I would surprise them by what I did, by caring for the people no one cared about. “And as a sign of the true union of the Serenissima with the waters that run all through her and all around her.” Nonno repeated my words. I wondered what Lord Silvietti was thinking and didn’t care. “And as a sign of the love of the Serenissima for the worlds that the sea weds to her.” Nonno echoed again. “And as a sign of my love and respect for all the people of the Serenissima.”

It was a lot longer than the vow Lord Silvietti had suggested. Maybe Venice dominated the sea, or the seas of the Venetian world. Maybe it wanted to dominate the Serenissima. But it was me at the rail with the ring, me, and not a Venetian who had been called to do this work.

And as Nonno’s echo of my words died away, a great answering murmur rose from the waters, a chord like those Laodikans sing, but deeper than any mortal voice could make. There were no words in it, but the sound was unmistakably one of assent, and deep resounding joy.








CHAPTER9
VANNANDI



Aspect: Change * Time of Day: Dusk * Muse: Clio

Liberal Art: Arithmetic * Animal: Chameleon

Sphere: Primum Mobile * Social Class: Emperor

Virtue: Humility * Species: Vannandi

Description: A busy marketplace full of masked people. In the foreground, a pair of eyes painted on the prow of a gondola appear to be watching the crowd.

A ripple passes over the water, lap-laps against the quay where a row of gondolas is tied up, with a child diligently watching them lest they become insubstantial and dissolve into the mist. The ripple lifts the boats a little, they rise up for a moment then rock back into the seaweed and mussels that cover the bases of the mooring posts. The posts for the gondolas look like masts, or is that actually a ship? Mist drifts over the water. The nearest palazzo is painted pink and white, with a glimmering gold mosaic over the water gate, the next one is yellow, the next has pillars and may also be pink, but the mist blurs it, fuzzes out the colour, the shape, into distance. People are walking on the quay, past the watching child, shapes coming through the mist, but like the colours half the time you can’t see their heads well enough even to recognise what species they are until they’re close. Gulls fly overhead, cutting through the mist, pigeons strut on the cobblestones, sparrows dart in and out, the sleek heads of seals bob out in the water, or is that just a piece of dark wood? A boat is moving away from the quay into the mist, receding slowly. Is it moving? Can you still see it? Where are you? Is this Venice? The boat, which was red and white when it was close, has no colour now. Is it even a boat? And who are you? What are you? Where are you standing?

We do not have names. We do not, in fact, exist. But in the Serenissima, as you must have realised by now, existence is not a prerequisite. Existence is contingent, like colour, like certainty, it only occurs when you are close up. The people who do well in the Serenissima are those who are very sure who they are, what they want, why they are there, who can hold on to that and make others believe it. Or you may turn that around and say those do well who are fluid, who change and shift with the tides. They last longest here, the ones who do not hang on to themselves, who let gender, and species, and name, and age slide into the shapes the most serene city asks of them. They cause no ripples but are the ripple, as the water is the wave, and the wave is the water. A grey-and-white gull flies past; you take no notice. A tendril of mist coils out over the canal. You can see an island across the lagoon, there is a spire, and clustered around it some buildings, that’s all you can make out.

There are no Vannandi. If you sail into the ninth world you will find nothing but sea, and winds blowing endlessly across the water. A wave can go a long way in that world, meeting ice, or coral, but never an island, still less a continent. Life seeps into all the worlds through the fertile mother sea, so there are plankton, jellyfish, fish, even whales, singing their endless slow songs across all the worlds. But with no land, no Vannandi could shape themselves into a people with form and culture of their own. But that left the people of the worlds that flow together in the Serenissima free to imagine forms, faces, shapes, shifting shapes, shapeshifters. You do not notice the gull, the wind, the wave, the water that is everywhere. You can see the wake of the boat until it is lost, subsiding into other ripples endlessly crossing the endlessly moving water. There are currents and tides, lifting and falling a foot or so a day, not like the great tides some worlds know. The water of the Serenissima does not crash, but laps at blurred edges. The sky is white and grey, but the water is an old dark teal. Poets compete to name the colours of the waters of the Serenissima and can only say aqua. Oh yes, water is the colour of water.

Water, the mother of life, birthed us all, and feeds us all. And we, who were born out of a wish that we might exist, were still born from water, are water, move in those ripples and tendrils, for what is mist but water? We move in the twists of canals under bridges, in the shadow of the gondola, the wake of the ship, the little wave that laps up and runs back, the flotsam we carry off and the jetsam we cast up on the beaches. You could take a boat to one of the out-islands now, to Spiaggianera, where the pearls are, or Spiaggiabianca, where glass is made, to Evia where the waste of the city is composted down to grow vegetables to feed it, and where great flocks of gulls tear at the scraps and call to each other so constantly that the Bauta who live there stop hearing them. Those out-islands are all long and thin, shaped like barricades to shelter the lagoon, so ships for the Serenissima have to slip between them, knowing the channels or taking on a pilot. There is a special flag a ship can fly when it anchors out there to say they have need of a pilot, and a pilot goes out to them in a little rowing boat and goes aboard and brings them in neatly through the channels between the islands, like threading a needle.

If you were to go to any of the out-islands and walk across the thin width of the island, you’d come to beaches that face the ocean. There you’d see others like you, walking the water’s edge and combing through the scraps the ocean has brought them, tossed by the waves and washed up on the shore. That is the trade of the Vannandi, there, amber and ambergris, jetsam and jet, bottles with mysterious messages, a cup half buried in the sand, a seaweed-tangle with long strands like hair, a washed-up patterning.

When Venice married the sea, year after year at the feast of Ascension, it was as a man of those old days married a woman, intending true and everlasting domination. Neither women nor sea were ever quite so completely dominated as you might imagine. But when Orain married the sea with the vows they chose, oh, that was another matter, and a very great change. Ripples of that ran around all the worlds the great sea touches, rang like a bell across the shoreless world of the Vannandi. And we, who do and do not exist, accepted that ring, that love, that hope. We did not shape ourselves as we might into a gull, or a sea monster, or the shapes of longed-for gods bringing gifts and quests. We did not shape ourselves at all, we just cried out our acceptance of this new compact. It’s not perfect, never perfect, nothing is, but sometimes in these imperfect worlds and the city that joins them, we do take a welcome stride forward.

Ah, now the Serenissima stands on the edge of night. The light in the sky is fading. It is not a sun, only people’s cumulative belief born of long experience that it gets light in the daytime and dark at night. The gondolas begin to light their lanterns and put them on their prows, on land torches and lanterns start to be set up over doorways. There’s a red torch being lit over the gate of the abbey of the Sisters of Poverty, where the honest poor know they can get a good meal every day with no questions asked. The Sisters, enriched for now by Khadsha’s donation, will be able to feed more people; they understand that the poor are always with us. In the chapel, under the darkening windows the Andomen girls who were once Yix’s sisters are praying the dusk prayer in front of a candlelit altar, kneeling with the other Sisters of Poverty, all of them one entity.

But look, there’s a yellow lantern being hung proudly on the prow of a little boat that belongs to House Camulo, where Yix and her oldest brother are proudly rowing their father to their newly rented rooms, with the younger brothers cuddled up next to him under a new-old felt blanket. All their ears are pricked up with joy, even the old father whose arms once struck in anger but now are curled around his children once again.

At the grim old fortress of the Pozzi, two lanterns are lit, one over the water gate and one over the land gate. Birri, in their yellow sashes, are going out of both gates, preparing to patrol the night. Gomerith, free from duty today, has lit a lamp in his room and is looking at the skin of his chest in a good mirror of Lindassi glass. The grey stain that was the blight is gone, all but a shadow that looks like an old bruise. Plagues always leave some kind of mark. But he smiles to himself as he starts to dress again. On the bed there are letters from his sister and his wife. One day he will return home to Emrith, where he knows every tree. For now, he has friends, and a life he relishes. The upper cells of the Pozzi are empty. In the lower cells the prisoners are huddling together telling stories of the one who got away, and their own hopes of release.

At God’s Hotel, Sal is setting up for the night, lighting the lamps, checking on the patients. A Bauta and a Lindassi are struggling to give birth. An old Venetian is dying of the scars of an old plague. A stranger, newly arrived, is looking out of a high window into a strange city. The doctor-magi are overworked, and there is a dangerous operation that must be attempted. Helike comes down the spiral smiling, having just saved a life. What night is this? Time is hard to pin down in the Serenissima, but this is every night in God’s Hotel, where Ferlenghetti’s Blight can now be cured, as Elma’s Disease can, and the work is never done but ever worth doing.

Now, as the sky darkens, more lights come sprouting all along the quays, like mustard seeds sprouting into salad on a windowsill. All the boats are putting up lights, and looking outwards you can see that the water is full of boats, the lights glinting and reflecting where the boats themselves were hidden by the mist before. Darkness can bring clarity sometimes where light obscures. A galleon comes sailing in, picking her way neatly between the shoals. Over on Nonno’s Island, Tiry and Gina are in their garden drinking wine and grilling superfluous snapper over a brazier with coals glowing red. They are crying, both of them, because now there is a cure, Tiry knows Gina will leave him, and she is not quite heartless, to leave without a pang. But it is the truth she pursues, and she is heading back to Wikipedia, her one true love. And what is that on the prow of that galleon? Is she the Fortitude bringing Tiry’s first love back to the Serenissima at last? And what else is out there moving silently through the water? Can you glimpse a dragon-prow there against the dusk? Or is it just a crane being moved to some new construction?

Taddeo is mooring his boat at the honeysuckle pier of Nonno’s Island, bringing Pell to talk to Khadsha. Their quests have been fulfilled, and they will find a way forward together. The theatre is dark this evening, but one night soon they will play the history of Orain. The doge’s palace has not been built, but Orain is eating dinner tonight in a brightly lit palazzo that was shaped by wishes to be the origin of that someday palace. Steady Gopatke is with them, and clever Retai, and others who will be the props and stays of Orain’s long reign. Jarndyce is showing Gopatke a newly designed fountain pen, and they are all exclaiming over it delightedly.

As the very last of the light fades from the sky, Pell raises her voice to bid farewell to the light, as she so seldom has the chance to do. As she sings, Nonno’s old voice rises up to meet it and twine with it, and from the distance another thin harmony comes, the old Laodikan baker who lives with a Venetian partner on nearby Heron Island. She and Nonno often sing the night in together, and now the one voice of day and the two voices of night meet and twine. As the egg of night is laid, full of potential and the promise of the dark and unknown future, their song rises up through the air, to welcome whatever wonders it will bring.

There are no answers, never answers, only more questions.
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There’s something about Venice, the islands, the canals, the masks, the trading hub that stands between East and West, not a descendent of Rome but of Rome’s fall, a separate almost amphibian civilisation, untouchable in the lagoon, the republic of printers and heretics. Many people who have been drawn to write about Venice have written about Carnevale and disguise, but that didn’t appeal to me as much as the city’s nature of standing between. I’ve always been interested in practical life details, like where does the garbage go, where do the guards come from, how does a gondola work, and while I made up a lot of things for the Serenissima, a surprising number of them are real. I’ve read a lot about Venice at different times, the books that were most specifically useful for this were Jane Jacobs’s The Economy of Cities, Guido Ruggiero’s Binding Passions and Machiavelli in Love, Ada Palmer’s Inventing the Renaissance, and Thomas F. Madden’s Venice: A New History. Thanks for existing, Venice, improbable, beautiful, not like anywhere else, and still there despite everything.

The roots of this book go back a long way, so let’s go backwards down them.

First you, the reader, in my future: Thank you for buying or borrowing this book. I write this in 2025, in a world that is literally and metaphorically on fire, and what I’m giving you is this little fantasy novel that is all arches fading into mist, shifting points of view, and people doing their best from where they are. It’s what I’ve got. I hope that you read it in days that feel less dark, or if not, that reading it can maybe help you find a little space to breathe and go on working for a better future. In Inventing the Renaissance, Ada tells a story of Ercole Bentivoglio saying that Machiavelli should finish his history or people in the future will not understand “how we lost so much so fast,” and we find it hard to believe he meant it because he said this in the decade in which Michelangelo’s David and Leonardo’s Mona Lisa were made. Let’s hope for a future where our art is widely remembered and our politics are studied by specialists.

After this book was finished, Mark Cummings, Steven Desjardins, ari dorsey, Matthieu Glauchant, Magenta Griffith, Steven Halter, Kelly Jennings, Katie Jones, Rosemary Kirstein, Paul Lalonde, W.S. Meeks, Emmet O’Brien, Heather Payne, Eliana Scott-Thoennes, Mary Ellen Shaw, Alison Sinclair, and Hannah Trower read it and gave me useful reactions. Additionally I read it aloud for half an hour a day on the Scintillation Discord to the Regular Reading people: Marianne Aldrich, Cari Friesen-Buhr, Gretchen McCulloch, Grace Seybold, Sherwood Smith, and Shaz Taslimi, who all had useful thoughts and suggestions. My agent Cameron McClure, and my editors Patrick Nielsen Hayden and Mal Frazier at Tor, also gave me valuable feedback. Thanks everyone.

While I was writing it, it was read in chunks by Mary Lace, Patrick Nielsen Hayden, Thomas Noriega, and Alexis Shotwell. Ada Palmer, Hannah Trower, Lauren Schiller, and Emmet O’Brien were kind enough to put up with me at different times when I was writing it. Ada thought of the clever way I could squeeze nine hypostases out of Plato’s five, and also showed me the tarot deck that included social class.

The Venice webcams of Skylinewebcams.com were incredibly useful at giving me just the angle I wanted to be looking at Venice to see through to the Serenissima. Wikipedia is a godsend for a writer when you want to know the date of something or how something works, or as a starting point down any rabbit hole. Do you know what we used to do before the internet? I used to write down queries for things that were not in my reference books and once a week take a bus to the university library and spend all day looking things up. It made writing much slower. I appreciate Wikipedia isn’t perfect (nothing is, everything is) but it’s instant and there for me and always such a good place to start. I may have lived through the era of the solid internet search, but Wikipedia is still there.

Marguerite Yourcenar’s brilliant Denier du rêve (1934), translated as A Coin in Nine Hands (1959), provided me with a pattern for the structure of the book. I already wrote a short story using this pattern, “The Panda Coin,” which was published by Jonathan Strahan in Eclipse 4 and is in my collection Starlings.

The themes of this novel were directly inspired by the work of Alexis Shotwell, most especially in her book Against Purity. In addition, I began Everybody’s Perfect in March of 2024 when Alexis was visiting me in Florence and we both had asymptomatic Covid. Thanks, Alexis, this would have been different and much less good without you.

In August 2021, recently vaccinated, Thomas Noriega and I visited a near-empty Venice, and whenever we sat down to rest, he read aloud to me from Italo Calvino’s Invisible Cities. I was not yet at that time planning to write this book, but this delightful experience kept coming back to me as I was writing. Thank you for that trip, Thomas, it was worth the world.

Many people dealt well with the Covid pandemic; I was not one of them. I’d like to thank all my friends in the Scintillation Discord community, especially the Caterpillars of the Commonwealth (we read all Shakespeare’s plays aloud together every Saturday evening), and especially Gretchen McCulloch, Shaz Taslimi, Rene Walling, Alexis Shotwell, and Ada Palmer for keeping me as sane as I was. If this book is a meditation on plagues, well, it’s not all that surprising. We go on from where we are.

The first time I went to Venice was with Ada Palmer and Lauren Schiller in December 2013, and that is when I first saw the city dissolving and reforming itself out of the mists and began to get a feel for the city as we lost ourselves trying to find mask shops or took the bus-boats that made me realise that the canals are the streets.

I had the idea of this Venice-between-worlds Serenissima with the mask-aliens years ago before I had actually been to Venice, and used it for a role-playing game which I ran with Alexander Walton, Alexandra Whitebean, Evelyn Walling, and Rene Walling in 2008–2009. I also wrote a first chapter of a novel at that time which described the city. I had nowhere to go and nothing to do with it, so I let it lie fallow and wrote Among Others instead. But this means that by the time I did write Everybody’s Perfect, the Serenissima and its peoples and worlds had already accrued some layers of history of their own.

Long ago, before any of this, it must have been in 1983, I was sitting in the ruined Venetian (or Byzantine, or Genoese, or founded by Achilles and patched up by Venice, modern accounts differ) castle above Molyvos looking down over the sea and thinking that there is all this medieval stuff all over Greece and nobody cares about it or looks after it or does anything with that history except be embarrassed that it happened. You couldn’t even, then, before Wikipedia, find out anything at all about who built the castle, and there it sat, quietly crumbling in the sunset. What an oddly disjointed attitude to history we have, how we slice it up and put into separate boxes and seal it carefully away from all the other bits! The past is not another country, the past happened right here, and kept on happening, and segues into the present, Greek history did not stop with Alexander the Great but is still going on. Periods and centuries and borders are entirely artificial. And people in history did not know what was going to happen next, any more than we do. They did not know if they were in a back alley of historical interest, like that Genoese empire of the Aegean, or front and centre in the spotlight like Socrates. History isn’t over, we shape it ourselves, and then historians shape it for future consumption. This insight has been very useful to me as a writer. I had it when I was eighteen years old sitting on a (probably) thirteenth-century stone wall looking out at the clear dome of sky shading mauve and violet in the afterglow as the egg of night began to hatch.
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