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   Mordew

   ‘Fantastical, grotesque, relentlessly inventive… [It’s] amazing.’

   —The Guardian, best science fiction and fantasy books of 2020

   ‘Outstanding. … Magical… An utter delight. [Mordew] takes the framework of British fantasy and pushes at it. You finish desperate to read more.’

   —The I

   ‘Weird and wonderful, bleak and beautiful… an extraordinarily vivid piece of world-building.’

   —The Sunday Express

   ‘Pheby infuses [Mordew] with a crackling, animating magic. Charismatic, delicious… This is a serious book, for serious people.’

   —The Big Issue

   ‘This novel… oh my goodness, this novel. It is amazing.’

   —Interzone

   ‘The world of Alex Pheby’s fourth novel is dizzying… a beguiling splicing of Dickensian social satire and rackety steampunk fantasy. Written with combustible verve.’

   —The Spectator

   ‘An incredible opening to an exciting new epic fantasy trilogy.’

   —Locus Magazine

   ‘Impressively ambitious, vividly imagined… filled with delicious, unexpected twists.’

   —The Express

   ‘Shades of Gormenghast… and with a wild magic all of its own.’

   —The I, summer picks

   ‘Beautifully rendered… Immersive, tense, full of action.’

   —The Irish Times

   ‘Moldering… Magnificent… Reading [Mordew] becomes a need and a dread, a story you absolutely must finish to find out what terrible things will happen next, knowing that bad dreams will follow.’

   —Strange Horizons

   ‘An unforgettable literary experience.’

   —waterstones.com

  

 
  
   Malarkoi

   ‘Another brilliant slice of literary fantasy.’

   —The Observer

   ‘As unusual and ambitious an epic fantasy as its predecessor… Pheby is an undoubted original, turning the standard tropes of modern fantasy into something much weirder and more disturbing.’

   —The Guardian

   ‘An unmitigated pleasure to read… it’s become abundantly clear that Pheby is producing something unusual, something original, something extraordinary with this trilogy.’

   —Locus Magazine

   ‘I first came to Mordew knowing little about the book or the world or why Marlon James was calling it “the future of fantasy”. Now I’m leaving Malarkoi sated, with a full belly from the second installment of Pheby’s extraordinary creation. This is the best kind of fantasy fiction—the kind that invites the reader to flow with the narrative, and abandon rationale and reasoning in favour of the journey. Malarkoi is one brilliantly-polished facet of a singular gem—a recipe for wonder and unpredictability.’

   —tor.com

   ‘An unrestrained imaginative spectacle.’

   —New York Magazine

   ‘Pheby again brings Dickensian sensibilities to bear in the novel’s tone, complex plot, and expansive cast. … The middle instalment of a trilogy, this sets things up nicely for the grand finale.’

   —Publishers Weekly

   ‘It’s not just that it’s everything I wanted from a sequel; it’s that it somehow feels like more than I deserve. An absolute triumph.’

   —Infinite Speculation
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   For Tam, Grey and Chocky

  

 
  
   The events of the previous volumes, in summary

   Nathan fishes for flukes in the Living Mud with the Spark, an unpredictable and uncontrollable power he has inherited from his father.

   The Spark Itches if Nathan doesn’t Scratch it.

   One day he makes a limb-baby and sells it to a tanner.

   Nathan takes the money to his poor mother and dying father.

   The money is fake.

   His mother orders Nathan to go to the Master for work.

   The Fetch takes Nathan and some other boys up the Glass Road to the Master.

   One of the boys is Gam Halliday.

   Gam tries to recruit Nathan into his criminal gang.

   Nathan refuses.

   Gam goads Nathan into Scratching the Spark Itch by teasing him.

   The Fetch beats another boy to death for the disturbance Nathan and Gam make.

   The remaining boys are delivered to the Master.

   Gam is rejected at the gate and returns home.

   In the Underneath, Nathan saves a boy from falling to his death.

   The boy is revealed to be a girl – Prissy – and Nathan feels an immediate sympathy with her.

   The children are washed by a team of laundresses.

   Bellows, the Master’s factotum, examines the boys, discarding some, including Prissy, and takes the others to see the Master.

   The Master hires some of the boys for unspecified work, but declines to hire Nathan.

   The Master can sense Nathan’s power.

   He warns him against Sparking and sends him back to the slums.

   At home, Nathan’s father is dying of the lungworm.

   Nathan wants to Scratch the Spark Itch, but his father forbids it.

   Nathan promises to get medicine, but he has no money.

   In the slums, Nathan Scratches the Spark Itch, angrily, to kill a fluke.

   The fluke evolves into a rat, which bites Nathan’s hand. From then on, Scratching the Itch burns the wound and makes Nathan’s arm increasingly immaterial.

   Nathan goes into the Merchant City, hoping to steal money for medicine.

   He steals a wealthy old woman’s coin purse, but is caught by bystanders.

   Gam rescues him before he can be punished and takes him into the sewers.

   The two boys go to Gam’s hideout, the clubhouse, an abandoned subterranean gentlemen’s club.

   Prissy and Joes, the other members of Gam’s gang, are there.

   Nathan, having fallen for Prissy, joins the gang.

   The gang go back to the Merchant City on a job to steal money from a haberdasher.

   Nathan panics when Prissy seems to be in danger and almost kills the haberdasher with the Spark.

   With the money they have stolen, the gang go to see the gangmaster, Mr Padge, to buy medicine for Nathan’s father.

   Mr Padge gives Nathan the medicine, but refuses to take his money, establishing a debt on Nathan’s part.

   Nathan returns to the slums. His mother is entertaining a gentleman caller who has a fawn-coloured birthmark.

   Nathan gives his father the medicine, but it’s clear that it won’t be enough.

   Nathan agrees to get more.

   Unable to bear being at home, Nathan returns to the clubhouse.

   The pain of the rat bite gets worse, as does his Itch.

   At night the clubhouse is full of ghosts who seem to recognise Nathan.

   The next day, Gam takes Nathan to steal bacon from a warehouse.

   From there they go to the Temple of the Athanasians, a brothel where Prissy’s sister works.

   Prissy will be sold to the brothel unless she can compensate her sister for the lost income.

   Nathan agrees to a risky criminal job for Mr Padge in order to get the money for medicine and Prissy’s buyout.

   Gam, Prissy and Nathan go to burgle a palace by entering through the sewers.

   Nathan uses his Spark to open a safe and retrieve the document Mr Padge hired them to steal.

   On the way out, Gam pushes Prissy into a crowded room and indicates that Nathan should rescue her by using the Spark.

   In the room are various nobles, the chief of whom is the man with the fawn-coloured birthmark.

   Hiding his surprise and horror, the man allows the children to leave before Nathan can kill everyone with the Spark, and gives him a gold coin.

   Back at the clubhouse, Prissy questions Gam’s actions, but he won’t be drawn.

   The gang take the document to Mr Padge, who gives them another job – to steal a locket from a merchant’s house.

   Prissy uses her share of the money to pay off her indenture.

   Scoping out the next job, with time to kill, the children visit the zoo and give buns to the alifonjers, Prissy’s favourite animals.

   The gang decide to burgle the merchant’s house by going in from the roof.

   They bribe the Fetch to take them up the Glass Road, slipping out near the roof of the merchant house.

   Gam agrees to lower Joes, Nathan and Prissy down to the roof by rope.

   Nathan, then Prissy, successfully make the rooftop, but Joes, seemingly betrayed by Gam, falls, and dies.

   Nathan tries to resurrect Joes using the Spark, but it doesn’t work.

   The remaining children have no option but to complete the burglary, but inside they are interrupted by the magical dogs Sirius and Anaximander.

   Anaximander, who can talk, threatens the children with death, and Sirius eats the faces from Joes, whose body has become two bodies.

   Nathan and Prissy return to the roof and attempt to descend to ground level by rope.

   They are left dangling above a fatal drop: the rope is too short.

   Having received new instructions from the Master via Sirius’s magical organ, Anaximander rescues the children.

   The dogs accompany the children away from the merchant house, having secured the locket Padge hired them to steal.

   The party go to find Gam, hoping for answers regarding the death of Joes.

   They find Gam in a ginhouse, but he is unwilling to talk.

   The ginhouse patrons attempt to steal Anaximander – he disembowels one of them and they give up.

   The gin-wife objects to the mess Anaximander has made, and the dog agrees to provide a service for her.

   Nathan, Prissy and Sirius go to the slums.

   Nathan has no medicine for his father, who has become even more seriously ill.

   Nathan’s mother begs Nathan to use the Spark to purge the lungworms.

   Nathan agrees, revelling in his disobedience.

   The procedure starts promisingly, until Nathan’s father rises up and prevents it.

   Nathan’s mother urges Nathan to defy his father and cure him, but Nathan cannot break his father’s interdiction.

   He promises to get more medicine and runs to Mr Padge.

   Padge has kidnapped Gam and is holding him hostage until Nathan gives up the locket they stole from the merchant house. Padge also wants Nathan to sign the document they stole from the palace.

   Nathan isn’t interested, he only wants medicine.

   Padge takes Nathan to the house of a pharmacist, and the two extort medicine from him with menaces.

   Nathan hands over the locket and signs the document, which he cannot read, paying his debt to Padge, and releasing Gam.

   On release, Gam admits he let Joes fall and die on the orders of Mr Padge, who had threatened to have his assassins kill and mince Prissy.

   Sirius alerts Nathan to the fact that his father is in danger and the party run to the slums.

   There they find Bellows and a contingent of gill-men.

   When Nathan reaches his father, he is dead.

   Without his father’s influence restraining him, Nathan fills with the Spark.

   The gang are summoned by a signal back to the clubhouse, where they find the ghosts of Joes who warn Nathan against a trap.

   Nathan, feeling that Bellows has killed his father on the instructions of the Master, vows revenge regardless of any trap.

   Nathan begins to glow blue with Spark energy and his arm loses its materiality.

   The gang go to the Fetch and threaten him with murder if he doesn’t take them up the Glass Road to the Master. Reluctantly, he agrees.

   They are met at the door of the Master’s Manse by the Master and Bellows.

   The Master denies the murder of Nathan’s father and forces Mr Padge, Prissy and Gam to admit that they were part of a plot against Nathan instigated by the Mistress of Malarkoi, the enemy ruler of a neighbouring city.

   Unable to understand their treachery, Nathan turns his back on his companions and goes with the Master into his Manse.

   The Master has created a talisman – the Interdicting Finger – from the locket Mr Padge had them steal, combined with Nathan’s father’s severed index finger.

   He puts this around Nathan’s neck, which calms his Spark.

   The Master gives Nathan an ointment for his arm and leaves him in the care of Bellows.

   Bellows begins Nathan’s education.

   Nathan learns of Malarkoi, the enemy city, and its Mistress.

   He is given educational toys that teach him how to behave.

   Whenever he feels trapped, or angry, or violent, the locket around his neck dampens his spirits.

   He is fed, watered, clothed, and indoctrinated in the ways of the Master of Mordew.

   Nathan is given a magical book that teaches him how to read and write.

   In the background to this new life, he sees fleeting glimpses of a girl in a blue dress.

   He no longer feels the Itch to use the Spark.

   Magical artefacts manipulate Nathan into believing his friends betrayed him.

   When he learns that Prissy tricked him into loving her, he goes to the zoo and kills her precious alifonjers.

   The next day the Master comes to him with a magical dagger and shows him how to use it.

   Convinced the boy is under his control, he removes the locket that contains the Interdicting Finger.

   Nathan is given the magical book, and the dagger, and is sent to Malarkoi to destroy its Mistress.

   The book catalyses or inhibits his Spark, the dagger directs his violence.

   In Malarkoi, Nathan meets the Mistress.

   She is expecting him and seems resigned to her defeat at his hands.

   She fights him nonetheless, and steals parts of his body to make a magical knife of her own.

   She summons the gods of Malarkoi to defend her.

   On the verge of his defeat, the book catalyses Nathan’s Spark and burns everything but the Mistress away.

   Seeing she is defeated, she offers her life to Nathan, and asks him to give the knife to her daughter, Dashini.

   Nathan kills the Mistress and lets out an unrestrained burst of Spark energy that scours Malarkoi for miles around.

   Using the Spark in this profligate manner reduces Nathan’s material presence.

   Nathan returns to a hero’s welcome in Mordew, the Master heals him, but Nathan knows himself to have been manipulated.

   The Master sends him to see the girl in the blue dress. the imprisoned daughter of the Mistress of Malarkoi, Dashini, captured behind a sphere of magical glass.

   Dashini has spent her captivity unsuccessfully inventing magical methods of escape.

   She has made masks that allow her to possess some of the Master’s staff.

   She gives one to Nathan, and that night they possess the Manse’s Caretaker and Cook.

   Nathan takes her to the library, where the Master has stored some magical books.

   Dashini uses one to summon the ur-demon, Rekka.

   Rekka, determined to destroy its summoner, destroys the glass quarantine that has been imprisoning Dashini.

   Dashini, free, transports Rekka to the centre of the Earth, and she and Nathan try to leave the Manse.

   The Master has magical barriers that prevent them from leaving.

   Dashini takes them below to a chamber in which the corpse of God – the source of the Master’s power – is contained.

   Nathan takes God’s eye and uses the power to return to the slums.

   No longer constrained by the locket, and empowered by the eye of God, Nathan brings revolution to Mordew.

   He creates an army of flukes from the Living Mud, sets fires, drives the slum-dwellers into the Merchant City, and then destroys the Glass Road. Each act makes him less and less materially present in the world.

   He reunites with Gam, Prissy and Sirius, and finds his mother.

   She has joined forces with Anaximander, and takes them all to the man with the fawn-coloured birthmark.

   This man has access to a merchant vessel, and the party leave Mordew burning behind them.

   When the ship is at sea, Bellows boards with a group of gill-men, determined to bring Nathan back to the Master.

   Nathan is exhausted by his use of the Spark, and the eye of God, and is now defenceless.

   Mr Padge, who has stowed away on the ship, emerges with Prissy as a hostage.

   Nathan agrees to return with Bellows peacefully if Bellows rescues Prissy.

   Bellows takes a magical weapon and attempts to kill Padge, but Padge has magical protection.

   The weapon’s effect is turned on Bellows, devolving him back into a boy.

   While Padge is gloating over his victory, Gam stabs him in the back in revenge. This was Prissy’s plan all along, she providing the necessary distraction that allowed Gam to sneak up.

   Padge dies.

   Nathan goes to comfort Bellows, but the Master appears and takes Nathan away.

   Taking advantage of Nathan’s lack of material solidity, the Master crushes him.

   Once Nathan is compact enough, the Master empties the locket he’d previously kept Nathan’s father’s Interdicting Finger in, and replaces it with Nathan’s remains, creating an artefact he calls ‘the Tinderbox’.

   It had been the Master’s plan all along to make Nathan overexert himself, magically, so he could make this Spark weapon, which he intends to use against the Eighth Atheistic Crusade – the militant wing of the mysterious ‘Assembly’ – who are approaching Mordew, intent on destroying it.

   Sirius dives into the sea after Nathan, the Master returns to his Manse with the Tinderbox, and the ship bears the rest of Nathan’s companions away.

   Finding Nathan removed by the Master back to Mordew, Sirius follows.

   The Master pulls the city up into a mountain by magic, hoping to make the Assembly’s work more difficult when it arrives.

   The owners of the ship on which Nathan’s companions are present plot to throw them overboard.

   Clarissa, the Boy-Bellows, Anaximander and Adam Birch leave by lifeboat before the ship owners force them off, but Gam, Prissy and Dashini are thrown in the brig.

   Sirius reaches what is now Mount Mordew to find it occupied primarily by vicious flukes.

   In his Manse, the Master of Mordew, Tinderbox around his neck and safe for now, turns his attentions to the making of a new Bellows to replace the one he has lost.

   On the ship, Anatole, one of Padge’s assassins, kills the owners and crew and advances on the children. Before Mr Padge died, he had contracted his assassins to kill anyone who ever killed him, and Anatole is the first to arrive, having been facilitated in this by the Mother of Mordew, an avatar of the Mistress of Malarkoi.

   Prissy, Gam and Dashini narrowly avoid being murdered, imprison Anatole in the brig, and ground the ship on the shore near Malarkoi.

   Dashini leads the three children to the Golden Pyramid, where she hopes they will be safe with her mother.

   Clarissa’s party, at her direction, row in a different direction in the lifeboat, and come to a flooded plain. She is taking them to find a relic she believes can make her all-powerful.

   In Mordew, the Master makes use of a complex system of intermediate realms, each with a different progression of time, to enact the complex magic that creates a Bellows.

   Sirius follows his senses in the search for Nathan, which leads him across Mount Mordew. The former city is transformed, corrupted, and occupied by ghosts.

   Dashini leads Prissy and Gam to the Golden Pyramid of her mother, only to find that the Master has quarantined it in magical glass. They will not be able to use the front door and will have to find another way in. Other assassins are waiting for them, and Anatole has freed himself.

   Dashini and party are chased by assassins to the back door of the Pyramid, the entrance of which requires a sacrifice. Dashini kills Anatole with the Nathan Knife, allowing them to enter.

   Sirius follows a ghost down to Gam’s former clubhouse where he finds a room in which a corpse is standing on a table, wearing the face of God, surrounded by the clubhouse ghosts. These ghosts encourage Sirius to eat God’s face, which he does. He assumes divinity, becoming Goddog.

   Clarissa leads Bellows, Anaximander and Adam across the flooded landscape. Clarissa is taciturn, but the others occupy themselves with stories, plans and observations.

   Once inside the Pyramid by the back door, Dashini and party are obliged to traverse a series of Levels in order to reach the one in which her mother lives. Once this would have been easy, but the first Level has become corrupted and is now filled with an excess of cattle-headed people. The three have enormous difficulty reaching the Door out, which is broken. Prissy suffocates and the other two are stranded.

   The Master continues his work, which involves a great deal of translation between the intermediate realms, something that gives him headaches, and which he counters with medicines. In one of the realms there is a copy of the Master that he avoids interacting with.

   Dashini, Gam and Prissy are rescued from their fates when they are summoned into the second Level by person-headed snake occultists. The formerly peaceful Level is now engaged in a vicious civil war.

   The Master’s medicines, and the constant translating between realms, affect his thinking, making it hard to concentrate on the complicated spells and rituals needed to make a new Bellows. The process starts to go wrong.

   Sirius Goddog emerges from the clubhouse, bounding through the earth, and rampages across Mount Mordew, killing every fluke he sees, knocking down buildings, not quite able to contain his divine powers as he digests the face of God.

   Clarissa’s party makes good progress to where the relic is, but their journey is interrupted by the arrival of more of Padge’s assassins, who are contracted to kill Bellows since he had a part in their employer’s death. Sharli and Deaf Sam attempt to kill the four, but are no match for Clarissa’s power. They die.

   Dashini, Prissy and Gam traverse the second Pyramid Level, avoiding the civil war, and leave through the Door by sacrificing the occultists who summoned them there.

   In the Manse, the copy of the Master takes advantage of the other Master’s befuddlement to shoot him dead with a shotgun. He finishes the process of making the new Bellows, who is only just viable.

   Sirius Goddog’s rampaging is brought to an end when he is visited by a dog avatar of the Mistress of Malarkoi: the Great White Bitch. The two titanic dogs copulate, generate seven divine puppies, and the Bitch shows Sirius how to invade the Master’s intermediate realms.

   Goddog appears in the Master’s realm, and bites the new Bellows in half. This done, he chases the Master through the Manse.

   Having killed the assassins, but fearing more will be on the way, Clarissa and party rush on. They come to a lake, swim under it to a cave, and here they find the relic they’ve been seeking: it’s another Clarissa, frozen in ice. She is guarded by Thales, a magic talking dog like Anaximander.

   Dashini and company come to a Pyramid Level occupied by dragons. Once a magnificent place, it is now becoming a graveyard. Japalura, its god, is in a depressive fugue. Against Dashini’s will, she flies them to the Door and suicides in order to provide the magic to open it. The three leave.

   Goddog chases the Master through his Manse, who employs magic to defend himself. Sirius is proof against it, so the Master leaves for Mount Mordew, hoping to find enough room to use the Tinderbox against the divine dog.

   In the underwater cave, Clarissa attempts to desecrate her corpse relic. Thales is sworn to protect it, so he and Anaximander fight. Thales is out of condition due to his long confinement below ground, and Anaximander narrowly wins. This victory is soured by the understanding that the dogs have killed the only dogs like them in the world, and that Anaximander’s wounds are also likely fatal. Clarissa harvests fertilised eggs from the womb of the corpse, and makes for the surface, ignoring Anaximander’s plight.

   Dashini, Gam and Prissy come to the Level occupied by the White Stag and the Wolf Pack, and because there is no other way out, Gam allows himself to be sacrificed so Prissy and Dashini can escape.

   The Master, now on Mount Mordew, is interrupted by the Great White Bitch. He attempts to use the Tinderbox to kill her, but it’s knocked away down the side of the mountain. He chases after it, with Goddog chasing after him.

   Clarissa emerges on the grassland above the cave, which is near the lake. Here, the Druze, one of the last of Mr Padge’s surviving assassins, has been lying in wait. The Druze shoots Clarissa with a crossbow, wounding her in the face. She disappears. When Bellows and Anaximander struggle out to the surface, the Druze shoots them too.

   Dashini and Prissy emerge on the next Level to find that its god – Le Roi de l’Ombre – has infiltrated the other realms, turning them to darkness. There is only one way out, the last Door, and Dashini sacrifices herself so that Prissy can go through it.

   The Tinderbox is drawn down Mount Mordew to a breach in the side of the mountain that leads to the God chamber, where God’s corpse resides. The Master chases it, Goddog chases him, and the two fall into the chamber.

   Prissy arrives at the Level where the Mistress of Malarkoi lives. The Mistress apologises to Prissy for all the trouble she’s had getting there, but her reward is to become the Mistress of Malarkoi in her place. The old Mistress says she’ll make it up to Dashini, and summons a pyramid that will teach Prissy how to use her new powers.

   In the God chamber, Goddog and the Master tumble towards the corpse of God. The proximity of God’s corpse drains Goddog of his divinity, and Sirius vomits up what remains of the face of God. The Master brings the Tinderbox to bear on Sirius, and scours him out of existence.

   When the disgorged face of God meets the rest of the corpse, the corpse begins to move. The Master attempts to prevent the recombination of the face and body, and when he fails is appalled to see that the face is Clarissa’s. There is a crossbow bolt through her cheek.

   One of the children of Goddog and the Great White Bitch, Treachery, who has been following behind, takes the Nathan pellet that powers the Tinderbox and flees to Waterblack while the Master is distracted.

   In the immaterial realm, Nathan Treeves is suffering a painful existence. He ought not to be present there, but the will of God binds him in place. The Mistress of Malarkoi takes him from that realm and offers to return him to the material realm at the cost of the sacrifice of a thousand million infants. This Nathan agrees to immediately.

  

 
  
   Dramatis Personae

   Anatole The well-dressed assassin with a nice singing voice performs a more subsidiary role in this book, but he still dresses well, and he still sings nicely, and he still has a hand in several deaths, so there is no reason to exclude him from this dramatis personae. Indeed, we learn more about him in this book than we did in the last.

   Anaximander Can a dog become a ghost? The answer is yes, providing that dog has a magical provenance. Does his personality change after death? The answer is no, not very much. Does he speak differently, or act differently, or do anything much differently, excepting those things that a ghost must do differently than a living person? No, he does not. This is something that will please those who appreciate Anaximander as a character. For those who were glad he almost died at the end of the last book, and who had hoped to see the back of him, this will no doubt prove a disappointment, particularly since he has been given a lengthy interlude here, and a role in the main plot.

   Anaximenes Who can say who this is? Anyone with a passing knowledge of the early Greek philosophers will be able to take a guess, and that guess is likely to be correct.

   Arjal One of the ten-summer children selected for sacrifice at the same time as Sharli was selected.

   Bernadette The manager of the Temple of the Athanasians, and surrogate mother to the girls there.

   Your mother may have selflessly dedicated herself to your welfare, but that is not true of all mothers. Bernadette is the kind of mother who would ensure that you are clean, healthy and well-fed, that you have a strong work ethic, that you are not wilful or disobedient, that you do as you are told when you are told, that you perform the duties expected of you to the best of your abilities. If that sounds like a good mother to you, then you might ask yourself what a good mother really is, given the work her motherhood conditions these girls to acquiesce to.

   Berthe Another of the ten-summer children selected for sacrifice at the same time as Sharli was selected.

   Black Bill A worker at Beaumont’s, the bacon factory. His tale is a touching and poignant one, which is not something one often says of a man employed to murder pigs.

   Blob Sometimes people will mock you for the things you are, and sometimes they will mock you for the things you are not. Blob was mocked for the latter reason, though he never understood why it was that he was mocked at all. He did his work – which was cookery – just as well as anyone else at The Commodious Hour, so where was the necessity to insult him? Perhaps if his superior in the brigade – Boland – eventually moved on to other premises, Blob might find himself given a different name. ‘Boss’, it seemed to Blob, was a better name than ‘Blob’, and this is why, in the mornings, as he shaved over his basin with his sharpest knife, looking into a sliver of mirror held in his free hand, he said quietly to himself, ‘Morning, Boss,’ over and over, in different voices. In his mind he pictured his progress through the kitchens. ‘One day,’ he thought, when he was cleanshaven, ‘One day.’

   Boland To be the head chef of a restaurant has a certain cachet, but only to those who do not work there. The head chef of The Commodious Hour knew himself to be the head skivvy, the head market boy, the head kitchen porter, the head of all of the most difficult and time-sensitive jobs about the place. So what if people who knew nothing thought him better than he was? What did he care about those people? Wasn’t he still the one who had to run himself ragged to ensure the smooth progress of every service, whether it be lunch or dinner?

   When Mr Padge came to him, as he always did, and asked him to perform a task that Padge thought was very simple and reasonable, but which Boland knew would involve work he scarcely had the capacity to carry out, he mimed, the moment Padge left, a little performance. He put up his hands and waved them about: ‘Do these look like wands?’ he mouthed silently. Other times he would mime that a broomstick had been shoved up his arse, so that, while he did all the hard work he was already doing, he could sweep the floor while he was doing it. ‘Is that something you’d like, Mr Padge, for me to go around with a broomstick shoved up my arse?’ he’d think while he mimed.

   He always came to the conclusion that it was.

   Is it any wonder, with that degree of resentment against his employer, that Boland did what he did when he thought Mr Padge wasn’t looking?

   Clarissa Delacroix Is it a woman’s fault if a man she does not desire falls in love with her? Intuitively we feel that it is not, but what if she has gone to some trouble, no matter how small, to make that man fall in love with her? Perhaps she has said, or done, something to encourage that feeling in him. Perhaps she has represented herself in some way that she knows will make him tend to fall in love with her. Are these actions enough so that when the man falls in love with her we lay the blame for that at her feet? Or is it that men bear the responsibility for their own fallings in love? Surely, given how important a thing it is to love someone, the one who is doing the falling in love should take it upon themselves to ensure that it is only done to people that desire it to be done to them? Regardless of whether they have acted in this way or that?

   As a subject for after-dinner conversation, this matter is almost free of consequences, but nations have gone to war over less, so while it might sound trivial, that is not always the case.

   People fell in love with Clarissa Delacroix, a long time ago. She has been engaged in a war that has lasted millennia. Are these two facts completely separate? It seems to her that they are not.

   Clementina Roads People might say that to Hailey-Beth in Roads is to court a tedious existence, typified by a concentration on the material sciences disciplines, but there are few places in the world to which roads do not lead. At a road’s furthest extension from home there must be, almost by definition, unfamiliar things, interesting things, exciting things, and who is better placed to travel to the ends of roads, where such things will be found, than Hailey-Beths from Roads? Their expertise is in the constitution of roads, the maintenance of roads, and the laying of roads, and Clementina’s specialism was in this last area. So it was that she was taken with the Women’s Vanguard of the Eighth Atheistic Crusade to oversee the surveying of land suitable for a road that would carry its future caravan. This is how she came to Malarkoi, and since she was bracketed ‘Martial’ it is how she was allowed to survey the kite quarter in which Sharli lived, to follow the girl’s progress when she fled that place, and how she was there to help her when the girl needed it most.

   Regardless of your specialism, Hailey-Beth cycles can lead you to places where, if you let them, events take over.

   Dashini Death? What of it? What is to say that a weft-manipulator can’t have ten daughters, all the same? Can’t she have them one at a time, or all at once? What if she’s secreted an infinite number of Dashinis across all of her realms, so that if something bad happens to one, then she can get a replacement, simple as snapping her fingers? And if you have a prejudice against copies, and insist on the original, what makes you think that the Dashini from the previous books was the original Dashini? Perhaps the one in this book is the original, kept safe against accident precisely for the purpose of joining the action here? Originals, copies… what’s the difference? If there was a difference, would you be able to tell? Would you even notice?

   Dashini was the Mistress of Malarkoi’s daughter; who knows what she is now?

   Dorran One of the ten-summer children selected for sacrifice at the same time as Sharli was selected.

   Ganax One of the priesthood of the Dumnonii. Priests do not like to admit when they have been wrong, but neither do they like waste. Ganax’s dislike of waste superseded his feeling that he couldn’t say he’d made a mistake, and so it was that he was happy to turn ash into a ten-summer child. If you do not know what this means, you need only read on. Providing you are not one of those inadequate readers whose eyes skip across the page in search of ‘what happens next’ you will learn the meanings of the phrases above, and how they are used in context. If you are one of those skipping inadequates, there is little chance you are reading these words in any case, since they do not relate directly to the ‘plot’.

   Field Commander Gleed One of the founding members of the Assembly, and now present organically only in very small amounts in the mobile attack suit which bears her name and voice. How much of a person’s original body is required for that person to be considered present in a machine constructed around her remains? Which organs are considered necessary, and which are considered superfluous when defining the self? Does her consciousness continue across the periods for which her exoskeleton is powered down for repairs and maintenance?

   There are entire departments of Hailey-Beths of disparate disciplines devoted to the above questions, to none of which Gleed pays any attention. If someone tries to inform Gleed of the current state of ‘Gleed Studies’ Gleed becomes very annoyed. Assembly members are reminded that there is no safe word that disables Gleed’s weapons, and that Gleed has been granted violence exemptions from Ethics under the named and numbered provisions of the Eighth Atheistic Crusade.

   Gam Halliday Guilty over his murder of his friend Joes, and unable to put this fact to the back of his mind, Gam Halliday allowed himself to be killed by Dashini in order to solve the problem of their inability to leave the Realm of the White Stag and the Wolf Pack. Was this the last we would see of him? Of course not – that realm, whether or not the reader was paying attention – is a place where dead things tend back towards life at the will of its patron god. Gam, for all his many faults and flaws, is not so low as to exist outside the purview of a god, and so he too tends back towards life. Admittedly, this is so he can be killed again, but, as has already been pointed out, dead things in that realm tend back towards life. These are the two states he moves between until he is released from the cycle.

   Hansy An underdeveloped youth, whose thin arms and emaciated face are matched by his thin mind and emaciated thoughts. He hungers for one thing only – opium – which his employer is unwilling to provide for him, since that privilege is reserved for employees who provide valuable services, and who don’t haunt the corridors, fidgeting and chattering their teeth from dawn to dusk.

   Je One of the ten-summer children selected for sacrifice at the same time as Sharli was selected.

   Joes To have lived a life in the slums of Mordew, to have suffered death at the hand of your friend, to have become a ghost, to have had a heaven made for you, to have lived in that heaven through generations, and then to be torn from that heaven, as will happen to Joes here: isn’t that worse than to have remained in your original low state? Or is it better to have known happiness, regardless of whether it is bookended by suffering?

   If we ever meet Joes we can ask them.

   Juliette An employee of the Temple of the Athanasians. She has friends, nice clothes, good food, and works hard to keep these three things. Why should she feel sorry for herself? There are people who must slaughter pigs for their living, or prepare and cook the flesh of slaughtered pigs, or stand in a room full of pig corpses in order to barely pay the rent on their hovels. Juliette sees these people through the window of her prettily furnished room. All she fears is the end to her current luck, and for this she has opium, famous for its ability to make a person forget her fears.

   Nathan Treeves You may think you know Nathan Treeves, but do you really? It may be that you do, but it may be that you do not. It may not be possible to know him: he was born for a purpose, and raised for a purpose, and he seems to be failing in that purpose. Can you know someone like that, without knowing what his purpose is? Can he know himself without that vital information? What if he fails to do the thing he was made and raised to do? What if he is never even told what his purpose was?

   Nathan’s primary quality, in the immaterial realm, is his ‘being as’ the Master of Waterblack, a place that has yet to be introduced to you.

   Perhaps he is unknowable.

   Nathaniel Treeves A dramatis personae may list the characters it describes in any order that it wishes. This one lists them in alphabetical order, which is a very sensible way of listing them, particularly if the reader is looking for information on a single character, the name of which they are already familiar with. If the reader is going through the list from start to finish, however, it might have been more convenient to find ‘Nathaniel Treeves’ before ‘Nathan Treeves’, since he is the predecessor of that person in every other important way. Nathaniel came before Nathan as the father – barring any magical intervention – comes before his son. He came before him as the Master of Waterblack, the City of Death. He also came first to the understanding that power is a terrible thing, and that the denial of its use is sometimes the only way of neutralising that terror.

   That is not to say that Nathaniel is better than Nathan, as the first placed in a race is better than the second placed. It may be that the reverse is true.

   Mr Padge People who are dead in the present were alive in the past. When we, as readers, read about the pasts of people who are alive in the present, the dead may be made to live again, since these dead may have had a role in the present peoples’ pasts. So it is in this book with Mr Padge, who occupies the pages concerning the life of Sharli, his assassin. Whereas Mr Padge was one of Nathan Treeves’s antagonists, the same cannot be said of his role in Sharli’s story. In fact, the opposite is true, and while we, knowing what we know of Mr Padge, might read into his actions sinister motives, this was not something that Sharli ever did.

   Portia Hall It is not easy to give up being the Mistress of an archaic city of the North-western Peninsula, so why is it that Portia Hall made it look like it was when she gave away that title to the slum girl, Prissy?

   Even if a person has tired of their position, if that position is hereditary it is also not easy to deny one’s descendant their due, particularly if it has been long promised. Again, Portia Hall made this look like light work.

   It is not impossible to imagine that an easiness in these two things is the result of an unusual character, but it should also be remembered that, in the game of chess, sometimes a sacrifice of a piece is made in the pursuance of a strategy.

   Portia Hall made chess metaphors on meeting Nathan Treeves in the book before last.

   Prissy How is a person changed by power? That is the question that occupies many of the pages of this book and those of its predecessors. These books contain hundreds and hundreds of pages on which events occur that demonstrate the effects of power. If these books were people, we might think that they had a monomaniacal obsession with the question posed above.

   Can a person remain a person when they have power over life and death?

   Can Prissy?

   Quise One of the ten-summer children selected for sacrifice at the same time as Sharli was selected.

   Sharli Sharli appeared in the last books, but in a marginal way. The Sharli in this book is much more central: she is the subject of a substantial number of its pages. Why, you might ask, is a marginal character from the first two books taking up so much of your time in the third? The answer is that she was a marginal character in the events of the first two books because the story was not being told from her point of view. If it had been told from her point of view then you would have been more aware that she had a central role in the story, but you would not have learned much about Nathan and his circle. This is often the way with life, you will come to understand, that people to whom your attention has not been directed can have a direct and powerful influence over what happens to you in the future. Think of a friend of a friend whom you have met and who will eventually become your spouse, though you do not know it yet. Think of a person from your childhood to whom you were thoughtlessly cruel, and whom you have forgotten, but who has not forgotten you or your cruelty, and who then appears, late one night, at the back door to your house, carrying a concealed weapon. Think of the advisors to the Master of your city, nameless and anonymous figures whom you do not know and who do not know you, but who order the release of toxic materials into your neighbourhood to ensure that those same materials are not released into theirs.

   Sometimes people on the periphery of your life move to the centre, and vice versa.

   Anyone who thinks that this is untrue – that one is born amongst a set of people and that these people remain unchanging throughout – is clearly and simply incorrect, and a good book is one which treats true and correct things with respect, and which ignores incorrectness, even if that incorrectness is convenient to a reader.

   Sirius If you are reading this dramatis personae in alphabetical order, you will already know that a dog can become a ghost, but what of a dog who has been scoured out of existence by the occult weapon known as the Tinderbox? You will have to wait to find out, though the fact of this entry might be sufficient to answer that question.

   Sirius Goddog Similarly, if the words ‘Sirius Goddog’ are present in the list of people and animals appearing in the pages of a book, you can assume that Sirius Goddog makes a reappearance in this one. In what way? The patient reader need only read on.

   Sylvie An employee of the Temple of the Athanasians. She has friends, her regular clients seldom require anything too onerous, and there is always opium to fall back on when they do. Consequently, she does not consider her life too difficult, particularly when she considers what other girls of Mordew must bear. To an onlooker, she may not seem to be anyone to envy, but think of it objectively and ask yourself the question: if you had friends, found your job reasonably easy, and had ready access to the drugs you preferred while all about you was horror and misery, would this not be an enviable situation?

   Tinnimam A tripodal firebird, stunted of growth and prone to violent changes in mood. Sharli took her as a pet and loved her, something that is indicative of the girl’s character in the matter of the placement of her affections.

   All firebirds are things of the Mistress of Malarkoi, brought to this world to do her bidding. How does Tinnimam function in this respect? Sharli thought ‘not at all’, but she was entirely wrong.

  

 
  
   In the pages of this book, in addition to those introduced in the first two volumes, you will find many unusual things, including, but not limited to:

   alifonjers who become angels

   alifonjers who have become angels reverting to being alifonjers again when the person who changed them into angels is severed from the weft

   an angelic army

   angels in such number that they boil the sea

   angels who stop being angels when the person who changed them into angels is severed from the weft

   art collaboration display sites

   artworks

   an assassin who tries to kill a baby, but who is prevented from doing it by the baby’s father

   Bachelor’s Walk, flooded

   a ball of dirt big enough to block out a sun

   best-laid plans going agley

   billions of infants that fall from the sky

   birthing sheds at a dog breeder’s premises

   Blakey’s

   a bomb that collapses intermediate realms into the material realm

   a bomb that doesn’t make a noise when detonated

   a bomb-barge

   a book that can read, write, and illustrate itself

   boundary stelae

   a boy trodden on by an alifonjer calf

   a boy who dies a thousand times or more

   a boy who has his nerves filleted

   a boy who kills an earlier version of himself

   a boy whose parents don’t love him

   a boy whose skull is cracked along the sagittal and metopic sutures

   a brothel madame

   carpets in a pyramid

   children raised communally

   children who kill each other either on purpose or by accident

   children’s toys in the likeness of firebirds

   a city drained of its solidity

   clothes that light up

   clothes that use boys’ optic nerves to broadcast images across their surfaces that render the wearer invisible

   the Collapse Zone

   convex lenses

   a demon mistaken for a pet

   a demon who evolves to bore through the earth

   a dog whose temper gets the better of him

   dogs who scare a man to death

   the Dying Mud

   an enormous descending cube

   enormous volumes of cold, dark water

   faecal and urinary scat

   a firebird with three legs

   some flat champagne

   flawed children

   floating platforms

   frozen dancers

   a ghost barking at the corpse of a dog

   a ghost of a man who goes on to successfully pretend he is the formerly living man

   a gill-man falling to a weight of pieces that would exceed his original weight

   a God Killer

   gods caged in cubes

   gods fighting each other

   a governess who receives a cleaver thrown into her back

   a great number of dead cats, working as actuaries

   the Ha’penny Bridge, flooded

   a heart compressed into a locket

   a hex that prevents violence in a brothel

   a horse-faced man

   a knife so sharp it passes frictionlessly through any object

   a large amount of opium consumed gratefully

   a lorgnette that sees long distances and annotates the things it sees

   a machine that can read a book and point to instances where a word has been used

   a man called Black Bill because of his unwillingness to wash himself clean of dried blood

   a man who evolves in order to do the work he has set himself

   a man who tears out a woman’s heart

   a man whose body accommodates a tentacled fluke

   mechanical lungs that work through osmosis

   mention of Jan van Eyck’s Arnolfini Portrait

   Merchant’s Arch, flooded

   millions of dragons of all sizes

   mobile concentrate platforms

   moribund dogs who sacrifice their lives to send a puppy to the future

   murders, repeatedly acted out

   a murmuration of dragons

   a nail factory

   a nail factory supervisor

   a nail factory undermanager

   an octagonal tower used as part of a house

   parents murdering their children

   pens designed to facilitate the murder of pigs

   a people called the Dumnonii

   people intending to win money by playing cards

   people killed for not listening attentively enough to the performance of a song

   people substituted with replicas of themselves

   people who are not as easy to kill as all that

   people who go out to dance together in the darkness

   people who have been killed, repeatedly living out the conditions of their death

   a person once accepted as a member of the tribe of the Albidosi

   a person who is unable to seize her godhood in time

   Phoenix Park, flooded

   a piece of chalk that creates portals

   a pirate who has sworn off drinking

   a plaza, flooded

   the poisoning of a man’s stash of opium

   a Portable One-way Quarantine

   a primitive language made through the cracking of a whip

   the privilege of losing one’s life in the summoning of demons

   Prophylactic Prism Powder

   a puppy who can tell the future with the help of ghosts

   a rack that anchors a weft-parasite in one spot

   realms that are repeated in the same place so often that reality begins to collapse

   realms that collapse into other realms

   a repetitive flashing light

   the resurrection of God

   the reverse rapture

   the River Life

   scenes from old books acted out in this one

   scenes from the past acted out in the present

   scenes the writer refuses to write, and that the reader shouldn’t wish to read

   several people who aren’t who they think they are

   a ship called the Serapis Christus

   some slavers

   a solicitous look that affects a war

   Solomon Peel, crushed by the pressure of water

   the sound of a heartbeat

   a spiral staircase made of crates, boxes, and other bits and pieces

   a substance called ‘quick-root’ that works like an amphetamine

   tens of pipe junctions all occupying the same space

   triangular-headed fluke piglets

   two brothers who father their own brother–son

   a variety of kitchen knives

   a whistle that summons a dragon god
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   The Soul Propagandas 1

   The Propaganda of the Immaterial Soul
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   As we know, the self, such as it can be seen to have a material reality, is a complex of recognisable behaviours, assumptions and apprehensions, centred on the bodies of beings with sufficient cortical capacity for self-awareness. The self is that thing that self-aware beings recognise in themselves as a self, persistently centred on the body with which that self is identified.
Psych, Archives, Prose and the cognate disciplines in Phys and Prog are aware of the reflexivity of these definitions, the inherencies in their assumptions, and the seeming unresolvability of these problematic foundations. Hailey-Beths in Phil have given permission for the use of the term ‘self’ as it is intuited by Assembly members, with the proviso that the teaching of the soul propagandas be double-mandated across all disciplines, and made compulsory during Crusade-active periods.
The self, then, is a thought/sense/emotion/apprehension/body combination, recognisable by a self-aware cortex, reifiable by a social corpus as it is intuited across the Assembly, and/or recognised in pre-Assembly territories. Ethics, Aesthetics, Prose, and the martial iterations of these disciplines, are mandated to recognise all selves under this definition, and to legislate accordingly.
What the self is not, is an immaterial thing which exists outside a material, social and historical context, which can be applied onto a body, even if that combination then seems to be identical to any pre-existing recognised self. To say that such a thing is possible constitutes what is known as ‘the propaganda of the immaterial soul’.
To clarify, it is not possible to remove the self from a body, destroy the body, make a new, materially identical body, then install the self into this new body. Even if the newly embodied self claims it is the same self as the self that existed before the destruction of the body, this is incorrect. The claimant would instead be a new self that, by virtue of its material similarity, contained some, possibly all, of the same memories as the previous self. Still, this new self would be mistaken in believing itself to be the same self. How do we know? There are unanswerable questions that should be answerable if self-transfer of this type is possible.
The unanswerable questions:


   
   
   
   
   
   1. Since a self requires an appropriate cortex, and a body in which that cortex can exist, how would the self exist during the process of the destruction of its body?
2. Holding in abeyance the above against a technical objection or forthcoming solution, in what form would the self be held when it was not in the cortex?
3. What is the information state proper to the self?
4. Would that information state be contained by language?
5. If it was contained by language, how would the non-language self-states, such as bodily sensation, be held?
6. Since the encapsulation of the real in language exhibits a reduction in specificity, how would a language act be able to contain all the specific information related to the self?
7. Given the necessary interplay between communicating parties inherent in language, articulation on one side and decoding on the other, to whom would the self be addressed?
8. How would any possible addressee affect the self when it was come to be understood?
9. If the self was not expressed verbally, but was expressed by numbers, what form of mathematics would be employed in the coding of the self?
10. How would information loss be managed in this form of mathematics?
11. Who would have designed the rules of this management of information loss?
12. Holding in abeyance any and all of the above against a technical objection or forthcoming solution, if the self was removed from its body, the body was destroyed, and the self was then not transferred to a new body, or that transfer was delayed, or that transfer took time, no matter how short, where would the self reside during these periods?
13. During the above periods, would the self be conscious?
14. Which material dimension would contain the disembodied self?
15. If a transfer took place without time passing, requiring no intermediate containing space, how could something that takes no time be said to have occurred?
16. If a transfer took place without taking place across a material dimension, how could something that took place in no place be said to have occurred?
17. Holding in abeyance the above against a technical objection or forthcoming solution, if the self was removed, the body destroyed, the self-transferred to a new body, and also transferred to a perfect replica of the new body, would there then be two selves?
18. How would these selves reconcile their dual existence? Would they share a consciousness?
19. What if there were three selves, four, ad infinitum?
20. If selves do not share a persisting consciousness after duplication, can they be considered identical at the level of the self?


   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   Since these questions are unanswered, and possibly unanswerable, we should defer to our general understanding of the real as it relates to selves, i.e. there is no real other than the real, the real has dimensions of time and space, and no non-temporal and/or non-spatial thing can be said to occur.
There is no real other than the real, and selves in the real are held in bodies, so on the destruction of the body, the self is destroyed.
A self is a unique thing and cannot be duplicated.
Supposed duplication of a self would not be duplication, but the creation of a materially new self, unrelated at the level of consciousness to the original self, regardless of how it thought of itself, or how others thought of it.


   
   
   
  

 
  
   I

   Sharli of the Dumnonii

   It was hard to remember that far back.

   There were tents, there were kites, there were goats. There was the Golden Pyramid of the Mistress of Malarkoi. Sometimes the ground was green and soft with grass – she’d roll in the dew on bright mornings with the other children, laughing – and sometimes it was dry and brown, dusty, and they’d pull their sleeves over their mouths and noses, and blink messages to each other from the openings to the tents.

   When the wind was up, the kites stretched the strings tight, pulled at the tent pegs. The children had to make sure nothing came loose, and that the goats were staked, but otherwise they were free to do what they wanted.

   She was a child of the Dumnonii, and their priesthood was from Voliba, so they were raised communally.

   They were ash. They spent most of their time between tents, where the fires were. They floated here and there.

   Sharli’s name was given to her by the other children. It meant ‘freedom’ in the old language, and they chose it because she’d never do what she was supposed to do. She was always running between quarters, getting into trouble, and eating from the wrong tents. The Dumnonii would feed any child they recognised, but turned their backs on unfamiliar ones, and she was forbidden food. Sharli took it anyway, sneaking through the gaps between the tents and the earth, gorging on blood sausage, dried for the winter.

   More often than not she’d be dragged by the arm to the priests and returned to her crèche, her bangles copper and blue cinched tight to the right ankle identifying her proper place, but sometimes she’d be gone for days, sheltering with the goats for warmth at night, exploring during the day.

   Free.

   The edict went out from the priesthood of the Dumnonii that all the heavenly brothers living amongst the people of the Western Step should be brought to the knife and thereby returned to the place where they wished to be.

   This should be done at dawn on the seventh moon, when the sun was above the summit, so that the brothers’ passage should be most easily made, and also so that there should be sufficient time for the preparation of goats, the ceremonial washing of the ten-summer children, and the composition of the funerary odes.

   The proclamation was delivered in the proper way, from the proper place, and there was gladness in all the tents of the communes, and around the fires joyful songs were sung of the sacrificing.

   Why, then, did Sharli weep when she heard them?

   She went to the tent where her heavenly brother was. He was her firebird, her pet, her friend. He never left that place to go out into the sun, which was the expected thing for him; instead, he kept in the shadows, or burrowed beneath the blankets. He had never caught his flame, like his brothers had. If he was aflame, like he should have been, he would have burned the tent to the ground. Sharli would never have been able to touch him, but here he was, twittering, and she gathered him to her chest.

   Where a firebird is of a good size, bigger than a goat, smaller than a horse, this brother – Sharli called him Tinnimam, which meant nothing except its sound – was a miniature, and where a firebird has four whole limbs, Tinnimam was a tripod, his left rear leg at the foot so wizened and twisted from birth that one day it fell away. Sharli kept it now in a box inside her bedroll, but it would never attach itself again.

   Where all firebirds are male, Tinnimam was a female, and though by the fire she was spoken of as brother – as he – Sharli knew the truth though she could never speak it, since there had never been a firebird like this, and there was no word for a heavenly sister in Sharli’s language, nor was there any precedent for making one.

   In every other way – except the flamelessness, except the size, except the foot, except her sisterhood – Tinnimam was a perfect firebird.

   Her feathers were perfect, her beak was perfect, her little cry, which was plaintive and high, was entirely perfect, and because Sharli felt herself to be like this – perfect except for all her flaws – she cleaved to Tinnimam in her heart so that when the edict went out that all the heavenly brothers must be taken in seven days to the Dumnonii altar, she vowed that she would not do it, no matter how cheerfully the matter was sung of, nor how much that was the expectation her commune had of her.

   So, she went with Tinnimam out of the village of tents and into the hills, as her heart directed.

   This was one of Sharli’s flaws in the exception of which she was perfect: that her heart would never do exactly that which was expected of it.

   Nor was the expectation of the others around the fire – ashes or flames, kindling or logs – sufficient cause for her heart to do what it didn’t want to do.

   Another flaw was that she was wilful.

   Another flaw was that she was deaf to criticism.

   Another flaw was that she was small for her age.

   Another flaw was that she was slow to read.

   Another flaw was that she took too long to learn the funerary odes.

   Another flaw was that she was absent at prayers.

   Another flaw was that she sought food from the Red Kite Quarter.

   Another flaw was that she gave cheek to her elders.

   Another flaw was that her voice was flat.

   All these things, and her fingers were short, her neck was long, she cried when she had nothing to cry about but was dry-eyed during the funerary odes, her skin was too dark, her nails were untrimmed, she tied her bedroll too loosely.

   But in all other things, Sharli was perfect, just like little Tinnimam, and she held the firebird tight to her, and ran up into the hills where neither of them would be found, not for the seven days, and not for the eighth day.

   If they were not found for eight days then the heavenly brothers’ return would be complete and Tinnimam would not take her place with the brothers. She could live with Sharli again, and Sharli would bring her strips of goat from the fire and sleep with her nestled in the crook of her knees, two imperfect girls together.

   The city of Malarkoi was a tent city gathered around the base of the Mistress’s Golden Pyramid, and the lands where the goats grazed straggled off for miles, up and into the hills and forests. If it hadn’t been for the singing in celebration of the new edict, then the places that Sharli ran though, Tinnimam mewling at her chest, would have been tended by goatherds, but as it was the fields were occupied only by goats.

   Some were milk-goats tethered, some were bull-goats in their enclosures, others wandered free.

   Since Sharli hadn’t eaten, she took milk straight from the udder of one of the staked goats – another flaw, since ash of the Blue Kite Quarter fires should not drink except from Blue Kite Quarter goats. She had to put Tinnimam down so she could pull the goat’s teats, and the firebird walked off a little way, extending her flightless wings and shivering her feathers straight.

   When Tinnimam walked, her front legs moved just like any other firebird’s legs, but when her missing leg was needed she had to hop forward to make up for its absence. To an observer, this was a sad thing, this deviation from the gracefulness with which a firebird might be expected to move, but to Tinnimam it was the normal thing, and to Sharli it was a sign of her sistership. Tinnimam got about as well as any of the other heavenly brothers, all of whom remained in Malarkoi having some frailty, or deformity, or injury that made it impossible for them to fulfil their purpose, which was to die on the Sea Wall of Mordew.

   While Sharli drank, and because the Golden Pyramid still loomed high in the distance, Tinnimam went towards it, in her faltering way. A firebird summoned to a place will go to it, and since she had been brought to Malarkoi by the priests, the magic effected by the Spark released from the opening of the throat of a ten-summer child, Tinnimam did as the Mistress’s magic bade her. She hopped back to that shining beacon away from which she could not tend.

   If she could go away from it, what does it mean to be summoned?

   Sharli saw this from one eye, the other obscured by the udders from which she was drinking, and she pulled away, milk falling wasted into the dirt – another one of her flaws: wastefulness – milk dribbling down her chin – another flaw: untidiness.

   ‘Tinnimam!’ she cried.

   Pets and domesticated animals will look at you when you call their names. Long training over centuries has made their species understand the rudiments of human speech, at least in as much as they know that it is in their interests to recognise the sounds people use to refer to them. Often the presence of these sounds will be coincidental with the appearance of a meal.

   But firebirds are not pets.

   In Mordew, they are considered a species of demon, a thing that could not be less like a pet. In the Assembly, they are not afforded any degree of reality, Hailey-Beths understanding them as a kind of collective delusion made flesh. Even in Malarkoi, firebirds are a separate thing. Those firebirds that lived among them were angels coming briefly from the Mistress’s heaven, not of this world and not beholden to it.

   Demons, delusions, angels: none of these things can be expected to come when they are called, and Tinnimam didn’t come when Sharli called her. She preferred instead to hop with her three legs, flutter with her flightless wings, down the hill, back the way they had come, to the Pyramid to which magic had summoned her, leaving Sharli to run behind.

   Were the priesthood right to issue the edict putting the heavenly brothers to the knife? Wouldn’t that, under the same terms by which these firebirds were summoned here, be doing what was best, returning Tinnimam to her intermediate realm, to whatever it was that she should do there?

   Sharli did not think so.

   But that is because she never questioned her desire to be with Tinnimam.

   Sharli was thoughtless, and this was her final flaw, the one she was berated with in the evenings when the commune gathered around the fire.

   ‘You never think,’ they would say, or, ‘What were you thinking?’ to which she would reply, ‘Nothing,’ and to which they would reply in turn, as if it won the argument, ‘Exactly!’

   While there is something valuable in thoughtlessness when it is in the service of intuition, something that can be very useful in a girl like Sharli whose thoughts seemed always to run counter to the sense everyone else appeared to find so obvious, there is also something like blindness in it.

   It is an inability to see what is in front of you.

   Sharli saw Tinnimam running, hopping, fluttering back to the Pyramid; she did not see that this was where the firebird wanted to be. When she scooped her up and held her in her arms, she still did not see it.

   When she interpreted Tinnimam’s squawking as nothing at all, just the sound her pet made, when she turned her back on the Pyramid and the priests, the goat and the field, and ran on, between the unguarded enclosures, clutching the firebird to her chest, she did not see what would have been obvious to anyone else.

   Tinnimam didn’t want to go.

   A girl can run a good distance, but not forever, and eventually Sharli had to stop.

   Because she had been holding Tinnimam so tight, some of the firebird’s feathers had bent across the spines, and when Sharli put her down, Tinnimam pulled at these feathers with her beak, occupying herself with straightening them.

   Sharli turned back; they had reached the top of a rise and descended the other side, so the Pyramid was no longer visible.

   The only sign of Malarkoi was a few kites, strung on the very longest strings, those that the priesthood flew in the pride of their quarters, specks of blue and red, yellow, and green in the distance.

   Sharli sat and faced the way she had come, her legs folded beneath her.

   She was a nine-summer child, too young for the opening, too flawed in any case. What was there for her in Malarkoi? She was too stupid for the priesthood, too thoughtless to be a goatherd, too feckless to rely on as a fireguard. Kite-making? Her fingers were too short and clumsy. Tent-making? Same thing.

   What did that leave? Bearing ash?

   Her hips were so narrow, she’d probably split.

   When someone runs away they always fear they’ll be followed, brought back to the place they’re fleeing from. But don’t they also desire that?

   Isn’t part of running away the idea that you’ll be missed? That there will be great consternation when everyone finds you gone. A search party will be marshalled for the important work of finding you. There will be sobbing and the sudden realisation of your worth now that the fact of your loss has been made a reality.

   Even if you don’t want to be found, escape includes the idea that people will come after you.

   Sharli looked back the way she had come.

   There was no one following.

   Tinnimam had tried to straighten her broken feathers, but, peering at them first with one dark bead of an eye, then the other, she decided it wasn’t worth the trouble. She pulled one out by the root with her beak, the long white stem of it contrasting oddly with the red.

   When it was out, she jerked her head, and the feather went up in the air before it fell spiralling back down to the grass on which she and the girl were both sitting.

   Red feather.

   Green grass.

   The white feather root.

   The darkening blue of the sky as the day progressed towards twilight.

   Sharli reached over and picked up the discarded feather.

   Tinnimam watched her sidelong while she did it, suspiciously, pulling at another feather with her beak.

   Sharli showed her the feather, and this seemed to satisfy the firebird, who turned away and attended to her business, giving Sharli permission, it seemed to her, to use the feather as she wished.

   With her teeth, Sharli stripped along the shaft two long gaps and one short gap – the pattern of the Dumnonii – and she used the stripped barbs to colour her hair, rubbing them into the thick tangle that she never learned to comb out.

   Tinnimam sent another feather up into the air, this one cutting back to the ground in a swoop and landing on Sharli’s lap. The girl did the same thing with this one, and then split the hafts and joined them together. Quite what she was intending to make, she didn’t know.

   The priest knew what to do with firebird feathers, how to build a fane, but Sharli had never listened.

   She sighed and stood up, walked back to the summit of the last rise they had passed. This wasn’t far, and when she got there she still couldn’t see anyone, just the kites, a little further than they had been. She followed the trample she had made in the long grass as she’d run. No one was tracking her.

   She turned back to where Tinnimam was pruning herself.

   Behind the firebird, in the very far distance, behind a copse of trees and rising into the cloudless sky was a faint but definite line of black smoke. It was like the shadow of a very long and thin twig and Sharli had to squint to make it more definite.

   It was a league away, at least, further from Malarkoi than she had ever been.

   The people of Malarkoi stayed mostly around the Mistress’s Pyramid since she was their patron, and all the good things of the world came from her. When they did go away from her precincts it was on pilgrimage, but the season of the pilgrimage was in the autumn, and it was still summer. There was small chance that a priest, seeking inspiration, had taken it upon himself to walk the lands, but no person of Malarkoi, priest, ash, tinder or log would make a daytime fire on such a walk. If they did it would never smoke black, that being a sign that it was improperly made.

   Who did that leave, then?

   Sharli walked quickly back to Tinnimam. She did not have an answer.

   Could a heavenly brother have returned from the Sea Wall, his mission unfinished, and was now burning in the country, unable, perhaps, to either explode himself or fly?

   Unthinkable.

   But fires don’t make themselves. Smoke doesn’t rise by itself. There must have been someone there.

   She anxiously tried to pick up the firebird, but Tinnimam backed away, reared up unsteadily, and hissed, pawing at the air in front of her. Animals know when a person is anxious.

   Sharli ignored Tinnimam’s signs and scooped her up against her will, took the scratches her forepaws made.

   Sharli didn’t know what to do, and now she cursed herself for being so stupid. These were Others, and now she would have to go back, and if she went back then they would put Tinnimam to the blade.

   Thoughts like this poison the blood. Animals can smell them in your sweat.

   Tinnimam squirmed in Sharli’s arms, hissed and scratched, and now she bit, snapping at Sharli’s earlobe. She dropped the firebird.

   Now it was Sharli’s turn to hiss – her ear was torn, and blood was dripping down onto her shoulder, thick and sticky.

   She put her hand to it.

   If she hadn’t been such a flawed child, had been like the other ash of the Dumnonii, Sharli would have known not to delay. She would have known that she must get hold of the firebird immediately. Instead, she felt her ear, felt the blood, let the pain and the betrayal she suddenly felt bring tears to her eyes.

   Animals are animals. Even when they seem to love you, they are bound by their natures. Tinnimam, the taste of blood in her mouth, went into the kind of frenzy her type was prone to: her eyes blazed, she bared her claws, and though she couldn’t fly she leapt at Sharli’s face, snapping and clawing.

   If Sharli had held her tightly in her arms instead of fiddling with her bloody ear she could have kept the firebird safe until the rage passed.

   Instead, each of Tinnimam’s blows landed, one spurring the next, and the firebird was driven by her instincts into a killing rage.

   Sharli had no choice but to fall to the ground in a ball, protecting her eyes, which Tinnimam tried to claw out, seeing nothing more than meat to penetrate, her anger building towards that moment her species was made for – detonation.

   Only, Tinnimam had never caught her flame, could never burn herself up. That fire that had never been lit by some failure of her birth, or some flaw in her summoning, and that frustrated desire drove her to ever more violent excesses against Sharli, curled in fear, until even these weren’t enough.

   Tinnimam bolted away with a speed scarcely conceivable for her, flitting and hopping off across the grass, screeching and chittering in frustrated fury.

   When Sharli looked out to see where Tinnimam had gone, there was a pain in the girl’s neck, worse than her ear. With fingers scratched and swelling, she reached to where the pain was worst.

   She found a flap of skin on the side of her neck that had been half torn away. Beneath this there was something pulsing in the gap where the skin should have been. She put one fingertip to it. It beat, sticky with blood, hot and fast, with the rhythm of her racing heart.

   Slowly, fearfully, Sharli put the flap of skin back over the gap, and she clamped her hand to it, not knowing what to do.

   Because she was so stupid and worthless, so thoughtless and idiotic, she looked back to Malarkoi. Then she looked off to where black smoke was rising.

   That was the way that Tinnimam had gone.

   Sharli had no idea where she should go.

   In the end, she went after Tinnimam.

   She should have gone back to her commune, to Red Kite Quarter, to the priests of the Dumnonii, leaving the heavenly brother to her own fate.

   She should have shown them her wound, and while they were tending it, staunching the steady leak of blood from her neck, she should have told them about the black smoke on the horizon. This was surely a sign of Others against whom the city might have to be raised.

   This way she would have saved her life, saved the lives of her commune, and all at the cost of a brother, who had, though no one said it, already lessened the worth of his life by being so poor a specimen of his type.

   Instead, Sharli tried to save Tinnimam, who was as close to a sister as the girl had.

   The ashes of her fire had never grown to love her, as they ought to have done, on account of all her flaws which were so real that, when Sharli asked herself why she did what she did next, they explained everything.

   She did a stupid thing because she was stupid.

   She proved her worthlessness because she was worthless.

   A flawed thing makes flawed decisions.

   Sharli took her hand from her neck and toyed with the flap of skin, hoping that, by some miracle, it had reattached itself to her.

   It hadn’t.

   When she touched it, it sloughed off, lubricated by the blood that was seeping out from between the skin and the stuff underneath.

   If she’d had more imagination, Sharli might have thought about pulling the flap of skin off and letting what was beneath dry out in the open air, but this time one of her flaws – a failure of imagination – saved her life, because if she had done it that would have been the end of her, the small piece of skin that joined the flap and the wound being the only thing protecting the artery beating just beneath, waiting to empty her life’s blood out onto the ground in gushes.

   Sharli stopped toying and clamped her hand back.

   She looked closely at the grass where Tinnimam had fled, and followed, very slowly, each step making her neck throb with pain, along the untidy path the firebird’s hopping and flapping had made.

   There was no need for the people of Malarkoi to develop skills in tracking. A staked and tied goat tends to be where you left it, and should it not be it won’t have got very far. Even if tracking had been one of the things Sharli had been taught, she wouldn’t have likely picked it up, her head being always in the clouds and her ears full of wool. It didn’t matter – Tinnimam had made such a mess there was no missing where she had gone: a curved path led, first, in a line directly between Malarkoi on one side and the rising black smoke on the other.

   The smoke was darker now, it seemed, though everything seemed darker to Sharli. The wound throbbed beneath her fingers, the pain throbbed beneath that, and her heart throbbed too, beating hollowly in her chest, as if it was knocking on her ribs, like the mallet the priests used on the dried ribcages of slaughtered goats, beating out the rhythm of the elegies.

   She would walk slowly along the path Tinnimam had left, she thought, keeping her footfalls nice and flat so they didn’t jar her neck. When she got to the woods, there Tinnimam would be, sitting as she liked to do, waiting to be picked up. Then Sharli would pick her up and walk with her, nice and slowly, back to Malarkoi.

   She’d hide Tinnimam under her blankets and go to tell the fireguard about the smoke and the Others.

   What she’d do after that, Sharli didn’t think about.

   That was something that didn’t seem to require consideration, whether that meant she died of her wounds, or whether she was healed. Perhaps they’d take her straight to a priest. Perhaps she’d be opened there and then, her Spark improving the health of the flock.

   Sharli trudged slowly across the grass, the sun passing through the sky more quickly than the girl could manage to move across the earth.

   The blood from her neck was making a circle on the left side of her smock. It spread through the loose threads, dried, and became tacky so that when she reached over to pull the smock off her skin, it wouldn’t come, as if it was too heavy.

   Sharli wondered if every step was making her slower because now she couldn’t make a step much longer than a foot length from where the foot had been before.

   She planted each foot carefully, her heel coming back to touch the tips of the toes on the other foot.

   She kept doing this until it was too dark to see her toes, at which point she sat down, and moments later she was asleep.

   In one dream, of which Sharli had many, her commune came for her, through the dark, all marching shoulder to shoulder, holding branches they’d lit from the Red Kite Quarter fire. They bore her up on a bower, singing, and they marched her back to Malarkoi, the Golden Pyramid flickering in the torchlight, the Mistress in the sky above it, smiling down at them all. When no one was looking, she slipped off the bower and was suddenly in the woods, alone, calling for Tinnimam.

   In another dream, her commune came for her, through the dark, holding branches they’d lit from the fire, each angrily shouting, scouring the undergrowth for her, the Mistress above them, her eyes like beams of moonlight. Sharli dodged between these beams, Tinnimam in her arms, shrieking.

   In a last dream she was grabbed by the Others, and with their hard fingers they peeled the flap of skin from her neck, reached inside, and pulled all the strings of her veins out though the gap. They put these to their lips and drank all her blood, though she couldn’t see their faces, only their lips.

   Sharli woke.

   It was daylight, and she was in the woods.

   Her commune wasn’t there. Tinnimam wasn’t there. The Mistress wasn’t there. The Others weren’t there.

   She turned to see if there was anyone else that she had not dreamed of, but her neck was so stiff she couldn’t move it at all.

   Her smock on one side was hard with dried blood and, when she ran her fingers over her wound, it was swollen and hot, dry now, a scab of blood, smooth as glass, around the join between the flap and the flesh.

   She rolled onto her side, drew up her knees, and pushed herself onto them as slowly and carefully as she could, hoping not to rip her neck open.

   The ground beneath her was dry, short sticks and twigs, a line of ants.

   There was a sound in the distance, like a bird, like a whistle – it could have been either of these things or something else.

   Sharli couldn’t turn to look, only swivelled her eyes, in the vain hope she might be able to see past her nose, focus on whatever had made the noise.

   Because she couldn’t see, she thought it might be Tinnimam, thought it might be Others, thought it might be someone from the commune. She sat back on her knees, put her hands on the floor and pushed herself into a standing position, blinking at the effort, but not immediately sinking back down.

   She turned all the way around, once, then twice – there was nothing to see except the woods. She heard the sound again – half a bird-call, half a whistle – and by intuition she span around to face it.

   On a branch in a tree, a hundred feet distant, was Tinnimam. How she had got up there, and why she was making such an unusual sound, Sharli didn’t know, but nor did she think too much about it. She went forward, unthinking, until she stood beneath the tree.

   A girl of nine summers will sometimes accept an unlikely thing unquestioningly because she wants that thing to be true. She hasn’t learned to be suspicious of getting what she wants from the world, against the odds. This is something people learn only after years of hard experience.

   Just because Sharli wanted Tinnimam to be found safe, does not mean that she was.

   Just because Tinnimam was in the tree, ready to be found, does not mean that she should have been in the tree, ready to be found.

   Just because Tinnimam made a sound she had never made before, does not mean that she ought to have made it.

   Sharli didn’t understand any of that. She held up her hands, threatening to open her wound, and Tinnimam fell down, grateful and penitent, Sharli thought, into her arms.

   ‘Good girl!’ Sharli said, crying, ‘Good girl!’ Then, more slowly than she had approached, Sharli walked away with her pet and tried, as best as she could, to make her way home.

   The presence of what seemed to Sharli to be Tinnimam in this tree was artificial, a situation set up by that organisation of people known as the Assembly, specifically the Peripatetic Committee of the Women’s Vanguard of the Atheistic Crusades. They had been observing Sharli from a distance since she came within the range of the intelligencer they had placed, in the form of a goat stake, at the furthest western edge of the goat fields used by the people of Malarkoi.

   They had watched Sharli from their camp through an aerial telescope disguised as a bird. They watched as she left her home, and watched as she ran with Tinnimam in her arms. It was smoke from their fire that Sharli had seen in the distance.

   When Tinnimam had attacked Sharli and fled, Hailey-Beth Clementina Roads took possession of the firebird, by calming her down with a tranquilliser dart.

   While Sharli had walked slowly into the woods, she was watched all the time by an Assembly member from Medicines. There was a team of three liquid engineers who made an intelligencer replica of Tinnimam, a rushed and imperfect job, none of them having made a firebird before. They swapped the real Tinnimam for this replica, which they programmed to report on Malarkoi.

   They quarantined the real Tinnimam preparatory for shipment back to safe territory.

   Because the Assembly abhor waste, they had repaired Sharli to the best of their abilities. An Assembly field medic is not simply a repairer of the human body. They begin from first principles, their medicine being a process by which the human being is helped to reach its perfect potential, so the way in which they healed Sharli was not simply to patch her up, but to remove faults in her development. They took her back to her most basic implementation in matter, keeping her alive with machines all the while, and induced her body to tend towards the perfect representations of herself. Once this was done, they accelerated the body’s own repair system, a process that took place over hours.

   Generally, the Assembly tried to be as unobtrusive as possible, to intervene minimally when not on Crusade, but circumstances meant they had rushed their work in this case. They did too good a job of healing Sharli, making her, by any accepted metrics, a great deal better functioning than she ever had been before. After their procedures, she demonstrated an overperforming acuity across the board in all her sensory and intellectual facilities. The Peripatetic Committee’s dictum was, outside martial postings, ‘as far as possible, leave things as you find them’, so the liquid engineers should have undercut some of their improvements. However, the medic couldn’t allow that because she didn’t have a current Ethics opt-out. The best she could do was mock up Sharli’s wound and leave it at that.

   Now that they had saved her life, they gave her sufficient knock-out that she wouldn’t wake until they were out of range. They put their replica of Tinnimam in the tree, since it looked like the kind of thing that ought to be able to fly, retreated to their camp, packed up and left.

   This was only the first time Sharli came across the Assembly member designated Hailey-Beth (Martial) Clementina Roads, for she was a woman who would take an interest in Sharli’s life from that point onwards.

   When Sharli returned to Malarkoi she had been missing for three days, and the preparations for the ceremony by which the heavenly brothers would be put to the knife were well underway.

   When Ganax, the priest responsible for her commune, saw her, he threw up his hands, appalled, and though he made the usual disparaging remarks about Sharli’s suitability for life in general, there was, in his tone, a softness that Sharli had never noticed before, a sympathy that Sharli felt meant that she wasn’t entirely dismissed in his eyes.

   She was taken to the healing tent where her wounds were washed.

   The priest did all she could for Sharli, but it was felt amongst the adults that this would not be enough. Plans were made to open the girl’s throat if she didn’t show immediate signs of recovery, since a wound of the severity Sharli evidenced at the neck would almost always be fatal, so complex were the processes of circulation there, so that they could never be repaired.

   Despite the fact that the other heavenly brothers had been moved to the enclosure from where they would be taken to the ceremony, Tinnimam was allowed to stay with Sharli.

   The following morning the throat-opener came with his sickle, but Sharli was sitting up in bed, drinking broth, smiling.

   Puzzled, everyone agreed that he should come back later, if this reprieve turned out to be temporary, as it probably would.

   When he returned, Sharli was dancing by the fire, so the throat-opener reluctantly sheathed his sickle and returned to the preparations.

   By the time the day of the ceremony came, Sharli was perfectly well.

   The priest came to get Tinnimam, but the firebird flew away, up where the kites were, and wouldn’t be tempted down, regardless of how much meat was offered to him. Since the moon waited for no one, not even a heavenly brother suddenly and miraculously turned to flight, the ceremony had to go on without him.

   For the next year, Sharli had the pleasure of the firebird’s company – brother by the fire, sister in the tent, the Assembly watching though Tinnimam’s eyes both ways.

   It was the way of the people who lived at the base of the Golden Pyramid of Malarkoi that when worthy children reached their ten-summer, they were gathered by the priesthood for sacrifice. In a ceremony, their throats were opened so that heavenly brothers could be summoned to prosecute the war that the Mistress waged against the enemy city, Mordew, over the sea.

   Some firebirds were summoned hale and healthy, and some were summoned sickly. That was because the laws of summoning meant that there was a replication of the conditions of those sacrificed in the conditions of those summoned: a sick child would summon a sick firebird, a healthy child would summon a healthy one. So it was that only the best children were sacrificed, while the weaker ones were reserved for other tasks.

   It was a great privilege to be called to the corridors of the Golden Pyramid. No one ever refused, and the Mistress of Malarkoi, in her grace, vouchsafed for the sacrificed a heaven to their own desires.

   In the years before Sharli met the Assembly, she was thought to be a flawed child. She was one who would not be called to the Pyramid, one who would be reserved for other tasks, if even any of these might be suitable. There were many in the commune who felt that she would spend her life in thrall to the shovel, following the goats across the plains, returning to the manure heap with their dung when her shovel was full.

   But since she had run to the woods with Tinnimam and received her wounds, that situation had been overturned.

   Sharli’s thoughtlessness and disobedience, her muddle-headedness, had given way to a quickness of mind, a lightness of wit, an easy way with whatever task was allotted to her.

   Now she was considered one of the best of them. She had outgrown her unpromising childhood, and blossomed into such a combination of healthiness of mind and body that the silversmiths came one day to make measurements for her neckpiece: the silver at the throat that would guide the blade, the preparatory gift that would ensure, for the final months, that she would never be called up to do any duties whatever, except stand and serve as an example to the other children.

   There were six of them in the Dumnonii of the Red Kite Quarter: Sharli, Arjal, Berthe, Quise, Dorran and Je. These children were sequestered away from the others in the tent from which the quarter kite flew. The others brought them milk and asked the questions they were told to ask them.

   ‘How should I approach my morning prayers?’

   ‘What should I drink to make me strong?’

   ‘Does your neckpiece chafe?’

   To which the answers were, respectively:

   ‘With vigour.’

   ‘Blood and milk.’

   ‘Not at all.’

   They asked Sharli, ‘Will you take your brother with you?’ since Tinnimam never left her side, except when the firebird went off to do whatever she did elsewhere, always returning soon after.

   Sharli had not known how to reply to this, but eventually she decided that it would be up to Tinnimam, and she said as much.

   The six slept in the same tent in the month before the ceremony, and because the Dumnonii habitually woke in the night for an hour or more to drink and stoke the fire, they had plenty of time to talk.

   One night, in the middle of the month, Sharli said, ‘Do you think a firebird can be female?’

   Those who were awake – Je, and Dorran, and Arjal – all laughed.

   They did this because it sounded like a joke – everyone knew the heavenly brothers were male, just as they knew that the word ‘brother’ – ‘tafinn’ in their language – meant a male sibling. But as the laughter died, and the word remained in the air, heated by the coals of the fire in the centre of their circle, Arjal said, ‘If there are only male firebirds, what does “male” signify for them? We use the word to say the difference between girls and boys.’

   Sharli nodded.

   Je spoke now. ‘But the firebirds are different from one another, aren’t they?’

   Sharli nodded again, her eyes lively in the firelight. ‘So does that mean some of them might be girls?’

   Dorran, who was gruffer than the other two, less talkative, more prone to sleep early and rise late, said. ‘What does it matter?’

   Sharli shrugged. ‘I think Tinnimam is a girl,’ she said.

   Dorran laughed. ‘How can you tell under all those feathers?’

   Tinnimam was there, perched above them on a beam, though the firebird didn’t seem to find the conversation in any way interesting. Her head was under her wing, and she was sleeping. Or pretending to.

   ‘I can just tell,’ Sharli said.

   Je, finding something in the topic that stirred the mind, said, ‘We won’t ever have children, not in this world, so does that make us something other than a boy or girl?’

   None of them knew the answer to this.

   For a while there was nothing but breathing and the crackling of the fire. In the night outside, someone coughed, and there was a sound of a bucket being knocked over, cursing.

   The following day the priests took the children before the gathered Dumnonii, and stripped them naked except their neckpieces.

   To all the people gathered there they gave buckets of scented water and goatskin cloths, and each took turns to clean the ten-summer children, laughing as they did, tickling them so that they laughed in their turn. Through the whole day they were washed and given sweetmeats, and when one of them dried in the sun they were washed again, and if flakes of pastry littered their chests and bellies they were washed again.

   The priest brought more water and more herbs, and when the water and herbs were exhausted they brought oils and spices.

   In this way the children were washed clean by their commune. All those who came up to them whispered good wishes in their ears, shared their old stories, praised Sharli on the improvements she had made, said she was one of the best who had ever lived, and that if she should do them the favour of inviting them into her heaven they should surely go, regardless of who might have other claims on them.

   In every way the children were made to feel that they were the pride of the firesides and that the ashes they left behind were nothing as to them.

   They were the best of the best, the most beautiful, the strongest, the cleverest and the dearest, so that even the Mistress must see them and be gladdened, knowing that they would be with her soon, precious and select.

   In the night, they woke again, all but Dorran, and because their conversation of the night before had not been shared by all, Sharli made the same statement that she had made the night before, saying that she would call Tinnimam her sister in preference to her brother, feeling that was the right thing to do.

   This time Tinnimam did not remain up in the rafters, but came down and sat in the fire, something that no longer hurt her as it had once done. Like Sharli she had become more like herself than she had ever been before.

   Quise and Berthe, because the idea of Tinnimam’s sisterhood was new to them, and because they had spent the day too busy with the washing to have heard it second hand, inspected Tinnimam closely, as if the resolution to any problem with the notion would lie in the sight of the creature.

   They did not seem to see any such answer, and Quise said, ‘Why do you want to call her that?’

   Sharli thought for a little bit. ‘Why not?’

   Quise frowned a little then relaxed, but said nothing, only smiled, and since that was the way Quise was, everyone left it at that.

   Berthe said, ‘Anything that sits in the fire like Tinnimam sits in the fire gets to call themself what they want! Tinnimam, are you sister or brother?’

   Tinnimam looked up from the flames, her eyes orange like the centre of the fire, and she opened her beak. But then she shut it again, as if having second thoughts about the wisdom of making a proclamation one way or the other.

   The day before the opening of the children’s throats, the Dumnonii priests took them to their secret church, which was a crypt dug out under the first level of the Golden Pyramid, hidden by slabs. The metal of the pyramid was the roof of the crypt, the walls were compacted from the clay and stones of the ground on which Malarkoi rested, cool and soft.

   The ceiling glittered in the lamplight.

   The priests stood the children on a dais, and abased themselves before them, declaring themselves unworthy. They begged for forgiveness, lashing themselves with switches, making sobbing prayers to these six as if they were gods.

   It was then that the children knew that this is precisely what they would be on the following day: gods of their own heavens, prepared for their divinity by the world as it was in this place, sanctioned by the Mistress of Malarkoi, goddess of gods. If they had ever thought of themselves as anything less than perfect, this was the time they disabused themselves of the notion. It was the priests who were lowly, so old and so long kept from the birthright these children were preparing to claim. They had lost faith, even, over the decades, that they should ever be allowed to have what these children before them would receive, which was perfect and everlasting.

   The lamps burned down and there, in the earth beneath the pyramid of Malarkoi, a world was solidified in these children’s minds, by words and actions and architecture, by every interaction of thing and thought that they had ever experienced. A world existed where they could present themselves to the place at which their throats would be slit and their Spark given up, their lives in the material realm ended, and that this would be a boon to them, the best possible thing, so well deserved.

   In this world all the people around them believed the same thing – all of them, every last person.

   Except one.

   Tinnimam.

   There was only one night remaining, and for this all the children were awake, even Dorran. There was an air of excitement in the tent, as if the children could not believe the time they had long waited for was here, and none of them would have been able to speak, even if they’d wanted to.

   Tinnimam, who was an Assembly replica of a firebird long since taken to Shemsouth, and who had been broadcasting every event she had experienced straight to where Hailey-Beth (Martial) Clementina Roads was stationed, somewhere in Judea, sourcing relics for the relic field, sat in Sharli’s lap.

   Dorran, the gruff child, made no less gruff by the extent to which he had been praised by everyone he had ever known in the weeks before the sacrifice, said, ‘It should tell us if it’s a girl. And if it doesn’t, we should call it a boy, because that’s what the priests say it is.’ In this way, Dorran made a call to authority to settle the matter.

   It was moot whether this would have been successful or not, because Tinnimam cleared her throat and spoke clearly, in a voice that, had Sharli known it then, was the voice of Clementina Roads spoken through the replica’s organic voice box. ‘Never mind all that,’ she said. ‘You mustn’t let them kill you tomorrow.’

   The children, except Sharli, shuffled back, suddenly fearful, as if the fire had spluttered and let out sparks. Even Sharli’s hands started to shake.

   ‘Sorry,’ Tinnimam said, ‘this is completely against the rules, but I can’t see you die.’ Tinnimam turned away from the others. ‘Sharli, I’m talking to you,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry, it’s all my fault. We rushed your treatment, you improved too much, and now you’ve been picked to die. Don’t let them do it! There are these things, the soul propagandas, and I’d explain them to you if I had the time, but I don’t.’

   Tinnimam’s mouth moved when she spoke, her eyes blinked, wrinkled at the corners. If she hadn’t had a beak she would have looked like a person speaking.

   ‘If they kill you tomorrow, that’s the end. Your goddess, she’s a parasite, she’ll make a replica of you, put it in an unreal, but it won’t be you. You’ll be dead. She’s insane. Do you understand? They’ll slit your throat and you’ll die and everyone else will go around like they’ve done you a favour. It’s all a lie.’

   Sharli didn’t understand a word of it. When she looked up all the other children had gone.

   ‘I’m getting interference,’ Tinnimam said. ‘Don’t wait, just run!’

   In the doorway to the tent was Ganax, the priest, his face expressionless, the children now behind him, looking past his legs. They were lit by the dying embers of the fire, red flickering across their faces, across their hands. Whatever detail the fire picked out, the rest was pitch black, as if they were emerging from a lake of tar, only their extremities visible.

   When Ganax reached for Sharli, Tinnimam flew up from Sharli’s lap, launched herself fluttering and clawing into the face of the priest, pecked at his neck and sliced as she once had done to Sharli. Everywhere was a blizzard of feathers, and from her little firebird sister the voice crackled out:

   ‘Run! Run! Run!’

   It was dark, and the communal fires were dwindling. Those who were awake were dozy, the rest of them sleeping in advance of the ceremony the next day. As she ran, the silver neckpiece banged against Sharli’s shoulder blades, against her chin.

   She was a much faster runner than she had been a year ago.

   She took the same route out, along the path to the west, where she had passed the unattended staked goats. There were goatherds with them now, but they were sleeping.

   She ran smoothly, hardly breathing more than she did when she walked.

   She didn’t feel the effort of it at all.
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   What if a self was solely a function of the body, sufficient that it was generated in the cortex by the specificity of the material conditions of that body? That all that needed to be done to generate the unique self was to make a perfect copy of the body.
Various problems arise. For example, the specificity of the material conditions of the human body vis-à-vis uniqueness implies that the material itself is generative of the self. It would be a technical impossibility for a copy to contain specifically the same material as an original, particularly if ‘material’ under this definition has both a temporal and a spatial component, as it must. Even if it was simply a matter of using the same atoms, this would be technically impossible. There would also be irresolvable problems at a quantum level.
Even if material identicality wasn’t required, but somehow it was the pattern of combination of matter that generated the self, independent of the matter itself, there would be a problem in the assumption of the continuation of consciousness between the original body and the replica body. In fact, this continuation of consciousness can easily be proved impossible by thought experiment.
Consider what would happen if the original body remained in situ at point A, retaining its consciousness, once the replica was created at point B, supposedly generating the same consciousness. The replica at point B would be mistaken in thinking it was the original self since that original self already exists, and only the original has the continuity of consciousness. The replica consciousness simply mimics the original consciousness, and then quickly diverges from it on the basis of their different experiences of the world.
Should one then destroy the original, the original consciousness dies with it.
Providing – and this is arguable – that ‘consciousness’ and the ‘self’ are at least partially identical at the level of concept, then no continuation of the self can be assumed regardless of the perfection or otherwise of the replica.
To continue the thought experiment, if one perfect replica can be made, then why not two, three, four, ad infinitum? They could not all claim to be the original unique self – since the definition of ‘unique’ would preclude this – and consciousness could not continue across all of them. It becomes clear that, once the original body is destroyed, the original self is dead, not transferred from one place to another, and the new body possesses a new self, even if that self mistakes itself for the original self.
Belief in the idea that a perfect replica body will generate the original self is, in the face of refutation, known as the propaganda of the material soul.


   
   
   
   
   
   
   
  

 
  
   II

   Sharli the Slave

   She ran and ran until, eventually, she couldn’t run any more.

   When she turned back, she hoped to see Tinnimam. In the rush of her running, she hadn’t heard the beating of wings or the woman’s voice, but because she hadn’t looked back she still hoped that her firebird would be behind her, somewhere, even if it was in the far distance.

   She dropped to her hands and knees, breathed quickly and deeply, but always with her head up, searching back the way she had come for a sign, any sign.

   There was none.

   It was raining, there was a storm coming in from the sea, and now the wind was getting up.

   Sharli’s muscles ached, her heart was reluctant to slow, it was hard to get enough breath to fill her lungs, but she got to her feet, started to walk back the way she had come.

   She’d run all the way to the sea, and it was the shore that she turned her back on. Why wouldn’t she? The only thing she truly loved was back the way she came, and what was the sea to her? What was a storm? Even Sharli’s life was something that she didn’t love, and now Tinnimam’s words rang in her thoughts, and she couldn’t remember why she had obeyed them.

   She had left her firebird, and she must get her back.

   On the beach behind her, down over the cliffs, hidden from view, a pinnace from the slaver ship Serapis Christus had landed. The men who had come to shore on it were following their map to a river where they expected to refill their water barrels. The path they were following, rolling the barrels ahead of them, brought them in short order off the beach, up the dunes, between the cliffs, to where Sharli was standing, her thoughts elsewhere.

   The men stopped. There were six of them, with three barrels between them, and they paused what limited conversation they might have been having. Slavers know a silent language of gestures for moments just like this one, and they used it now, indicating with slashes of their flat hands and the holding up of various numbers of their fingers that they should upend their barrels, and that three of them should go left, and three of them should go right, and that they should take the girl.

   She started walking away, and the rain began to fall harder, the wind to blow louder. The men quickened their pace.

   When she eventually noticed them, she put up some resistance, but a lone girl is no match for six slavers, even if they haven’t drunk anything but urine for a week.

   Once they had bound her arms and legs, they remembered they could speak again.

   The rain was pelting down.

   ‘Tie her to the boat while we get water,’ one of them called into the wind.

   ‘If I do it,’ shouted another, ‘I get the neckpiece.’

   ‘That’s a lot of silver for a simple job,’ cried a third.

   ‘Do you want to do it?’

   A lot of rain-soaked arguing ensued, but Sharli didn’t understand the language. It made no difference, in the end. She was taken to the ship and thrown in the hull with the rest of the slaves, packed like herrings salting in a barrel.

   Days passed in nausea and misery.

   The slave hold of the Serapis Christus was not built for comfort any more than the inside of a salting barrel is designed to comfort herring flesh; the slaves went where there was any little room for their bodies, whether this was wedged against a planked division, or squeezed between others. If this was cramped, if this gave Sharli splinters, if this didn’t allow her to draw a full breath, then so what? A slaver ship’s design took no account of this.

   Nor had windows been considered a necessity; there were none.

   The ship bucked in unpredictable directions, and because Sharli couldn’t see the horizon, she never got her bearings. She lay with the others in the splinters and dense darkness, green and sweating, crying and retching. Her existence became only claustrophobia and vomit and longing for Tinnimam, none of which seemed to have a limit.

   Eventually the storm subsided, taking the sea-sickness with it, but the hot, close longing remained regardless.

   Someone had picked a gap in the planking sometime in the distant past. The hole had been rubbed smooth over years by fingers trying to extend it, either to give a better view or to sink the filthy ship and drown them all. One dawn, the sun shone through the gap, making a blinding ray of light, solid as a bar of metal in the darkness.

   Sharli pulled herself out from the heat of the others and, treading over their uncomplaining bodies, she went over to the hole. She shut one eye, fearful that so much light would burn out her sight after so much dark, and pressed its closed lid against the gap. Even without opening, her eye reacted to the brightness, a red orange sun that shone in her mind so that the other eye clashed with it.

   She let her closed eye open, slowly and gradually, closing it back when the brightness was too much, and then opening it again when she felt braver.

   At first everything was blue, but as she regained her focus she made out something in the distance – a thin black line across the horizon. She pulled back and blinked, clearing the tears the light had made in her eyes, and went back. The ship was moving in a slow ellipse, tacking against the wind on a course that would bring them, eventually, to that thin black line.

   There was a bulge in the middle of the line, as if whoever had drawn it had leaned too heavily on the pencil at that part. If she could have seen closer she’d have known this was the bulk of Mordew looming up behind the Sea Gate, still so far away that it was scarcely anything. If she’d had the eyes of a falcon she’d have been able to make out the Manse on top of the bulk, and if she’d been able to see into the future she’d have known that she would come to this place one day, at the head of an army, to torture the divinity out of a boy capable of splitting the world in half.

   She had a girl’s eyes though, and she could see no more of the future than she could see in her imagination. Now, her imagination was an instrument turned to the immediate concerns of any girl taken as a slave: to her safety, to her physical needs, and, less, to the terrible assumptions she could make as to what use her new owners were to put her.

   The ship moved slowly and the line barely thickened. The movement of the ship crushed her cheek against the wood, and her feet were cold so she returned to the others, sliding beneath them where she could, avoiding their knees and ankles, skulls and elbows, taking what warmth she could, staring sleeplessly into the dark, the bar of light and the lurching waves, the only thing that told of a world outside of that hull.

   The ship arrived at night, met by the gill-men of the Port Watch in their white uniforms. They slipped quietly onto the deck to take their master’s fees. Sharli was not sleeping, but she didn’t see them because the slaves had been corralled by the crew in the hull and made to stand in ranks, holding the ceiling straps.

   A tall and gruff man came down their lines, inspecting them with his whip handle, barking and prodding, until the slave in front of her went forwards, pulling her by the chain at her neck so she had to go with him.

   After a few seconds they were outside.

   The hot, oppressive, sour tar reek of the hull was suddenly gone, replaced with an immediate bitter cold. There are people who do this for pleasure, for their health, going from a hot room into a cold one, laughing at the shock of it, delighting in the sensation, but those people are unchained at the neck, are well fed, have slept. They are not in fear of their life being taken from them at any moment, or worse, of being used for things that will kill them. There was no pleasure in this feeling for Sharli, only the desperate intuition that, should she have to stand here long, she would freeze.

   She took a look behind her, down to the place that had seemed so bad just moments before, but which she now would have run to if she could, have found a place to hide in the dark, even if it meant a whipping.

   She had no choice, though. That is what it is to be a slave; she could only walk where the chain led her. Not to have walked would have killed her.

   The slaves were led past the gill-men, who tallied the cargo, and it is some indication of Sharli’s state that she saw nothing unusual about them, not their smooth and eyeless faces, not the slits in their necks, not their gaping nostrils. All she saw were men in uniforms, counting, and men in uniforms dragging, and the filthy back of the silent man in front of her.

   The ship’s cargo was sold as a job lot to the manager of a nail factory whose first kindness to his new employees was to dip them.

   A farmer will dip sheep in insecticide to rid them of scab and blowflies, which is undeniably a good thing. He does this by marching them down a slope in turn through a channel filled with the right mix of disinfectants. He then marches them up a slope at the other side. In the middle he will use his crook to dunk the sheep, who must swim through the dip since the bottom is too low for them to walk on. This stings, of course, but it is worse to be prey to blowfly larvae. This fate would be a terrible thing, so the farmer does his job with a sense that he is working for the forces of good, and he does it with a smile on his face. If his sheep do not wish to be dunked that is because they are too ignorant to know that it is necessary. Farmer knows best.

   The factory manager marched his purchases through the dip like a farmer marches his sheep, and when he pushed Sharli under the surface of the dip she struggled and went under.

   Children of Malarkoi are not routinely taught to swim, and if they can, that is because of some natural ability, or some accident of commune: perhaps their group mother was proud of her unusual ability and decided to pass it on. Sharli could not swim, so she was hooked by the neck when she appeared not to be coming back up, and was dragged spluttering to the other end of the channel, her eyes and throat burning.

   After the dip she went to the drying room, after the drying room she went to the undressing room, after that room she and her clothes went in different directions, she to the purser, they to the furnace.

   In the purser’s room Sharli was measured by a machine – a tall and clanking arrangement of metal rods and rubber belts, loosely bolted – that quantified, inaccurately and carelessly, the girl’s general dimensions. These were then encoded into a card, poked through with holes. When Sharli inserted this ticket into a slot a hatch opened up behind her in which there was a smock, too long in the arms, too long on the legs, and very tight at the collar and cuffs.

   Sharli, like all the others there, put on the garment, stretching its stitches, in order that she might at least be warmer, none of them caring much any more for their dignity, since that had been lost long before.

   From the purser she went to the factory floor, urged forward by the press of newly clad bodies behind her, who were driven in turn by new naked people behind them.

   She didn’t have time to cough, or catch her breath, because the entrance to the factory was through a series of wooden turnstiles that would have looked to Sharli, if she could have seen them from above and had known what a clock was, like the cogs inside a piece of clockwork. By a calculus unknown to her, she was directed by many turns through to a short bench. Along a conveyor on one side of this bench a seemingly impossible number of nails processed. This conveyor ran off in a circle and was fed by a chute that disgorged ever more nails from above.

   At the opposite side of the circle from Sharli was another girl. This girl did not greet her, or pause in any way in what she was doing, which was taking nails, one at a time, from the conveyor. She twisted off the metal sprue that had adhered, presumably unnecessarily, to the sharp tip of each nail. The sprue she threw into a bucket, the nail she put on the table. The girl looked up, very briefly, and when she saw Sharli was not picking up nails and removing their sprues, she cursed her under her breath.

   From this Sharli realised she was expected to do the same as the other girl was doing.

   When she tried to do it, though, she found that the metal of the nails was burning hot, so that she had to throw it back down onto the conveyor, sprue unremoved.

   Because a person will experience pain when she picks up hot metal, she shrieked, and this drew the attention of the other girl. She did not show any sympathy for Sharli, but before the next nail that she picked up she put her fingertips – which, Sharli now saw, were calloused and swollen – into her mouth so that when she picked up the nail and sprue it was the saliva that took the heat long enough for the sprue to be removed and nail and sprue sorted into their respective piles.

   Sharli was about to try it when she was jabbed hard from above by a man holding a long pole, itself like some huge nail. Up where he was, there was a network of gantries, all joined together, along which patrolled other men with poles, directing the ends of them at, presumably, workers she could not see. Perhaps they stood at their own benches, unworking, because the man who had jabbed her made ushering signs with his free hand, and jabbed her again until she did what the other girl was doing.

   All around was deafeningly loud and frightening.

   The sound of metal against metal was not a natural thing for a child brought up in Malarkoi, and Sharli’s ears weren’t used to it, any more than her fingertips were used to the heat, or her salivary glands were used to providing so much liquid in the absence of any suggestion of food, or her back was used to reaching over the bench to the conveyor, or her eyes were used to the billows of steam and sparks and the endless hard labour of the factory floor, where even the gantry guards were exhausted through their patrolling and prodding.

   When the whistle went, louder even than the loudest of the noises she had heard so far, she was poked forward by the gantry man’s pole into a turnstile that span her away in preparation for the arrival of the next shift behind her.

   There were, she came to know, two shifts at that place, one for the twelve hours most closely approximating the daytime, and the other for the twelve-hour night.

   She was so dizzy and bemused with exhaustion that when she was emptied into a barracks, and found the cot allocated for her, she failed to see the small portion of bread that had been placed on her pillow, or the flask of tepid water that lay beside it.
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