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THE POISON MASTER

On the planet of Latent Emanation, humans are the lowest class, at the mercy of their mysteriousdien
rulers, the Lords of Night. But Alivet Dee, an dchemist, can’t help but question the Lords' rule ever since
her twin Sster was taken to serve in their palace. Alivet saves every penny to pay her sster’ s unbonding
fee, but her plan is destroyed when one of her potionskillsawedlthy client—and Alivet finds hersdlf
wanted for murder. Her only hope isthe darkly attractive man who may have engineered her downfall

but who Hill offers her alast chance of salvation.

A Poison Master from the planet Hathes, Arieth Mahedi Ghairen needs an dchemist of Alivet’ s expertise
to find the one drug that can take down the Lords—and free the universe from their rule. Sequestered in
Ghairen' sfortress |aboratory, lied to by both her new aly and his daughter’ s enigmatic governess, Alivet
doesn’'t know whom to trust or where to turn for answers. But driven to undo her sster’ sfate, Alivet
racesto hone her skillsin time—even astimerunsoi. ..




DEADLY ENCOUNTER

The windows werefifty feet high, bisected into archesthat crested the effect of an enormous cathedral.
Through the glass, Alivet could see the expanse of the city below: asprawl of aleysand rookeries
reaching asfar asthe fens. Latent Emanation’s sun had aready boiled away over the edge of theworld,
and the city was hazy in the damp evening air. Alivet knew that if she stepped across to the window and
looked down, she would see the building curving like a carapace below her: amaze of fume barsand
restaurants, dance halls and penitentias.

The complex was popular, though mercifully not with the Lords themsalves. Alivet noted all manner of
patrons from e sawherein the fens. Hepsborough genuflexives waving their dining implementsin animated
conversation; Moderated Wives beneath a group vell and asingle person reading anillega political
newspaper. Alivet’ s eyes widened; very few people dared to openly criticize the Lords and their
Unpriests, and to sit reading such materid in plain view seemed utter folly.

Alivet knew that she should avert her gaze and have nothing to do with this dangerousindividua, but her
curiosity was piqued and she stared. She saw two long pale hands at the edges of the paper. Then, asif
realizing that he was being watched, the person lowered the paper and smiled up at her.

Alivet saw anarrow, handsome face, not quite human: ivory as a polished skull beneath deek blue-black
hair. His eyes, deep set in hollows of bone, were as dark as garnets. His smile was mocking, beguiling,
holding al manner of promises...
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...itisthe stars,
The stars above us, govern our condition.

SHAKESPEARE, King Lear







In [discussing] thaumaturgy and theatrical effects, [ Deg] wrote: “ And for these and such like
marvellous Acts and Feats, Naturally, Mathematically, and Mechanically wrought and contrived:
ought any honest Sudent and Modest Christian Philosopher be counted and called a Conjuror?...
Shall that man be... condemned as a Companion of the Hellhounds, and a Caller, and Conjuror of

Wicked and damned Spirits?’

The answer, he was about to discover, was“ Yes.”

BENJAMIN WOOLLEY, The Queen’'s Conjuror



Trinity College, Cambridge 1547

“Areyou certain thisunnaturad device will not fail us?” Sir John Cheke sfacewasastudy in
gpprehension. Beyond the windows of the college hall, the May twilight grew blue and dim. Cheke
reached for acandle and ht it.

“Of course | am certain,” Deereplied, swalowing hisimpatience. “1 should not have proposed such a
matter to you if | had not been entirely sure of my theorems.” He pointed to a complex arrangement of
levers, mirrors, and pulleys, concealed behind the pale stone arches.

“Neverthdess, if the theetrica player isactualy intended to ride upon this contraption—" Cheke
hesitated. “ And though | believe you to be a prodigy in mathematics, you are youthful, sir, and proneto
eagerness. Will the actor be safe?’

“Hewill be assafe asif he sat bestride an aged mule upon the Ely road.” John Deetook care to maintain
atranquil countenance above hisfrayed ruff, belying a degree of inner doubt. It had taken severa
deepless nightsto work out the practical consequences of his plan and Dee was by no means surethat it
would prove a success. But how elseto test the theory? The expression that Cheke wore now was a
familiar one. It had often been seen to steal across hisold tutor’ sfeatures, like cat-ice upon the millponds
of the Cam, when Dee had come up with some new notion, but he was aso confident that Cheke could
be persuaded to support the current proposa. After dl, it waswell known that Cheke would not set foot
out of hishouse before examining the configuration of the stars, and frequently consulted Dee asto the
more pressing astrological portents. Moreover, Cheke and his colleagues had aready proved
ingrumenta in encouraging Erasmus new learning at the Univergity. Arabic arithmetic, which Dee was
currently engaged in teaching to a new generation of undergraduates, was now al the rage. So was
Greek philosophy and that meant that Greek plays might also be popular, such as Aristophanes Peace,
which Dee was now currently attempting to stage.

Cheke prodded the thing that sat before him with awary foot.

“But amechanicd beetle? | do wonder, John, a the chambers that your imagination must contain. Even
at nineteen you manage to surpass the notions held by men twice your age!”

The beetle, some four feet in length and constructed of wood and meta at alocal forge, rocked gently at
the touch of Cheke' s shoe.

“Takecare! And | ventureto remark that it isnot my imagination,” Dee hastened to say, “but that of
Aristophanes himsdlf, who was thefirg to conceive of such ascheme.”

“One might suggest that the playwright’ sinterest was dlegorica rather than mechanica.” Cheke gestured
disapprovingly toward the copy of Peace that lay upon anearby table. “ That the hero of thisplay
succeeds in reaching Olympus and the gods on the back of agiant dung beetle, rather than the winged
steed of legend, gives Aristophanes license for anumber of broad jests and references.”

“Broad jests aside, it isthe principle that counts.”

“Indeed. Explain to me once more how you intend to persuade this monster to part company from the



ground?’

“I am beginning work upon an ‘art mathematica,” which | term ‘thaumaturgy,” ” Dee explained. He took
adeep breeth, willing himsdlf not to launch into an explanation that would cause a glaze to appear across
Cheke s eyes. Sometimesit was difficult to remember that other people did not seem to enjoy the same
ease with mathematics as Dee himself. Sorting through the muddled pile of notes, he took up ascrap of
parchment and began to read. * ‘It giveth certain order to make strange works, of the senseto be
perceived and of men greetly to be wondered at.””

“Men will indeed greetly wonder,” Cheke remarked acidly, “if agigantic flying dung beetle should hurtle
across the college dining room and flatten the unhappy audience. | want details, Sir, not idle speculation
such asone may hear in any tavern in the town. How isit going to fly?”

“It isbased on the principles explored by the Greek mathematician Archytas. He demondtrated it by
means of awooden dove, which was ableto fly unaided,” Dee explained. “In Nuremberg, too, an
artificer succeeded in constructing an iron fly that soared about the room and returned safely to his hand.
And an artificid eagle was dso produced, with smilar results. | myself have conducted experimentswith
ameta insect of my own, thistime fashioned of bronze, and have achieved a measure of success.
However, | am reluctant to do the same with an object of these proportions’—Dee nudged the
beetle—" and hence | have arranged this purely mechanical sequence of pulleys, operated by the
elements of air and water, which are intended to move the device between the rafters. Both methods
involve the application of mathematics and if we are successful in thismore materia exercise, | will
attempt to produce true unaided flight in the beetle itsdf. Imagine,” he went on, “if we could devisea
flying machine that could trangport a man clear across the country. With the present condition of our
English roads, aman could make a fortune with such an engine.”

Cheke s round face embodied skepticism. “Firg thingsfirgt, John. Let’s get the beetle to the lofty peak
of the Trinity ceiling before we start to muse about crossing the country.”

“A wiseplan,” Dee agreed. Cheke was the Chancellor, when everything was said and done, and it would
not do to betoo insstent. He was fortunate that Cheke was dlowing him to stagethe play at all.

To the detriment of his students, Dee spent the next few daysin a haze of mathematica speculation,
digtracted only by the imploring questions of the leading theetrica player.

“What if | fal off the device?” Will Grey pleaded, kneading his cap between his hands. “ Areyou certain
that thisissafe?”’

With an inward sigh, Dee gave the same reassurances to Grey that he had previoudy madeto Sir John
Cheke.

“All you have to do isto maintain a steedy hold upon the scarab’ s shell. The ropes and pulleyswill do the
rest of thework. Now, my Trygaeus, be brave, as befits atrue hero approaching the Olympian heights!”

“All very well for youto say,” Grey muttered. “ Since your part ismerdy to skulk inthewingslikea
curber’ swarp.”

“Exactly.” Dee clapped Grey on the shoulder. “Where | shall be taking good care that everything goes
according to plan.”

Once the disconsolate actor had gone, Dee went back into his rooms and sat down at the desk. Spring



rain streaked the leaded windows, turning the bleached stones of Trinity as gray asbone. An east wind,
cold asthe forests of Muscovy from which it had come, roared across the fens and rattled the doors.
Somewherein the building Dee could hear the drift of alute. Footsteps clattered on the wooden
staircase, accompanied by asudden babble of voices. Ignoring these distractions, Deeriffled the
parchments that covered the desk until he located the | etter that had arrived that morning from Roger
Ascham at Louvain. Reading the |etter once more, Dee marveled at the prospect of living in such an age
asthis, when anew discovery seemed to spring forth every day like wisdom from the head of Jupiter...

He wondered whether there was any truth in thislatest theory. He had come acrossit beforein an
account of Rheticius', but now it seemed that someone had published it in abook. It would be worth his
whileto hunt down a copy of this De Revol utionibus, Dee thought. An intriguing notion: that the Earth
journeyed about the sun rather than the other way about, a return to most ancient principles.

Idly, Dee began to speculate and soon became engrossed in the haf-visionary, half-mathematica
dreaming that had proved the hallmark of his successto date. Despite Cheke' s skepticism, he felt sure
the principlesthat had led to the flight of thelittle bronze bee could be harnessed to lift amuch larger
object, and he pictured himsalf soaring above the woods and patchwork fields of England.

In hismind’ s eye, the Thameslay below, asilver thread snaking toward aglistening sea, and al the roofs
and gables of London spread out beneath him like children’ stoys. It would be akin to the view from the
spireof St. Mary’sin Cambridge, the highest that Dee had ever stood above atown, yet surely from a
greater height everything would ook even more remote. Imagination took Dee sailing across London,
over the black-and-white whimsy of Nonsuch Palace, over the turrets of Oxford and the green hills of
Gloucestershire, asfar asthe borders of Wales and then up through the rainy skiesinto the heavens until
he could see the Earth itsdlf, hanging like an orb againgt afield of starsand suns.

It was the very image of an astrolabe: he could amost see the roads traveled by each and every world
around the sun. And Dee thought: If only my device could reach the realms of the sublunary spheres.
Then | could see for myself the truth of the matter, whether the world travels around the sun, or
viceversa...

Someone knocked sharply on the door, returning Dee to Earth. It proved to be Cheke, with yet another
worry, leaving Dee no more time for interplanetary speculation.

Much to Cheke s surprise, and Dee' s secret relief, the rehearsal s for the performance of Peace passed
with only afew hitches.

“Itwill dl goill onthenight,” Cheke said gloomily, when Dee pointed out that this proved the soundness
of hiscdculations. From the wings, Will Grey could be heard vomiting into a bucket, whether with the
sensdtion of theflight itself or relief at having survived it, Dee did not know.

“Nonsensg,” said Dee. “Y ou must have more faith in mathematics.”
“I can seewhy somefolk cdl it no better than conjuring,” Cheke muttered.

Dee winced. The accusation was afamiliar one. “Caculation” till meant “conjuring” to more than afew
folk, and Pythagoras himself was commonly supposed to have been amagus. Aslong asthey kept to
burning books and not people, Dee thought, he should be safe enough. Though if the political Situation
changed, it might be adifferent sory. He remembered the troubles earlier in the year: the sudden
Protestant upheava at the succession of the young King Edward that had seen statues destroyed in S.
Paul’ sand other churches. Still, if Plato and Aristotle had managed to live through the dark days of



political unrest, Dee would endeavor to prove worthy of them. The main matter was knowledge.

“Do not be anxious,” he ingtructed Cheke. “Y ou will see when the performanceis over what agreat
wonder it has been, and what fame the college will glean asaresult. | have heard that people are even
traveling from the court.”

At thisaglitter of calculation began to light Cheke s eye, and Dee knew that there would be no more
carping about money or the furnishings.

“Alas! How frightened | am—I have no heart for jests,” Will Grey cried, asthe beetle hurtled from one
sdeof Trinity Hall to the other above agaping crowd. A greasy smoke billowed up from the pitch
torches surrounding the stage as the beetle sailed past. “Ah, machinist, take grest care of mel!”

“I do not recollect those last wordsin the script,” Cheke murmured; he had joined Dee for amoment in
thewings.

“Hemeant it, though.” It was agreat shame that he could only snatch glimpses of the beetl€ s wonderful
flight, Dee thought. The rest of his attention was riveted on the men working the system of ropesand
pulleysthat powered the device, and in angling the mirror above the stage that gave theillusion of depth.
But he could hear the astonished murmurs of the audience and that was dmost as good. The hdl was
packed; not only with students and tutors, but also with courtiers, who for al their city sophistication
were just as dack-mouthed as the merest youith.

“Itisatriumph,” Cheke whispered. “| have been listening. They redly have no notion how it was done.”
He bestowed a nervous glance upon his colleague. “ They are dready taking about sorcery, you know,
We shdl haveto be careful.”

Absently, Dee nodded. Ropes and trickery were al very well, but the experiment had served to convince
him of onething. He now knew that the red work lay in the future: in making that visonary flying
meachine, in traveling to the Earth’ slimits, and beyond.



City of Levanah, Month of Dragonflies

The mesting that night was held at a dtilt-farm near the village of Edgewhere, in the middle of Deadwife
Marsh. The causeway was unlit, but marsh fire flickered beneeth its rickety polesand insectstraced a
pale light across the path of Alivet Dee. It waslatein the Month of Dragonflies; the iridescent svarms
had aready lifted from the waters of the marsh and sailed up into the skies, hanging on the risng winds.
Alivet pulled her grestcoat closer to guard against the dampness and the chill. The hem of her long skirt
was aready soaked. She could smell moss, growing somewhere in the brackish waters below, combining
with the odor of mud and marsh weed. Y ou could make something of that, Alivet thought: mingled with
veivey and myrrh, it would make an interesting musk, and quite possibly a narcotic one, too. But she had
other thingsto think about besides perfume and achemicals.

As she neared the end of the causeway, Alivet glanced uneasily over her shoulder. The city of Levanah
rose above thefens, acrust of dark buildings starred with lamps. A scarab flier hissed low over the
horizon, carrying Unpriests to some unknown assignation, and Alivet shivered. Far to theleft, she could
see the silhouetted shapes of the Towers of Contemplation, phosphorus gleaming aong their pylons. Up
there, the anube mendicants sat, locked in prayer for the soul of the city. There were never more than
three or four, the Unpriests would come sooner or later, and toss them down into the marsh. Alivet had
seen such athing once before: atwisting jackal-headed body, plummeting slently into the waters from the
rickety heights of the tower. More would aways cometo take their place, asthe Unpriests clearly knew.
Alivet wondered why they did not smply have the towers removed, but perhaps it amused the Unpriests
to have such adtationary target, or perhapsit was symbolic of the uneasy relationship that existed
between anube and human.

At the center of Levanah she could see the shattered stump of Luce Vo, asight that aways sent a chill
through her. It was there that the Lords of Night had first come to the world of Latent Emanation;
gpiraling down above the World River deltain adrift-boat with a hold of human captives. That had been
many hundreds of years ago now, Alivet thought, conjuring up theimage of those captives— her own
ancestors—to give hersdf courage. If they had faced such trids, surely she could put up with what she
hersdlf had to bear. The anvil of thelanding Site towered above the city, its summit lost in darkness. Alivet
shuddered once and hurried on.

This had never been her favorite time of year. She had grown up in Edgewhere, and was familiar with
dank, dark dayswhen the lamps smoldered and not even the best waterproofs dried out properly. It was
not a healthy time, either. Last year there had been an outbreak of the typhe, and the year before that,
dozens had been lost to river fever. And it had been in the Month of Dragonflies that the Unpriests had
comefor Inkirietta: five years ago now, her sster and hersalf no more than saventeen. With one of the
paradoxes of grief, it seemed at once ahundred years before, and yet no more distant than last week.
Inki’s criesand their aunt’ s pleas still resounded in Alivet’ s head like the cries of spirits out acrossthe
marsh.

Anill time, full of sickness and disgppointment, old sorrows. .. She would rather be at home, tending her
plants, than traipsing across Deadwife Causeway to pay her devotions, but the summons had been
dipped beneath her door that evening, only an hour before. She could not disobey; it was her turn to take
the Search tonight. It was the duty of al chosen citizensto participate in the Searches, the one thing that
united them againgt the Unchurch.



Alivet trod in apuddle of fen-rot, turned her ankle, and swore. Seven weeks ago, the ceremony had
been held in the basement of one of the old buildings at the back of Luce VVo; amore salubriouslocation
inthe city’ s center. A cold and sudden raindrop snaked down the back of her neck and Alivet was
relieved to see the outlines of the stilt-farm rising out of the waters of the marsh.

A guardian was standing at the door. In silence, Alivet held out her summons. The guardian took her
hand.

“Onemoment.” Shefet apinprick a the end of her finger, sending asingle drop of blood to hissinto a
crucible. The clear liquid within turned aglowing red as soon as the blood touched it. The guardian
nodded.

“Y ou're marked off. Thanks for coming. In through the left entrance. Y ou know what to do.”

Alivet followed these ingtructions and found hersdlf in along, low room. It was abarn; she could seethe
barrels of frogs and creek creeper, destined for Levanah's markets, stacked with untidy haste againgt the
wall. She sat crossegged on the floor, tucking her long dress beneath her and noting with annoyance that
her top-skirt had afresh burn. Around the hem, acid had eaten away the fabric until it resembled the
skeleton of aleaf. How had that happened? But she remembered a drop spilt from a crucible the day
before, szzling to thefloor asit fell. She had bought the skirt only amonth ago and already it looked old,
but it would have to wait another year before she could afford to replaceit. All the money between now
and next Memory Day was earmarked for Inki.

Wing cases crackled benegth Alivet as she settled herself. The farmer could have swept the place more
thoroughly, but probably had not had time. News that thiswas the meeting place would have reached the
farmer only ashort while before Alivet received her own summons. The barn wasfilling up, peoplefiling
in behind Alivet and sitting down around her, dl in silence. A seeker appeared at the front of the
assembly, carrying asecond crucible. Alivet’s sengtive nose caught the odor of tonight’ sdrug: dreaming
menifew, combined with opium. It was to be one of the trusted psychopomps, then, nothing new and
experimentd.

Be thankful for small mercies, Alivet thought. She did not fancy staggering home across the causeway,
nauseated and shaking from someone' s experimental brew. She wondered briefly what the Search must
belike for someone who had little knowledge of halucinogens and dchemicas. Asaprofessond
drug-maker and apothecary, at least she hersdf wasfamiliar with the substances involved.

Still no one spoke. The crucible was handed to a person in the front row, who hunched over it for a
moment and took along, unsteady breath. The crucible was passed on. Alivet watched impatiently as
each participant bresthed in the drug in turn. The sooner thiswas over and done with, the more quickly
she could return home. She had work to do that night, a preparation for a client on the following day, and
shewas dready tired.

Alivet took adeep breath of musty air and closed her eyes, reciting the five-year-old reminder. The
harder she worked, the more she would earn. The more she earned, the quicker she could pay the
unbonding fee and buy Inki back from the Unpriests and their masters. If she continued to work hard and
al went to plan, Inki could be back home within the year. Then perhaps she could find her sister an
apprenticeship, and they could rent afew roomsin adecent house...

It was an old dream, and this was not the place or timefor it. The crucible was aready at the end of her
row. She needed to prepare for it, not spend her time in daydreams.

The peoplein the front row were starting to dump, lying huddled in their cloaks on the dusty,
wing-sharded floor. At lagt, the crucible reached Alivet. Shetook itswarm bulb in her hand, then



hunched over the flute-hole and breathed in. The smokefilled her senses, murmured in her head. She did
not remember passing the crucible on, but her hands were suddenly empty. She stared down at them: her
fingerswere calused and stained with acid and ash, and they seemed suddenly magnified to incredible
sgnificance. She could fed theweight of her long braid, dragged down by the twelve rings of her
apprenticeship. Her head was suddenly too heavy to bear.

Alivet pulled her hood over her face and curled up on the floor, staring into warm, sparkling darkness as
the drug coursed through her. Dreaming menifew: green, chthonic, familiar. It was one of the companion
plants, not an enemy that needed placation and the small sacrifices of vomiting or mania. She focused,
conjuring up animage of the plant: athick, sap-filled stem, fleshy leaves with a black-jade gloss, smal
crimson flowerslike drops of blood. She sent the image within, caling up the spirit of the psychopomp.

All drugs had spirits attached to them; it was Smply amatter of whether those dlied beings were friendly
or not. But Alivet had met those attached to menifew before. Obligingly, the drug’ s spirit whispered to
her, promising visions. Last time, it had been vetony and she had had to fight it, driving it back asit
threatened to swamp her rationd mind, but al the menifevswere afriend to the Search.

Images pulsed past: amarsh mome drawn to the ceremony, its blades wheeling and snapping; then a
vison of her own smal room asif viewed through the end of atelescope. Petiently, Alivet waited for the
neurd froth to subside. Her aunt’ s voice murmured in her head: Don't ever be afraid. Even if the spirit
of a drug isyour enemy, you must trust it. If you fear it, it will snatch you into the world of the lost
until it passes from your blood and you will come back with nothing except shakes and fever. That
had happened once or twice, of course, until Alivet learned how to steer and guide.

You must learn, Alivet. She could see her aunt Elitta standing before her, dressed in her customary long
black skirt and red shawl, holding abundle of knitting. The women of our family have been
apothecaries for generations, Searching like so many others, involved in the Long Dream. It is
your duty to participate, to find out where we come from.

Aunty? What are you doing here? Oh. Of course, you're not really here, are you? Why, for a
moment | thought—

Sop babbling, Alivet, her rationa mind ingtructed her kindly. Attend. Concentrate.

She il had occasiond nightmares, of things glimpsed in adrugged depth, but that was common to
everyone. At least she had not failed as a Searcher; afew did, every year. The Search was secret, but
somehow everyone gill knew, asthough folk held the knowledge of that failurein their faces.

Alivet, unfearing now and acquiescent, did down the green and growing paths of the drug, seeking lost
answers. Nothing was there, only the conjurings of menifew: water dreams, theflick of afishtall into
deeper seas, avoice whispering at the edge of hearing. Alivet turned in to the susurrus, but it wasonly a
rhyme, chanted over and over again asif to achild. Here we go round the mulberry bush...

What was a mulberry bush? Alivet wondered if it could be important, then dismissed it.

It was at that point that she thought she saw something on the horizons of her mind: something small and
glittering againgt an abyss of night. She directed her gaze toward it; it grew rapidly larger. It wasa
drift-boat, hanging in the heavens againgt askein of ars. Alivet Sdled againgt it like asedl, peered
through a porthole to the massed ranks of human captives. her ancestors, with the dancing form of a
Night Lord moving between them.

They were dl alittle different, the Lords, asif their species had borrowed scraps and patches from dll
manner of creatures. ThisLord had a narrow, inhuman face, sharp mandiblestwisting at the base of the



jaw, and long clawed hands. But the drift-boat was the means by which humans had cometo Latent
Emanation and she saw her world now, hanging over her shoulder like agreet dark eye.

Only the boat! Alivet questioned the menifew. | have seen this before; show me more. Show me
where we come from, which world. Show me the Origin, the object of our long Search. Her
phantom fist hammered on the porthole of the boat, seeking to wake the rows of floating forms. Thelr
limbs had become entangled, as though they lay in water, having recently and sweetly drowned. Her gaze
fell on an ederly man: adeeping figure in aplain black robe, with aforked beard and anarrow face. The
man' s face was closed and grim. Even in deep, helooked angry. Alivet wondered why.

Who are you? My many times great-grandfather? What is your name?
But the unconscious man did not reply.

Alivet cried out into the void to her ancestors: You knew! You knew where you, and therefore we,
came from, but you did not speak. Why did you never speak? For surely this was the greatest secret
of all, concedled by even the most ancient texts. And in the midst of her drugged dreaming, Alivet thought
that perhaps heresy was truth: that her ancestors had never known, or, worse, were the creations of the
Night Lords themselves, golems of animated clay who shambled and shuffled out their days and had no
secret to tell to the ones who came after.

Even asthe thought sped out, she knew it was a mistake. With vegetable downess, the scene seeped and
changed. The boat was no longer there. She was standing in along hdl, ringed with lamps of unlight. A
Lord stood before her, its shadowy carapace swathed in mottled robes. Beneath itsarm, Alivet saw a
girl with apale, drawn face. She held asmoking brazier, offering it beseechingly up to the Lord' sjaw. As
she bent forward, Alivet saw that there was only a puckered pinprick hole where the girl’ sleft eye had
been, and in the same moment she recognized her sigter.

“Inki!” shecried. “Inkiriettal”
Thegirl turned and her face twisted in puzzlement.
“Who areyou?’ she asked. “Do | know you?’

“It' sme, Alivet...” and then asthe girl’s mutilated face till betrayed no recognition, she cried, “1’m your
sger! Don't you know me?’

She sprang forward into the scene, like someone stepping into a picture, and gripped Inki by the
shoulders. The Night Lord towered above them. Alivet saw its head swinging from sideto sdelikean
anube’ s muzzle. On each cheek, adit opened to reved alining of bristling darkness. This Night Lord
could not see, but it could smell.

“Inki,” Alivet whispered. “Inki, run!”

But the dreaming menifew, with a psychopomp’ s unreasoning power, deemed that she had seen enough
and snatched her away and out of itslure. Or perhaps, the thought came to her, the Lords of Night
watched even this most secret dreaming and had flicked forth their power, casting her out.

Shelay shivering on the floor of the barn. A guardian hastened over to help her up. The moment aperson
was free of the drug, the watchers wanted them gone, in case they disturbed the dreams of others. Alivet
was tugged gently to her feet and into asmall adjoining chamber full of grinding equipment. A recording
device stood on amangle and the person seated behind it spun the recorder’ swheel so that the brass
drum started to rotate. Alivet leaned forward and in arapid, trembling whisper related her vision into the



gpesking-tube. Shetold it only of the drift-boat. She did not mention Inkirietta. When she was done, she
was given areviving cordid and shown through the door of the barn. The lights of the distant city
gleamed at the edges of the marsh, and ahaze of autumn stars hung above her head. Alivet, breathing
cold fresh air, swallowed her despair and started on the long walk home.

She felt asthough she had redly stood next to her twin, that it had not just been avison. But if it had
been atrue seeing, then her sster ill remained in the grip of the Night Lords; haf-blinded, not knowing
those dearest to her. She should have tried to keep hold of Inki, she should have somehow done
something—as though it would have been possible to pull aliving person through the visionary barrier of
adrug and into the world.

Alivet' seyesfilled with tears of anger and frustration. She brushed them away and wiped her nose. This
was foolish. The only thing that she could do to save Inki was to work as hard as she could and buy her
Sster back.

Her senses, simulated by the drug, were still resonating. Lights danced at the edges of vision, and as she
was halfway down the causeway, she heard a sudden sharp footfall behind her. Alivet whipped around.
There was nothing there. She could see alittle knot of people by the barn, illuminated by the sudden
opening of adoor. Then the door closed and they were gone. She looked toward Levanah. The lights of
the city lay before her, glowing in the darkness.

Uncertain, Alivet looked back once more. A figure was standing behind her, eyeslike hot red coals.
Alivet cried out, sumbled away. The figure was abruptly gone, down into the marsh. Alivet stood
shaking, with her hand pressed to her mouth, trying to make sense of what she had just seen. But the
causeway was quiet and the surface of the marsh untroubled. It was the resdue of the drug, shetold
hersdf, or some phantom or lich cometo lure her from the causeway. Turning, she hurried toward the
city and thelight.

It took her another fifteen minutesto reach the end of the causeway. From here, she had the choice of
returning via Fond Hope Hill, or taking the quicker route through the series of aleyways known asthe
Strangulations: areflection upon their 1abyrinthine narrowness. Neither was safe. The neighborhood of
Fond Hope Hill was known for footpads and garglers, whereas the aleys bordered on the Unpriests
digtricts, aplace called Ettar Vo. At thistime of night Alivet decided to chancethe dleys: adeadlier risk,
perhaps, but one more swiftly run. She set off in the direction of the Strangulations.

Alivet’'sluck held asfar asthe end of the dleys. She saw no one apart from aman and a child,
whispering in adoorway, but then she turned a corner and came face-to-face with two Unpriests. Both
wore the same garments—the long coats, the leather boots, the round rotating monocles—but one of
them was awoman. It was the woman who veered toward Alivet.

“You! Show me your pass.”
Alivet, reaching into the pocket of her skirts, complied.
“Name; Alivet Dee. Address: some dum somewhere. Professon?”’

“I’'m an dchemica gpothecary.” Alivet peded off her left glove and held up her hand to show the
trademark whed tattooed upon her pam.

“Make perfumes and possets, do we? Y es’—she seized Alivet by the chin and turned her faceto the
lamp—*you’ ve got the pinched face of adrug-maker. And where have you been this evening? Servicing
some whore with cut-price odors or chegp hdlucinogens?’



Sincethiswasentirely likely, Alivet decided not to take offense.
“Actudly, yes”
“Where does she live, thiswhore? Or isit aboy?’

“It' sawoman,” Alivet said, improvising madly. The Unpriest’ s monocle began to rotate, dowly
unscrewing itsalf from the pale mask that was the Unpriest’ sface. Alivet remembered her aunt’ s early
indructions. Do not ook themin the eyes. They will be able to see into your head and steal your
thoughts away.

Who knew if that wastrue? Y et she had no desire to seem shifty. Shefixed her gaze on apoint dightly to
the right of the Unpriest’ s shoulder.

“And where does she live?’ the Unpriest repeated.
“Back there somewhere. The place has a blue mark on the door; | don’t know the address.”
“Y ou don’'t know.”

“No. I could probably find it again, though, if you want to go back with me and look.” Shewasrisking a
lot on thelr laziness, but if she cooperated as much as possible they might grow bored. Indeed, the male
Unpriest tugged at his companion’sdeeve.

“We have better thingsto do. Wasn't there arumor of agame in the Trowels?’

Histone wasfilled with a suppressed urgency, suggesting an imminent relief would be required. Alivet
decided that she' d prefer not to know what he was talking about. Whatever it was, sex and violence
were probably on the agenda.

She saw the woman give adow, cold smile.

“Can’'t we bring her dong?’ Shetickled Alivet under the chin.

It wasdl Alivet could do not to bite the Unpriest’ sfinger off.

Then the woman smacked Alivet so hard across the side of the head that she fell againgt thewall.
“Go away. I'm tired of you.”

With pleasure, Alivet thought, and hastened away before the Unpriest changed her mind. After afew
steps she redlized that she had dropped her glove, but she had no intention of going back for it. Replacing
the glove would cost money that should go toward Inki’ s unbonding, so she' d just have to keep her
handsin her pocketsiif the weether grew cold.

She hurried through the Strangulations and did not look back until she turned the corner into Small Maim
Street. The Unpriests had gone, and good riddance to them. Alivet was going home.



City of Levanah, Month of Dragonflies

Once home, Alivet adjusted her gauze mask and leaned over the swarm tank. The memory of the
Search, and the red-eyed stranger, would have to walit; there was work to be done. With satisfaction,
she noted that three more hatchlings had appeared since the previous night, making twelve atogether.
She reached for the tongs and chased each squirming hatchling through tendrils of wire-weed and
water-moss, catching them with care and drawing them from the tank to be placed in the celled saving
jar. Thisdone, she rotated the glass sedl that kept the contents of the tank secure, and locked it. Then
she carried the saving jar to the Sink, and stood it in the smallest water-bath. Impelled by this soothing
hest, the hatchlings would grow, and then she could take them to her booth in the public achematorium
and begin thefirst stages of extracting the narcotic fever from their cdlls.

It was a paingtakingly delicate process and Alivet much preferred the plant-work—in addition to feding
sorry for the hatchlings—but river-fever dust was pricey and popular and she had little choice. Besides,
Genever Thant had made the commission and since he was her principa employer, that was that.

Oncethe saving jar had been dedlt with, Alivet made her way around the long, narrow room,
methodically watering the skeins and veils of growing plants. She used awooden poleto carry the
watering can to the highest corners of the room, scattering velivey and flowering sor with cool droplets.
The plants that required the most warmth had been placed on the highest ledges of the room, just benesth
the ceiling, with the small mosses tucked away by the skirting board where it was cooler. Alivet had
become accustomed to working in cramped conditions and this place was not much smaller than her

aunt’ s gtilt-house in Edgewhere: plantsin every last corner, breathing greennessinto the air. The velivey
chimed and rang asthe water touched it, asif in gratitude, and Alivet smiled.

When the watering was done, and the leaves of the ddlicate plants checked for fungus or rot, Alivet
heard the chimes of her neighbor’ swater-clock. Only five 0’ clock, time enough to rest for afew minutes
before she needed to prepare for the evening. She would be seeing a client tonight, one of Genever
Thant’scommissions. Alivet’ s thoughts turned to money. If the evening went well and the client was
pleased, Genever might give her abonus. It had happened before. The coins went into the pot beneath
the floorboards and would then be sent back to her aunt, to be hoarded in Edgewherefor Inki’s
unbonding.

She poured herself aglass of thyme teaand carried it out onto the rickety bacony. The trees hummed
with watermoths. Alivet laid her hands on therall of the ba cony, fedling burnished wood benegth her
palms. Reaching out, she snapped aflower from the clematis that wandered up the walls of the rookery
and tucked it into the last of the apprentice rings that banded her long plait. Thymeteaand asingle
blossom: amodest luxury, but Alivet was grateful.

From this height, through the fronded leaves of sootwood she could see dll the way to the spires of the
city center. The structure called Port Tree rose above the city in a series of anomal ous bulbous domes:
the Lords architecture clashing with human buildings. Most of these were rookeriesfor the workers.
(Alivet wondered idly, and not for thefirst time, what the word actually meant. The only rooks she knew
of werethe little chess pieces, and what had a house for lots of people to do with chess?)

Beyond, too far away to be seen, lay the Lords Quarter, the Ie of Silence, and the causeway that led



to the westernmost of the four Palaces of Night. From this distance, the spires of the city spun alacy
mesh across the sky, and therising star that was neighboring Sephuri glittered on the horizon like a
raindrop in aspider’ sweb. She had been fortunate, Alivet thought, to find aroomin thisold rookery,
with its staircases of antique wood and polished copper, itstrailing veils of clematis. But while shewas
spping thyme tea on this charming bal cony, Inkiriettawas somewhere in the depths of aNight Paace.
Her twin’ sface turned to meet Alivet’ smind' s eye and Alivet bit her lip until she tasted blood.

All thisisfor Inki, Alivet reminded hersdlf. It did not quell the guilt. Her friends had been astounded
when she had announced her intention to move to the outskirts, the liminal lands between the city and the
expanse of thefens.

“But what will you do out there?” Y zabet Spenser had cried, raising her handsin horror. “Darling, it's
miles away. Y ou might aswell be dead! And what do Brother Genever and your other employers think
about thismad plan?’

“Genever won't care,” Alivet said, with truth. “Aslong as| turn up for work on time and make sure that
hisphiadsarein order, he couldn’t care lesswhere | wasliving. Anyway, it's chegper, andit’'ll givemea
bit of peace and quiet to work on the new fume formulations.”

The money was, of course, the principa issue. The new rooms, which were only dightly cramped and
damp, were half the cost of her dortoire feesin the city center. That meant more money to send back to
her aunt every month, and more money meant that the time Inki would have to spend Enbonded would
be diminished.

“You'rejust feding guilty becausethe Lords of Night didn't take you,” Y zabet had said, with atoss of
her head. “ So dlly. That’ sthe way the system works. It' s always the prettiest who get chosen.” She
glanced across at the portrait that stood on the dresser. Inki stared back: dark-eyed, ova-faced, smiling
between thelong braids of hair. Her face was Alivet’sown. “Though | suppose that’ s not truein your
case. Anyway, your sster will learn such alot.”

“Inki will learn, dl right. About perversity.”

“About life. She'll be associating with the highest levels of society. Who knows, perhaps she might catch
some Unpriest’ s eye and become amistress.”

“That' swhat worriesme.” Alivet sighed. “If only I” d been past my apprenticeship when the Enbonders
came. Then we might have been able to afford to unbond her right awvay. Asitis, I'll just haveto save
until I’ve got enough.” She did not add: Why her? Why did they take Inki, and not me?'Y zabet was
right, but she did not want to talk about the old guilt, of being the one left safely behind.

“I'msureInki will bedl right,” Y zabet assured her. “Whatever the Lords might be, ook at al they’ve
donefor us. Helped us build our city, make sure law and order is maintained—and they protect us, too,
from the beings of the worlds beyond. Without the Lords, what would happen to us? My father dways
used to say that taking afew hundred youngsters to be Enbonded was asmall priceto pay, redly. And
not that many Enbonded die.”

“Sothey say. Maybeit' s even true. But plenty wish they had. And the longer they’ re Enbonded, the
worse they become. Asfor what the Lords do for us, | do not seeit. It seemsto methat the Lordsrule
the Nine Families, the Families govern the Unpriests, and the Unpriests control therest of us. | even
wonder how much the Lords would be able to achieve without human aid, rather than the other way
round. And besides, | do not know why we should not al be permitted to make our own future, devise
our own laws and principles. The ones espoused by the Unpriests don't seem very just to me.”



“Hush, Alivet!” Y zabet had grown pae.

“And this‘ protection’ that they grant us. Who tells usthat there are people of the worlds beyond, who
wish usill? Why, the Unpriests themselves. Has anyone seen such abeing? It ssemsto methat the Lords
and their creatures are the ones from whom we need to be kept safe, not some vague outside threet,”
Alivet said, but she lowered her voice dl the same. “ Anyway, what good has their justice done my sister?
Inki was only seventeen. She' s been incarcerated in aNight Paace for five years now. Whoever comes
out at the end of the bonding, it won't be my twin.”

Now, remembering this conversation, Alivet’ s hands tightened on the balcony rail. If Inki hadn’t fallen
prey to the Unpriests, Alivet might be standing on averandain Ceestiaor Shadow Town by now, a
risng alchemical apothecary. She knew she was good at her work; she had only to look at the tattooed
whedl on her palm to prove that. Most students took five years to make apprentice, not three. If she
spent another few years with Genever and her other commissioning employersto pay off Inki’s
unbonding fees, then she could start saving for the rest of the family and herself. Set up shop in Shadow
Town, perhaps, bring Inki and her aunt to a better place than Edgewhere.

Her thoughts turned to her principa employer. At least Genever Thant, peculiar though he might be, |eft
her alone. She had heard some horror stories from other apprentices: tales of sexua deviancy and
torment, whispers of nightmare. Just because apothecaries supplied drugs, people seemed to expect
them to supply other services aswell. Alivet supposed that it was the price one paid for working in a
not-very respectable profession.

But apart from the scientific and adchemicd arts, there weren't al that many openings for lower-class
girls, except progtitution and perhaps a bit of tutoring. Cooking and science, held to be smilar in their
methods and applications, were cons dered reasonable professions for young ladies of ungented birth.
The higher-born, should they devel op an aptitude for such things, would become physicians or surgeons,
but this kind of work was not open to lower-class girls. She had been lucky to have atdent for
drug-making. Inki’ sinterest, on the other hand, had aways been in cookery. If she had not been
Enbonded—but there was no use thinking about that.

It was a 50 fortunate that Genever was too jaded to take any pleasure in—wadll, anything much anymore.
On the one hand, thiswas good, asit spared Alivet from his possible excesses, but on the other, he was
amogt incapable of appreciating anything she produced. One sniff of apaingtakingly crested new
perfume, and it would be, Very nice, Alivet. I'm surethey’ll like it, pronounced in atone so lackluster
that he might aswell have died.

But sometimes she caught him staring at her and his gaze was no longer dry and old. Then shewould
wonder, uneasily, whet heredly felt.

Compared with her sgter’ s plight, however, these were small frustrations. Alivet set down the teaglass
and went back inside, to prepare for the evening' s client.



City of Levanah, Month of Dragonflies

The sorbet was as black as night and as ddlicate as air. Alivet watched as Genever Thant took a spoonful
and fed it wearily into the waiting, eager mouth of his companion, who strained against her bonds.

“Canyoutagteit?” How many times had he whispered this over the course of the last month? Alivet
wondered. Jaded he might have been, but Genever’ s sardonic face was fashionably powdered and he
wore avevet suit that must have cost afortune; small wonder that he wanted to get his money’ sworth
out of thelr aristocratic client tonight.

She smiled encouragingly at the client, even though the blindfolded girl could not see her. Around them,
the murmur of conversation rose and fell. Fellow diners cast surreptitious glancesin the direction of Alivet
and her companions. Good publicity, thought Alivet, if all goeswell.

Genever went on, “All the way from the palace kitchens of the Night Lords themselves, smuggled in for
your delectation alone. Thelamps over the Straits of Sesh; splint-lily and night-spice in the evening airs of
theforests of Fern... A confection softer than kisses and more subtlethan alie.”

He had away with words, Alivet had to admit. She recognized the place names from arecent and
fashionable play.

Thelips of Madimi Garland closed over the foaming dark froth. She gave awhimper of pleasure.

“Told you s0,” Genever said, with something closeto satisfaction. “Well, my Lady, what’ syour wish
now?’” Alivet saw that atrace of sorbet was smeared across his pam. Fastidioudy, Genever wiped his
hands on a silken handkerchief. It had not been arhetorical question, though &t first glance Madimi
Garland was hard-pressed to answer. Her hands were bound behind her with fronds of sup-briar, which
had flowered in the heat of the restaurant and now put forth tiny, tranducent blossoms, tinged with the
Lady’sblood. If shelooked closdly, Alivet knew, she would see each little thorn twisting around to prick
the girl’ sflesh and drink. But Madimi squirmed with pleasure, chafing her handsto drive in the thorns.
Her ankles, smilarly bound, were crossed daintily beneath the tablecl oth.

Prior to the beginning of the medl, Alivet had inserted nose-plugs, so that the Lady’ s sole sense would be
that of taste. Thusfar, she seemed impressed, and this gratified Alivet, who had spent considerabletime
poring over possble menus. It might not be particularly respectable, but she took her work serioudy, and
asapartner of one of the oldest Experience firmsin the city, Genever adso had areputation to maintain,
not to mention Alivet’ sfeeto pay.

Alivet wondered again about the possibility of abonus, and surveyed with professiona detachment the
edges of the Lady’ smetal corset: an intricate affair of rods and panels above her voluminous skirts. The
sharp hem was digging into the girl’ s flesh and Alivet could see the reddening line across her breadts.
Swiftly, and without warning, Genever leaned across and turned asmall screw. The corset tightened and
the Lady squeaked.

Alivet winced, thankful that she was wearing her own comfortable and modest attire. Whilst she
possessed aforma corset—a present from her aunt when she reached the marriageabl e age of
seventeen—it was aSmple confection of boned velvet, not this engineered congtruction. Aunt Elitta had



given acorset to Inki, too, but Inki had never had the chance to wear it. Alivet felt her lipstighten as she
looked at Madimi’ srich clothes and she forced hersdf to smile.

Genever dusted sugar-glaze from the narrow cuffs of his brocade jacket and sighed, evidently unmoved
by the girl’ s sensud discomfort. Madimi Garland hardly presented achallenge, but at least the girl was
prepared to pay. Alivet was well aware that as an expert in the palates of different sensesfor over thirty
years, Genever preferred loca clientswho had long since become jaded by the many pleasuresthat the
city of Levanah had to offer its aristocracy. She assumed that to stimulate such people—scions of the
Nine Families, with the wedlth to support their appetites, or Unpriests who made afetish of
hedonism—could occasonally lead to aflicker of feding within himsdlf. Sometimes Alivet could even see
it, reflected in his sad black eyeslike alantern spark. Those who had devoted themselves to the Search
could be interesting, too: the many folk who, like hersdlf, had spent time and care on the sacramentd use
of the psychopompic drugs, seeking to travel into the world-soul to seek out humanity’ slost origins.

But the Lady was very young and her upbringing with the Sisters of Redtriction had been traditionally
confined. Three years ago a piece of seeded cake would have thrilled her, and a glass of wine would
have been the ultimate in decadence. Now—divorced after ashort formal marriage and disgustingly
wedthy—Madimi Garland was evidently making up for lost time.

Alivet understood that Genever himsdlf had long since exhausted the possibilities of bondage: thetired
politics of domination and submission. He found the corruption of purity to be merdly clichéd, whereas
Alivet found it distasteful. She would have taken more carein selecting her clienteleif it had not been for
Inki and the need for money. She wished that they could have interested the Lady in one of the paths of
the Search, but Madimi Garland had informed them in no uncertain termsthat she' d had quite enough of
being preached at. All the Sisters of Restriction had ever talked about was the need to prepare onesdlf
for devotion to the Night Lords, should one be so fortunate as to be selected for Enbonding. More fool
them, Alivet thought, but she could not entirely blame Madimi. The Ssterswere apart of the Unchurch,
after dl, dbet aminor branch, and their alegiance wasto their magters. Who knew what manner of lies
they had passed on to their young acolytes, or what delights they might have promised once the chosen
entered service? Not for thefirst time, Alivet wondered just what kind of mind-wash drugs could be
employed by the L ords and those who served them. The thought that there might be those who entered
that service of their own free will, however, was more unnerving yet.

When the sdlection—of twenty girls of various ages—had finaly been made, Madimi had not been
among them. Now, therefore, she was reedy for some fun—which, she reminded Alivet with dl the
sophistry of the conventually educated, wasitsalf one of the pathsto self-discipline, once one had
exhausted dl the possibilities. Asceticism always produced such tedioudy predictable results. Next,
Madimi Garland would want to move on to drugs, and then, most probably, sexua congresswith
partners of varied gender and inclination. At least that wasn't aservice Alivet hersalf would be expected
to provide.

Alivet was soon proved right. The Lady swallowed the last of her shadowy sorbet, and whispered with a
vestige of primness, “Let’ sgo into the fume room. Can we do that?’

“Of coursewe can,” Genever said. “Y ou, my Lady, can do anything you wish.” After all, Alivet forbore
to add, you're the one who's paying.

Quivering with barely suppressed excitement, Madimi Garland alowed them to help her rise. Her
briar-bound feet took atottering step forward. Genever put ahand on each shoulder and gently
propelled her toward the fume room. No one looked up as they passed, but Alivet surveyed her fellow
dinerswith interest. Mid-week, the restaurant was crowded and the best tables were full. Genever had
chosen not to Sit by the window, in order to concentrate on Madimi, but Alivet snatched a brief glance as



they passed. Whenever she cameinto this building, the difference between human scales of architecture
and those of the Lords aways struck home. It was hard not to be awed, and Alivet could see why so
many of her fellow citizens regarded the Lords and their Unpriest acolytes with such cringing envy and
respect; why there were so many folk who wanted a piece of that power. But Alivet found it harder il
not to hate.

The windows were fifty feet high, bisected into arches that created the effect of an enormous cathedral.
Through the glass, she could see the expanse of the city below: a sprawl of dleys and rookeries reaching
asfar asthe fens. Latent Emanation’s sun had aready boiled away over the edge of the world, and the
city was hazy in the damp evening air. Alivet knew that if she stepped across to the window and looked
down, she would see the building curving like a cargpace below her: amaze of fume bars and
restaurants, dance hdlsand penitentias.

The complex was popular, though mercifully not with the Lords themselves. Alivet noted al manner of
patrons from e sewherein the fens: Hepsborough genuflexives waving their dining implementsin animated
conversation; Moderated Wives beneath agroup vell; and asingle person reading anillegd politica
newspaper. Alivet's eyes widened: very few people dared to openly criticize the Lords and their
Unpriests, and to Sit reading such materia in plain view seemed utter folly.

Alivet knew that she should avert her gaze and have nothing to do with this dangerousindividua, but her
curiosity was piqued and she stared. She saw two long pale hands at the edges of the paper. Then, asif
realizing that he was being watched, the person lowered the paper and smiled up at her. Alivet saw a
narrow, handsome face, not quite human: ivory as a polished skull benesth deek blue-black hair. His
eyes, deep et in hollows of bone, were as dark as garnets. Alivet, remembering the red-eyed figure on

the causeway, gasped.

The smile was mocking, beguiling, holding al manner of promises. She took a step back. The man
bowed his head in polite acknowledgment of her presence and disappeared behind his paper.

“Alivet?” Genever asked, puzzled. “What' sthe matter?”’

“Nothing. I—" She could not smply march up to the fellow and demand to know if he had been stalking
her. The figure on the causeway had borne dl the marks of adream or vison. Doubtlessit had been
nothing more than aremnant of the drug. But then what was this red-eyed person doing here? \Who was
he, and what?

Unnerved, Alivet followed Genever and Madimi toward the fume room.
“That person over there, the one reading the newspaper,” she said. “Did you see him?”’

To her relief Genever replied, “ Y es. What strange eyes he had, hadn’t he? They had no whites. Perhaps
they werelenses.”

“Have you seen anyone like him before?’

“Never. Maybe he isfrom somewhere deep in the fens. There are some curiousfolk in the backwaters, |
believe. There are said to be people who follow anube practices, who erect polesin emulation of
sacrificid pedestals. It' s safer to have nothing to do with such people.” Genever dismissed the man with a
languid flick of thefingers, but hiseyesmet Alivet’sin mutual understanding and she knew that he was
thinking of the Search. No one spoke of the Search outside the confines of its practice. “ Y ou' d be wise
to stay away from such aone.”

“I'veno quarrd with that,” said Alivet.



By now they had reached the door of the fume room and Alivet only just remembered to remove
Madimi’ s nose-plugsintime. The Lady gasped, assailed by athousand odors. Alivet’s careful nose
dissected, selected, and considered. Lantium dust made a brief foray into her neural synapses,
encountered recognition, and withdrew. Serenity powder served only to make her sneeze these days, but
jherolie was as sweet and pungent asit had ever been. Alivet looked at the rapturous visage of Madimi
Garland, besieged by a hundred halucinogenic odors, and tried to glean avicarious thrill. But she had
long since ceased to be a pharmacologica virgin.

She gavethegirl alittle push between the shoulder blades. Might aswell get on withit.
“What can wetry first?’ the Lady breathed.

Alivet conddered this question. Better not start her off on something too powerful, or too long-lasting.
After dl, thiswas supposed to be an introductory session. Her mind moved briskly through anumber of
possibilities. She drew Genever aside.

“How about sozoma? Mild enough to be agood introductory substance, brief enough for her to move
onto something more potent.”

“Soundsdl right to me,” Genever said, wesrily.
“Try not to be too enthusiastic, Brother Thant.”

Genever gaveasmal amile. “| waswondering whether there was any amusement to be gained in giving
her agood heavy dose of rupe. That would be an introduction she’ d never forget.”

“You can't do that!” Alivet was scandalized, though she was dmost certain hewasjoking. “1’d prefer it if
clients came back from time to time. We could do with the money. Anyway, | don’t fancy watching the
poor girl sweat and shriek out the next few hours. It would be a cruel and pointlessthing to do. And I'd
likean early night.”

Whatever Genever’ s current level of ennui, he could till be reminded of hisresponghilities. “You're
probably right,” he said. “'Y ou brought some sozoma, of course?’

“It'sinmy bag.”

“Let’'sget sarted, then,” Genever said, guiding Madimi Garland to anearby couch. “Now, you St there
for amoment. Don't worry, wewon'’t start you off on anything very pungent to begin with. Y our
senghilities need to become acclimatized to different psychosomatic inputs. WEe re going to giveyou a
mildly halucinogenic fume called sozoma”

The Lady gave ahappy nod, but asthey settled themselves on the couch, someone reached out and
touched Genever’ sarm. Alivet glanced up.

“Good evening,” someone purred. The woman had the florid tattoo of avoluptuary sect inscribed upon
her left breast, which was bardly restrained by avelvet mesh dress. “Remember me?’ She gave Genever
asultry look, her gaze ng Alivet and danting past. “ The Hessing’ s unbonding party, about two
years ago. Do you il think about those peony bushes? | do.”

It was clear from the look on hisface that Genever hadn’t the faintest ideawho shewas. Alivet
remembered the Hessing' s party, but not the woman. The event had been an affair of such unparaleed
dullness that it would be no wonder if Genever had seduced a stranger in the shrubbery. However, it
would be unthinkable to be rude and the woman had an aura of money, so Alivet was not surprised when
Genever leaned across and whispered into the woman' sjeweled ear, “How could | ever have



forgotten?’

The woman undulated against him, so close that Alivet could see the dilation of her pupils. She looked
away, not wanting to appear too interested. As she did so, she saw the red-eyed man appear in the door
of the fume room and look about him. He caught hislip between histeeth, al amused anticipation, then
stepped through the door and strolled in the direction of the bar. Alivet stared a him with intense and
covert curiosity. Hewore long robes of some dark, rich materid, but there was nothing very unusual
about the clothes, no ceremonia marks or badges. He was moderately tall, and had agliding walk, but
there was nothing to realy mark him gpart from his odd countenance. It wasimpossible to estimate his
age. Alivet forced hersdlf to concentrate on Madimi.

“If you'd like arepest performance...” Alivet heard the voluptuary say.

“Alas, | can't. I'm working tonight.” Genever sounded almost regretful. Alivet’ s glance did back to the
red-eyed man.

Hewas staring directly at Alivet and sheturned quickly away. As she did so, she saw hismocking smile
return.

“Y ou poor man,” Genever’s unknown paramour teased. “I’ d better let you get back to these... little
girls, then. But here smy address, if you did by any chance want to get in touch.” She spokewith a
practiced seductiveness. Genever took the dip of paper and inserted it into one of the loopsin hisjacket.
Kissing her on the cheek, he turned back to hisclient. Alivet pushed thelong deeves of her evening
jacket out of theway, cast alast glancein the direction of the redeyed man, then took the somoza from
her bag and handed the little phiad to her employer.

“Brother Thant? Areyou ready?’ Their bound and blindfolded protégé was sitting hopefully on the
couch.

“Indeed we are, and | have your initid choice: asmal quantity of sozoma. Now, set and setting are
critical for agratifying experience, and | suggest that you take amoment and think of some particularly
favoritefantasy.”

“What sort of fantasy?’” Madimi Garland blushed benegth the blindfold. Obvioudy the Sigters of
Restriction had been thorough in their asceticism, or her husband peculiarly inept. Genever reached out
and touched her wrigt with professona detachment.

“To be perfectly frank, the drug works best with sexua images. It is of course up to you, and you don’t
haveto tell mewhat they are.” Alivet was thankful for that. In thisline of work, she had heard enough
fumbling adolescent scenariosto last alifetime. It was enough to put one off the practice, not that she had
thetime for that sort of thing anyway. She thought of the boys of Edge where and suppressed aamile. If
her previous—and admittedly somewhat limited—experience was anything to go by, it was't asthough
shewasmissing agrest dedl.

“I'll try and think of something,” Madimi Garland said, and now she sounded nervous. Tdling her to relax
would dmost certainly have the opposite effect. Alivet patted the girl’ sthorn-ringed hand.

“Just remember,” Alivet said soothingly, “there’ sreally no wrong way to go about it.” Sozoma had been
the obvious choice. Madimi Garland took a deep breath and let it out again. She quivered.

“Areyou thinking of something?’ Genever inquired.
“Yes,” the Lady whispered.



Oh dear, thought Alivet, with resgnation.

“In that case, we can begin.” Genever snapped the glassteat at the end of the phid and held it under
Madimi’ snose. “Smply inhde.”

Madimi Garland did so. Alivet saw the sparkling drift of sozomalift from the phial and intothe Lady’s
arched nostrils. The Lady gave ashuddering gasp. What must it be like, Alivet wondered, to have such
virgina synapses? She was unhappily certain that sozoma had never affected her so deeply. Shelooked
back toward the bar. The red-eyed man was no longer there. His absence unnerved Alivet dmost as
much as his presence had done; it waslike a spider in the room that suddenly vanishes. Y et hisvanishing
|eft acurious emotion in itswake, which after amoment Alivet identified as disgppointment. Shetold
hersdlf to pay attention to Madimi.

Madimi Garland did limply back against the couch and closed her eyes. Her breathing deepened into
trance.

“Alivet?’” Genever said, momentarily dropping the decadent facade. “1 meant to tell you. | spoketo Hilliet
Kightly just before you arrived. He says he' s done the formulations you asked for.”

“About time! | made the order up aweek ago.”
“He says he' s had problems with the vetony—abad batch, it seems.”

“Hesad that last time. It' salways the same old excuse.” She looked at the dumped form of Madimi
Garland. “ She'll be out cold for an hour or so. Do you want meto pick up the formulations now?” Hilliet
Kightly’ s office was updtairs, after al, and it would save her making areturn appointment. Genever
echoed her thoughts.

“Why not?It' | savetimelater.”

Alivet wondered whether he might be trying to get rid of her, but it didn’t matter. She looked covertly
around for the red-eyed man, but he was nowhere to be seen.

At the door, Alivet glanced back. As she had expected, Genever’slady friend had returned and was
now perched on the arm of the couch, above the prone body of Madimi Garland. Alivet smiled sourly.
Clearly Genever was seeking yet another diversion.

The hallway that led to the private offices was hushed and dim, smelling of old incense and new polish; of
wood varnished with gilt resn and amber, and thick sea-wool rugs brought al the way from the Ides of
Mice. A dozen elevators stood at the far end, as ornamented as sarcophagi. Alivet fidgeted impatiently as
the ancient lift rattled upward, then touched her tattooed palm to the office bell. After amoment, the door

opened.

The formulator had evidently been working late. Plateslittered the desk and astrong smell of fried
samphirefiltered throughout the suite. In the public achematorium where Alivet had her own rented
cubicle, apolicy had been agreed that no food was to be alowed onto the premisesin caseit disrupted
the careful balance of odors achieved in each apprentice’ s cupboard, but the Port Tree formulators
clearly consdered themselves to be above such protocols. Alivet frowned. Hilliet Kightly, not at al
discomfited, gave her agreasy smile, embellished with flakes of crab.

“Y ou’ve come for your formulations? Such dedication! And they say that the young today have no sense
of respongbility. It isapretty thing to see”

“My formulations, please.”



Kightly did from behind his desk, but Alivet snatched her hand back before he could dobber fish al over
it.

“Youwon't stay and have adrink? It' s getting late, after al.”
“I'm working. Where are my formulations?’

“Inthelab, on the desk. But | have abottle of wine, avery fine vintage. Just let mefind a couple of
glasses, and—"

He stepped forward but his bulk dowed him down. Alivet dodged past and was through the
achematorium door, quick asasnake in agarden. He had only enough time to snatch at her flying braid
and twesek it. Like an overgrown schoolboy, fat on his secret fish. The pull on her braid had hurt, but
Alivet kept her mouth shut. A tug of her hair was one thing; if the old bastard tried anything ese she'd
follow her aunty’ s advice and give him agood kick in the yarbles.

Once again, she thanked the Whed that Genever did not make a habit of molesting his colleagues. She
dammed the door of the a chematorium shut behind her, taking momentary pleasure in the familiar
ambience of ahundred, layered odors. Crucibles and dembicslined the walls, connected by the usua
array of pipesand wiresto the athanor furnace. Smaller burners stood beneath them, caked with afilthy
residue, and the stone worktops were stained. A cold cup of herb tea stood on one of them, ringed with
mold. Alivet frowned. Did Kightly’s people take no pride in their work? She had heard that he used male
apprentices, perhaps that accounted for the squalor. Employing boys, indeed, and putting honest girls out
of ajob. Shewould bdieve anything of Kightly.

A phid of unfinished perfume stood on the workbench, redolent of spinet resin and old opium. And a
faint undernote of fish, Alivet noted with displeasure, which shewould love to stop and filter out. But
therewas no time. Damn Hilliet Kightly and his culinary flagrance.

The formulations stood on the desk. Alivet ran swiftly through the order form. There were substances
herefrom dl over thefens: aspira of gland-wood from Arden, acrush of lamp seeds, aphid of dust
from the Fragrant Mulch Cliffs, and the vetony. With care, Alivet made the formulationsinto abundle,
closed the safe, and unlocked the a chematorium door.

Kightly was waiting by the entrance. He stepped adroitly into her path as she came through.

“Y ou locked the door,” he remarked, archly. He clasped fat fingers, and rocked dightly upon histoes.
She was reminded of a stout, unwholesome child’ stoy.

“Did I? Sorry. Must be habit.” Foreseeing that if she dodged to one side, Kightly would move aswell,
Alivet stayed still. Hetook astep forward. She could smel him. And city folk had the gdll to say that the
women of the marshes smelled of fish. Her aunt had aways made sure that they were well scrubbed,
morning and night, yet here was Kightly reeking of carp and clearly thinking that Alivet was no better than
she should be.

“Genever works you too hard. Y ou' re young, should be out enjoying yourself, having fun—a pretty little
thing likeyou.”

“I do go out and enjoy mysdlf. But not tonight. I’ m working.”

“Wadll, hark at Little Miss Prim.” Kightly was about to get nasty. She' d seen the samething in her father
when she was a child: the sudden shift from jovid aggression to genuine spite. Maybe Kightly would
manage to drown himself, too, and do everyone afavor.



A wdl-aimed kick would probably sort him out, but then again, he was one of Genever’s most useful
contacts and since she actually had to work in this city, temporarily emasculating Kightly might not be the
most helpful option. Besides, her long skirts were hampering; she was't wearing the fendweller’ s boots
and trousers anymore. There had to be another way, and Kightly’ s persond fragrance provided an
answer.

“Whed!” she said suddenly, and clutched at her throat. “What' s that smell?’
Kightly looked blank. “What smell?’

Alivet, gagging, pointed to acorner of the room. “Coming from there... Can't you smdl it? Maybe only
an gpothecary would—oh, no. I'm going to—" Sheretched convincingly, and Kightly stepped hastily
back.

“Sink,” Alivet gasped, and bolted through the door. Once out into the hallway, she did not bother with
the eevator, but took the stairstwo at atime.

She came out onto the landing that led to the restaurant and the fume rooms. The landing was empty, but
amurmur of voices came from the main hal. Alivet turned toward the doors of the fume room and nearly
dropped the bundle of formulations as the red-eyed man dipped from the shadows to stand in her path.

“Who areyou?’ Alivet asked, and to her dismay found that her voice wasrising. “ Are you following
me?’ Even more dismaying was the unfamiliar sense of excitement that accompanied this thought, aworld
away from her revulsion at the prospect of Kightly’' sroving hands. However, the Stranger gave her a
blank, blood-colored stare.

“Madam?’ heinquired, politely. “Do you happen to know where the lavatories might be?’
Mortified, Alivet pointed down the hdlway.
“Thank you. I’'m so sorry to have troubled you.”

Without a second ook, the man brushed past her in aflutter of brocaded robes and disappeared down
the hall. Alivet hurried back into the fume bar, feding that she had made afool of herself. That worry,
however, was ingantly diminished by the criss occurring in the bar.

Genever, accompanied by asmall crowd of interested onlookers, was bending over the motionlessform
of Madimi Garland, and for the first timein Alivet’ s recollection, he looked alarmed.

“Brother Thant? What' swrong?’

“I don’'t know. Shewon’'t wake up. | tried to rouse her and she just—gargled.”

“Maybe she choked,” someone supplied, hepfully.

“Onwhat?’ Alivet asked. She dropped to her knees beside the girl and took Madimi’ s hand.

“Madimi? Can you hear me? Areyou dl right?” Sometimes people grew faint under the influence of
fumesand it took awhile for them to come out of it. She shook the girl by the shoulder.

“Alivet,” Genever said, sharply. “We haveto bring her round. Where are the reviving sats?’
Alivet fumbled in her bag.

1] Ha.e.”



“Wadll, givethemto her, then.”
“All right,” Alivet said. She had never heard Genever sound so impatient. “I’m working asfast as| can.”

As she hdd the sdlts beneath Madimi’ s aristocratic nose, however, the girl grew rigid. Her mouth
opened. She arched backward with such force that the briar-bonds snapped and fell to the floor. Then
she toppled from the couch.

“Madimi!” Alivet cried. She crouched by the fallen figure and fdlt for apulse. There was nothing. Alivet
covered the girl’ s mouth with her own, breathed out and in, then out again. Madimi’ slungs did not

respond.

“The antidlergen, quickly!” Genever snapped, knedling by her sde. Alivet fumbled for aneedleand did it
into the girl’ svein, but Madimi lay as iff and cold asaglass doll. Rigor should not set in so swiftly; what
in theworld waswrong? The girl had certainly undertaken afull medica check; it was aprerequisite for
dl dients.

“What' s the matter with her?’ a drunken voice asked.

“She' sdead,” someone said. There was an indrawn rush of breath as the crowd leaned avaricioudy
forward.

“Cadll the Unpriests!” someone el se sngpped. “ Can't you see she' skilled her?’

Alivet sat swiftly upright, with the heiress' corpse stiffening a her employer’ simmaculately clad feet.
Genever was staring down at her and she was Sartled by the expression on hisface. Hisusualy
melancholic demeanor had been doughed away, to be replaced with achilly calculation.

“Wedidn't kill her,” Alivet protested. “We ve done no such thing!” But it wastoo late. The sound of
running feet indicated that someone had adready bolted to summon the most feared of Latent Emanation’s
humen citizens.

And isthere carein heaven? And is there love

In heavenly spirits to these creatures base,

That may compassion of their evils move?
Thereis: else much more wretched were the case
Of men than beasts. But oh th’ exceeding grace
Of highest God that loves his creatures so

And all hisworks with mercy does embrace,

That blessed angels he sends to and fro

To serve to wicked man, to serve his wicked foe.

EDMUND SPENSER, The Faerie Queene



Universty of Louvain 1548

“Remarkable,” Gerard Mercator remarked, as the metal bee hummed about the chamber. John Dee
could tell from the cartographer’ s face that he was genuinely impressed, and felt asmall glow of pride. It
was aswdll that the bee had not been damaged by the voyage from England. The day of flying devices,
Dee thought, would not come a day too soon. Even in the summer months the roads had been difficult,
with Dee enduring the bouncing, jolting journey across the Low Countries as best he could, plagued by
the fear that the equipment would arrive in athousand pieces. Thefirst thing that he had done on arriving
in Louvain was to unpack the bee and it was this that now soared between the rings of Mercator’s many
adrolabeslikeasmall, unruly moon.

“I heard about your scarab,” Mercator murmured, scowling in sudden sympathy. “Rumor had it that
there were accusations of sorcery.”

“| prefer theterm ‘thaumaturgy,’ ” Dee said, dryly. “But it’ strue, the experiment did produce an
unfortunate stirring of the blood among the more credulous. It was a system of ropes and pulleys, nothing
more. This’—heindicated the bee—"thisis true mathematics: the use of incantations and number theory
to produce flight. Thereis nothing of the black art about it.”

“Do you anticipate difficulties on your return to England?’

“I don’'t know. | trust not, but these are not quiet times.” Dee stared at the bee, which had now aighted
on the sill and was crawling up the window toward freedom and the garden, where itsliving companions
were buzzing among the lavender. Dee stepped forward, narrowly avoiding astack of cross-staffs and
measuring rods, and rescued the bee before it could make its escape.

“It seeks sunlight,” Mercator said.

“It seeksroom to fly. | have only once let it outside, and that was within awalled garden. It moved from
point to point, asif exploring.”

“A cartographic bee,” Mercator mused. “If it proves capable of lengthy flight, then perhaps those ardent
explorers of our day need not worry about the expense of locating the north-west passage. They can
send the bee instead.”

Deegmiled. “I don’t think it would be capable of such along voyage. But it'sno bad notion.” Placing the
bee back inits leather traveling case, he peered over Mercator’ s shoulder. The bee hummed angrily for a
moment, then fell glent.

Mercator’ s maps of the world were like none that Dee had ever seen. They showed four continents, not
three, and the familiar festures of such maps—dragons and the Garden of Eden, for example—were
entirely absent. Dee watched in fascination as Mercator painstakingly measured the panelsfor hislatest
globe and histhoughts once more returned to that curious vision of the world as it must appear from the
sublunary resllms. Dee closed his eyes for amoment and imagined this new representation of the Earth; its
seas and landscapes, viewed from afar. He wished it could be possible to inhabit the bronze body of the
bee and send it up into the heavens, to map the gardens of the Earth.



Then Dee sgaze did past Mercator’ s preoccupied figure to where the theorick stood on its specia table.
The brass shonein the sun. And so must the light of reason fall upon the universe. The theorick was
asrevolutionary as Mercator’ s globes: ten rings for the spheres bearing the planets and starsinstead of
eght, including the sphere for the primum mobile, the engine that drove the universe. The sun stood
firmly at the center: Dee and Mercator had discovered common Copernican ground. It wasthe sight of
the theorick glowing so boldly in the sunshine that gave Dee the courage to ask the question that had
been preoccupying him ever since the staging of the play at Cambridge.

“What isyour opinion,” he asked, “of the posshility of life beyond the Earth?’

Mercator’ s mouth curved in athin, sour smile. “My opinion? That it isinadvisable to speak of such things
beyond the confines of this study. The Church—whatever its disposition—will call you a heretic; the
academieswill smply laugh.”

“ And within the confines of your study?’

Mercator sighed. “My dear Dr. Dee, | would not have become a cartographer if | had not been so
entranced by what might lie beyond the known world. | do not have amarvelousflying device, nor am |
likely to set foot on one of the Muscovy Company’ s sailing ships and see these coasts, these
mountains’—he gestured toward the globes that lined the paneled walls of the sudy—"for mysdlf, and
that iswhy | have become so occupied with the making of maps. And even during my thirty-six yearson
this sphere, so many discoveries have been made, of other lands and other peoples, that | am quite
willing to countenance the notion of life esawhere. After dl, are there not spirits and angels, that the
common run of folk do not see every day? Perhaps the universeis teeming with such beingslike a

millpond inspring.”
“But how to converse with them?’ Dee mused.

“Y ou had best put some work to your wonderful flying craft, and | to my maps,” Mercator said. He
turned, smiling. “ Together, Dee, we will be voyagers—what do you say? Trave the boundaries of the
universetogether, asfar assarlight?”’

“Asyou say,” Dee answered, thoughtfully. “1 will put somework toit.”



City of Levanah, Month of Dragonflies

The crowds of reveers, including the woman who had pressed her address upon Genever, had vanished
likemagic. Alivet found hersdf staring at the girl’ s sprawled body with akind of numb curiogity. In death,
Madimi Garland' s skin had atained afaint tranducence, reminding Alivet that the aristocrat had been
only afew years younger than she hersdf—agirl whose only offense (as far as anyone knew) had been
to purchase afew daring experiences after agirlhood of closed doors and repression. However Madimi
had died, that she would never now enjoy even the limited experiences that she had so craved seemed
the saddest thing of al. Alivet thought of Inkiriettaand jumped as ahand closed around her arm.

It was Genever Thant. His face was pale benegath itslayer of powder; hisblack eyes burned. Thelaconic
person he had been only an hour before was gone: mercuridly transformed by the crucible of fear. Alivet
found hersdlf staring at awhite-lipped stranger. He whispered, “ They will take us both, Alivet. They will
imprison us, take usto the torment chamber and be dissatisfied with every answer.”

“We'll tdl them thetruth,” Alivet said, but she knew as soon as the words were out of her mouth that it
would not be enough. The Unpriests were like their masters: capricious and cruel. Alchemica metaphors
dominated her imagination: in the hands of the Unpriests, they would undergo dissolution, persondities
and spirits rendered down. She went on, “Besides, don't you have aristocratic friends?’

“They’ll fill blame us. | may have friendsin the Nine Families, but not even the Families can save me
fromthe Lords”

“Whereareyou going?’ Alivet asked. Y et she already knew the answer.

“I'’'m getting out of here, Alivet. | suggest you do likewise. Madimi’ s dead. She' s beyond any help we
might be ableto give her.” He was dready fastening his coat with shaking hands.

“Youcan'tjust go,” Alivet said. Theredlity of the Stuation was only now beginning to dawn on her.
“Wherewill you hide? And what about me?’

“There are people who might be prevailed upon to hide me,” Genever said. He gave her abrief, wintry
gmile. “I’'msorry | can't take you with me, Alivet. But | don’t want extra baggage at present. I’ m sure
you understand.”

“Wait, I—" Alivet began, but with abrief, ironic bow Genever was dready vanishing through the door.
Thefuture unscrolled through her imagination like clockwork. Genever fleeing through the halls of Port
Tree; the Unpriests pounding up the stairs; hersdf afen-born drug-maker standing over the body of one
of Levanah' swedlthiest aristocrats. She remembered Inki, how her sister had |ooked when the Unpriest
Enbonders had comefor her. If she were arrested, Inki would remain forever in aPalace of Night.

“Sorry, Madimi,” she murmured to the dead girl. She snatched up her bag and the empty phia of
sozoma, then ran back into the deserted halway. The devator was whirring in a ponderous manner and
Alivet veered away, heading for the stairs. She hastened down the narrow, paneled staircase toward the
sreet. She was not entirely sureif that was where the staircase even led, but dmost anything was better
than an Unpriest’scell.



Twelveflights below, she came out into a corridor adjoining the main atrium of Port Tree. Threefigures
were gtriding up the steps, dressed in velvet and meta and carrying stripwhipsin their hands. Alivet
dodged behind the elegant green fronds of awinter-fern and waited until they had stepped into the cage
of the devator. Then shefled out into the Strest.

She needed to escape as swiftly as possible, but where to go? She could not return home. Enough
people had seen her with Madimi, and al they would need to do in order to track her down would beto
check Genever’ s records and match her image with the girl who had been seen in the fume bar.
Moreover, that image was also on her records as alicensed drug-maker in the Apothecaries and
Alchemica Merchants Guild. Nor was she willing to return to Edgewhere. The thought of Unpriests once
more tramping up the steps of the tilt-house to where her aunt Elitta sat, unsuspecting over her knitting,

was an gppdling one.

But she must warn her aunt nonethel ess. With foreknowledge, Elittawould be ableto vanish into the fens.
The Unpriestswere not popular in the backwaters. Alivet thought that she should do the same, but it
would still be best to avoid Edgewhere. Her firdt priority, therefore, must be to reach the shore and send
amessage to Elitta. She winced at the thought of what her aunt would say when she discovered that her
niece was about to be imprisoned for murder, but there was no helping it.

The notion that she would be found innocent entered her mind for afleeting moment, quailed at what it
found there, and hastily departed. It was utter foolishnessto think that she would receive anything
resembling justice at the hands of the Unpriests. Alivet ducked benegth the rain-sodden branches of the
sootwood and fumbled in her pocket for chaise fare.

Asshedid so, sheredized that there was something dready in the pocket. Bewildered, Alivet drew it out
and found that it was acurling dip of paper. She unfolded the note and read an elegant inscription:

Isit your wish to save your sister and yourself? | may be able to help you. You will find mein
Shadow Town tomorrow evening. | shall be expecting you.

It was signed: Arieth Mahedi Ghairen, Poison Master of Hathes. To Alivet’ swondering mind, there
could be only one candidate for the title, and that was the garnet-eyed gentleman whom she had last seen
in the fume bar of Port Tree. Who was he, and what was a Poison Master? And whereabouts in Shadow
Town, which must surely be over amile from end to end? The Situation did not sound promising, but it
was certainly more appealing than the thought of the Unpriests.

Now she had a purpose, albeit mysterious, and a destination, abeit vague. It was surprising how much
better this made her fed. Alivet stepped out into the street and flagged down achaise.
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It was arting to rain again. Fat drops spun down through the sootwood fronds, dappling the dust into
mud. Port Tree curved behind her, its cargpace glistening in the lamplight. Alivet tasted the rank aroma of
the distant fens, mingling with the fresher fragrance of rainy sootwood and fried fish from the sall
opposite. The combination reminded her unpleasantly of Kightly. Her fingers curled around the message
in her pocket. Poison Master . It was not areassuring title. If Genever had not abandoned her to the
dubious mercies of the Unpriests, she could have asked him what it might mean, but Genever was gone.
Along with dl her business and the prospect of future earnings, though Alivet wastrying not to think
about that.

And how did aPoison Magter, dl the way from wherever Hathes might be, know about her sster? Even
more baffling, why should he care? The possibility of some cruel game was not far from Alivet’ sthoughts,
but it wasthe first hope she' d ever had that someone other than herself might be able to do something
about rescuing Inki. She did not dare alow those hopesto gain ahold.

At last she managed to wave down a chaise from the midst of the trundling traffic. A wobbling wheeled
shdl swerved toward her, pulled by aloping anube, and Alivet scrambledin.

“Little Swamp Street, please.” She would head for the fen docks and find aboat to the stilt-villages. Not
Edgewhere— though a message could be sent on one of the outgoing craft—but perhaps Hopeless or
Savation. From there, she could catch aboat to Shadow Town, which lay farther dong the river. Why
couldn’t this Poison Master have suggested amore convenient location?

“Which end?’ the anube asked, in its soft, moderated voice. She could see the brass cogswhirring in the
implant initsthroat, below thelong bald jackd’ sjaw.

“Not the Luce Vo end—the Flee Storms area. Take the by-route through Glissen.”

“It will cost lessto travel viaWoeborough. Thetoll will be less expensvethere” The anube' s calused
hands flexed on the handles of the chaise.

“I' know, but I’'minahurry.” There would be no boats to the villages beyond midnight, and it was close
to that now.

“Then | recommend Whin Passage, which hasamedium toll and will add only ten minutesto your
journey.” The anube s head sdled around to fix her with agleaming dark eye. Its earsflattened.

“Just go through Glissen,” Alivet snapped, curang for thefirst timein her life the punctilious honesty of
chaisedrivers.

“Itisyour choice,” the anube said sadly, and veered off into the traffic, its bulbous feet padding swiftly
over the wet road. Alivet svallowed her frustration. The anubes, stubbornly and with quiet, unyielding
ingstence, carried out their work according to their own principles. trangparent honesty and amelancholic
attachment to fairness. Once the concept of money had been divulged to them, dl those many years
before, they had proved swift to rgject it. Trangportation was their sacred task, they explained, once they
had been assisted in mastering human speech. For thousands of years they had ferried one another about



on the endless pilgrimages which criss-crossed Latent Emanation’ swatery surface; they would do the
same for the newcomers, too, even though humans remained baffled by the practice.

Their human employers had eventualy succeeded in persuading the anubes to accept aminima charge,
but no more than that. As entrepreneurs, they were adisaster, but as exemplars of the dignity of labor,
they had proved to be aconsiderable success. This, however, waslittle comfort to Alivet, whose
thoughts were concentrated entirely upon flight.

Behind her, Alivet could see the multiple domes of Port Tree rising above the buildings of the Pleasure
Quarter. The spires of the Quarter werelost in drifting cloud. Port Treeitsdlf rose out of therain likea
nest of scarabs. They were drawing near to the public achematorium; she could see the rain pouring
down from the brass globes on either sde of the awvning. Was Genever now running like hersdlf into the
tangled nest of the city? But despite his protestations, Genever was friendly with the aristocracy: hewas
doubtless Stting in someone’ s comfortable parlor right now, Spping aglass of winewith hisfeet stretched
out to thefire...

Sdf-pity, Alivet reminded herself sternly, would get her nowhere.

Impatiently, she watched the city roll by: Foeside, VVoynich, Winterwood—al the marsh-edge
districts—until they reached the outskirts of Glissen and rattled over the maze of bridges. One day, Alivet
told hersdlf firmly, when thiswas dl over, shewould vist more of the city, stroll through groves of
gland-trees and seek ingpiration for new fumes.

The chaise passed across Diabol o' s Bridge and onto the Crossing of Limited Manifestation, where two
of the city’smain canals met and the causeway for the westernmost Night Palace began. Alivet peered
impatiently from beneath the canopy, smelling tarry mud and waterweed, atrace of sat from the estuary,
samphire 9zzling in apan on the raised and rickety Sdewalk.

By the time they reached Little Swamp Street, the rain had eased to adow trickle. Thiswas some
compensation, &t least. Alivet did not like the Little Swamp areg; it wastoo closeto the Night Palace, a
haunt of Unpriests and waterchildren. And her friend Y zabet swore that she had once seen aLord itself
staking through the damp gtreets, its lantern head swinging from side to side like aclockwork vulture,
The memory made Alivet fed even more unsafe, and the anube did not seem happy, ether. It tucked its
long head into its chest and padded faster, causing the wheds of the chaise to leave asmal wakein the
flooded dtreet. Finally, the anube put down the handles of the chaisewith asigh.

“Thisisyour destination.”

“Thank you,” Alivet said, scrambling down from the chaise and pressing ahandful of coinsinto the
anube shand. “Listen, | need to send amessage. If I've missed the last boat here, | won't be ableto
send it until morning, and it’ surgent.”

“If you have amessage, best to send it by such as myself to the Shore of Moss: there are boats there
throughout the night, but not to the villages. However, they will be ableto rday it,” the anube said.

“Can you takeit for me? How much will it cog?’

The anube reluctantly named asmall price. Alivet scribbled a hasty explanation on a piece of parchment
and folded it into the anube’ s unhuman hand aong with the coins. She had very little money left, but it
would beworth it if Aunt Elittawaswarned intime.

“The addressis on the front of the paper. I'm sending it to the village hdl. From there, it must go to the
woman who dapped Drew Marchd’ s face when they were seventeen. I’ ve written that down.”



Anyone at the village hall would know who that was. She did not want to put the details of Elittal s house
upon the paper, in caseit fel into the wrong hands. Happily, the anubes were no friends to the Unpriests,
the message would be safest with them.

The chaise turned and began to trundle away. Alivet looked about her. There was no oneto be seen.
The rain had become atorrent, pouring down roofs and copings, battering the dying leavesinto
submisson. At theend of Little Swamp Street, Alivet could see the curved prows of the pilgrimage
boats, their oars piled onto high nests set on polesto deter thieves. With asinking heart sheran down
toward the dock and out onto the wharf. The boats were all safely secured. As Alivet stared out across
the marsh, she saw afaint, wavering light flickering over the water. She strained her eyes, trying to see.
The light winked once, and was gone.

“Thelast boat’ s gone for tonight,” said areedy voice behind her. Alivet turned to see an ancient person
wrapped in waterproofs. The face was as wrinkled as the shore after a storm, the eyes narrowed against
therain. She could not even tell what gender it might be beneath the shapeless bundle. Dismayed, Alivet
sad, “Thelast boat? I’ ve missed it, then. It must be after midnight.”

“Gone midnight, fifteen minutes ago. Where are you heading?’

“Thevillages,” Alivet said cautioudy. “But I’ ve got to send amessage. It surgent.” Something held her
back from telling the stranger that she was headed for Shadow Town. If the Poison Master meant her
harm, the more people who knew where she was going, the better. But asmall, insstent ingtinct tugged at
her mind, telling her to keep Silent.

Alivet heeded it and did so.

“Inthe morning, boatswill go again, dl dong theriver. To the villages, and farther. To Salvation, New
Emden, Shadow Town. Y ou will have plenty of choices tomorrow. Why must you travel now?”

The narrowed eyeswere bright with curiosity. Again, warning plucked a Alivet.

“My mother’sill,” shesad. “Ligten, isthere anywhere | can spend the night? A guest house or
something?’

“Very few tha are not full. Pilgrims and passengers, you see, waiting for tomorrow’ sboats. Thereisa
place dong thewharf.”

“Where?’ Alivet asked, hoping that the person would not offer to show it to her. But the ancient only
sad, “Do you seethat blue lantern? It isthere. Tell them Marlay sent you.”

“Thanks,” Alivet said. Turning, she walked quickly down the wharf. When she reached the end, she
looked back. Marlay was gone. Alivet drew her hood moretightly againgt the rain and dipped down the
street toward the blue lantern. A crack of welcoming light showed around the corner of ablind and for a
moment, Alivet was tempted to do as she had been instructed and knock on the front door. But that
strange, smal song of warning was still nudging her, o instead she did under the wakway that led to the
house and into an aley. Alivet hurried down it and found herself on aboardwalk that followed the line of
the foreshore. She doubled back toward the wharf.

She needed to get out of therain. Pulling the hood of her greatcoat over her head, she ducked beneath
the boardwal k. Something touched her face and she nearly cried out, but it was only a shower of
woodrot didodged by the rain. Fedling foolish, Alivet hastened on and at last found hersdlf back at the
wharf. The boats were deserted, the marsh empty. From far away, out in the teeming dark, she heard the
thin cry of anight bird. Shelooked back longingly to the gleam of lamps, but even as she did so she



heard feet marching aong the boardwalk. The sound echoed wetly through the gloom.

Very carefully, till with warning prickling at the back of her neck, Alivet peered up through the cracks of
the boardwal k. Boots gleamed intherain. A pencil of green light arced through the air like alightning
flash and Alivet knew that she had been right to be afraid. Unpriests stood above her. She heard them
conferring, in whispers. Then, to her relief, they set off toward the scatter of houses. Alivet clambered
along the rickety supports of the wharf until she was out over the water.

Beneath the wharf, aboat pole stood at an angle. Alivet caught it in both hands, swung off the wharf, and
climbed awkwardly down, hindered by her skirts. There was a space at the base of the wharf, just above
the waterline. She could hide there until morning, until the soft padding feet of the anubes betrayed their
presence on the wharf above.

The holewas as black as pitch. Clinging to the pole, Alivet tore off ahandful of mossand threw it into the
hollow. She waited for amoment, dreading the hiss of waterchildren or whisps—it was debatable which
wasworse: whisps or Unpriests—but there was nothing. Alivet went feetfirst into the hole.

It was no colder than the barn had been during the Search, and no damper than Edgewhere in the winter.
Crouching in the moist dark, she thought furioudy. Were the Unpriests after her, or were they pursuing
some other unfortunate? If they were after her dready, then how had they found her? Someone must
have spotted her in the street; it was unlikely that an anube would have given her away. It was possible
that she was smply falling prey to paranoia. But everyone she had ever known—even her father, who
hed given little other sign of caring about his daughters—had told her: Have as little truck with the
Unpriests as possible. They do not careif you are innocent or guilty. They're just looking for an
excuse to torment you.

Rather anight in the damp than anight in acdl, Alivet thought. That was the trouble with the
Unpriesthood; they obeyed the decrees set down by the Lords, who were themsalves crestures of
utmost whim. Without the protection of powerful friends, one might be treated with kindness and
magnanimity for rapine, or flogged to within an inch of one slife and hurled into the nearest bog for
jaywalking. Or, indeed, vice versa. No one understood the Unpriests methods, and therewas a
congderable body of covert opinion that held that they did not have any, unpredictability being their

primary wespon.

Y et nor did anyone know why the Lords did asthey did. Why, for instance, would beings as powerful as
they bring athousand or so captive humansto aswampy place like Latent Emanation and then let them
go to build their own city, with only Enbonding to ensure asurely unsatisfactorily meager servant class?
The Lords answered to no one; the Unpriests only to the Lords and, to some degree, to the web of
aristocratic influence exerted by the Nine Families. And that was surely the red problem: the lack of unity
between humans, the vested interests that lay in the complex tangle of their relationship with the Lords.
That relationship should be subjected to alchemica principles: dissolution, followed by anew
combination of eements. Otherwise, humanity would just remain in the early stages of the dchemicd
process. corruption, separation, stagnation.

Alivet’ sthoughts were becoming familiar and depressing. Tomorrow, & first light, she would get passage
on apilgrimage boat and head for Shadow Town. She did not expect to deep, but it claimed her
nonetheless.
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When Alivet avoke, it was aready close to dawn. She was cramped and stiff, her clothes mottled with
damp. She half stood, crouching in the smal space benegth the wharf, and peered out to find that therain
had passed, leaving amild, milky morning in itswake. She could even see the sun, sailing behind the
clouds on the horizon like asilver penny. Her ssomach churned with hunger. Alivet tucked her braid with
itstelltale rings more securdy into her hood. There was nothing she could do about the whedl tattooed on
her pam; shewould just have to make sure she kept her hand in her pocket. Otherwise, she thought,
there was surely nothing to identify her as Alivet Dee: apothecary and perhaps wanted person. She
inched out of the hole onto the ladder.

When she reached the wharf, she saw that Little Swamp Street was dready starting to stir. Chaises
trundled by, carrying factors and stewards; locals drew cartsfilled with produce for the markets. There
was no Sgn of anyone resembling an Unpriest or the mysterious ancient, Marlay. The smell of fried
shrimp, pungent and fishy, cut through the morning air. Alivet walked swiftly aong the wharf and around
the corner of the shrimp stand. The woman at the stand reminded Alivet of her aunt. She had the same
ova face and dark hair, the heavy folded lids and broad hands.

“What, then?’ she greeted Alivet.
“The shrimp. With water-grass and samphire. And riverwhest bread—a double portion, please.”
“Haven't seen you before. Come in on one of the boats?’

“No. I'm seeking passage. To the Estuary—Hemmen's Side. IlInessin thefamily.” She hoped to throw
as much mud over her tracks as possible; gossip flew around the marsheslike fever.

“I don't know the Slides,” the stall woman said, pursing her mouth and handing over agreasy packet of
shrimp and hot bread. Alivet, dismissed as aforeigner, added a pinch of sat and turned away.

Her aunt’ sinjunction alwaysto eat a good breakfast echoed in her head. She carried the steaming parcel
down to the wharf and crouched benesth a pole tree to eat. There was movement among the pilgrimage
boats. anubes, bareshouldered and clad in their customary wrapped skirts, moving without haste long
the narrow decks. She wondered, not for the first time, why they lived asthey did; forever sailing up and
down the innumerable rivulets of the fens, worshiping their poles and the larvae that lived there,
trangporting folk from place to place asthough it was some kind of mora duty. Y et for them it seemed
that it was, just asthe Search wasthe duty of al upright citizens.

From this distance, the anubes looked like masked men, the long skulls weaving above their snuous
bodies. Their flesh was dappled in the sunlight: indigo, ebony, alight and sartling aquamarine. Thelr
glossy skins merged with the colors of the swamp. Alivet looked down at her own hands. She was
colored like dmost every other human, sallow and pale, though there were agroup of dark-skinned folk
along the river who were highly regarded for their reed-boat making. She wondered again about the
Origin as she swallowed the last of the shrimp and wadded the packet into aball. She dropped it into the
duggish waters below the wharf and watched as the cregpers seethed around it. Within moments, it was

gone.



That will be me, perhaps, if the Unpriests find me, Alivet thought. She rose to her feet and made her
way aong the wharf, keeping to the lower deck and out of sight. The anubes continued their work as she
approached. They would not notice her, she knew, until she spoke. One stood no more than afew feet
away, hauling alength of rope through its hard hands.

“Good morning, Brother,” Alivet ventured. She had heard some folk say that the anubes did not deserve
the courtesy of ahumantitle, but Alivet disagreed.

“Sigter, good day.” Politely, the anube looked up, so that she was staring into the well of itseyes. The
long face was bland; their expressions were unfathomableto her.

“I’'m seeking passage,” she said. “To Shadow Town.”

“It isacceptable. Thereisaplace on thethird boat.” The anube gestured. “It leavesin one hour, for First
Commensurate Celebration, and goes by way of Mirror Marsh in order that communi cants may present
offeringsto the poles. The journey may take longer than you wish.”

“I don't havealot of time,” Alivet said, knowing that it would be uselessto protest.

“That iswisdom,” the anube replied. “\Who among us has the time they need? Do you have offerings? If
not, you must procure them.”

“I havethese smadll things,” Alivet said, displaying thelittle bundle of formulations.

“It is probable that they will be acceptable,” the anube said, with what wasto Alivet anirritating caution.
If the spices proved not to be acceptable, what would they do? Leave her in the middle of the marsh,
clinging to apole like afailed puntsman? But caution and reserve were the watchwords of the anubes.

“When must pilgrims come back to the boat?’

“A short while before the boat is due to leave—ten minutes, perhaps. Do not be late. We cannot wait for
you; the ceremony follows a grict timetable.”

“I understand. | won't be late. Thank you,” Alivet said. The anube inclined its head and said nothing
more.

She went back aong the lower deck and down to the shore. A narrow strip of mud, lined with salt-rush
and thimble pine, led past ancient jetties. Alivet followed this rudimentary path, stepping over the detritus
brought in upon infrequent eddies or cast from passing ships. Creepers scattered across the mud as she
gpproached, causing the shoreto writhe asif dive. It was hard to imagine the fastidious figure of an
Unpriest herein this somnolent, grimy place, but she could not et down her guard. The edges of the fens
were too much like limbo, or the no-deep of her ancestors within the drift-boat. She felt she might
wander the shoreforever likealich.

Alivet stopped to shake the thought from her head. She could fed the will draining out of her, like the
seep of blood from alittle, fatal wound. She turned to see a marsh whisp hovering out on the swamp. Its
tapering tail was rooted in the mud; she could see the thick stem beneath the water. 1ts body flickered
like acolumn of heat. Alivet stepped swiftly back and ssumbled over aroot. The thing must be hungry, to
be out so long after sunrise. Sdlt-rush clumps shimmered behind it, distorted by its tranducent
membranes. The whigp swayed on its tem; Alivet felt clammy and hot.

The marsh whisp beckoned with small, pale hands. Alivet took atottering step forward. Her mind was
starting to empty, but asit did so, she remembered the recent Search and once more she saw Inki’ sface,
that terrible pleated hole where her eye had been. She felt as though someone had doused her with ice



water. Shethrew hersdlf back, out of reach of the whisp’ sinfluence, and ran aong the shore. She did not
stop until she reached the edges of the mud, where the pilings of the tall houses rose out of the marsh.
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Once shereached the relative sanctuary of the shore, Alivet hid down among the thimble pines, perched
upon the high bole of aroot above the water. She stared unseeingly out across the marsh, thinking of
Inki. Her twin' sface, with that puckered hole, till haunted her. She should be working in the

a chematorium, earning the money to free her sster, not squatting here in amarsh. Frustration pounded
behind her eyeslike aheadache. She glanced up at the sun, filtering down through the needles of the
pines. It was dmost time to make her way back to the pilgrimage boat.

There were severa passengers waiting on the wharf. One was a marsh wife with an empty basket
balanced upon her hip, her mouth moving with the rhythmic cud of uth gum. Alivet wondered what the
woman was seeing in the steedy march of hypnagogic images. There were aso two old men, clearly
brothers, clad in the dull green robes of the deep fens. No one paid any attention to Alivet. Shetook a
Segt on the bench benesth the shadow of the boathouse and watched the anubes make their final
preparations. Cargo was loaded and oars checked. An anube in the prow gestured for the passengersto
step forward. Alivet took the anube s hand asit hel ped her into the boat; the flesh was cool and moist,
like the skin of afrog. She seated hersdlf near the stern, out of the way of the rowers, and drew her hood
over her face in case anyone might be watching from the wharf. She breethed deeply, trying to calm
hersdf.

The anube at the prow gave abooming cry like abdl, gartling Alivet. She consdered asking the marsh
wife for apiece of the gum to steady her nerves, but thought it best not to draw attention to herself. The
boat rocked as the hawser was untied. A shaft of sunlight, reaching down through the clouds, sent quick
parkles across the water. Alivet looked back as the boat was rowed swiftly out into the channd. The
buildings of Little Swvamp Street were silent in the morning light. No one was weatching. Alivet gripped the
sides of the boat more tightly and looked out across the fen. The pilgrimage boat darted through the
reeds, disturbing anesting attern that bolted up in aflurry of dark wings. Unlucky, Alivet thought, and
dipped her hand in the water in the old gesture againgt ill fortune.

It was growing warmer: the air between the high rushes was tifling and stagnant. The distant outline of
the city fell away. Ahead, lay the stilt-villages. In acouple of hours, Alivet would be able to recognize the
channdls. the humps and idetswhere the First Farms were located. At least if it al went sour she could
hide out in the fensfor atime; there was plenty to eat, aslong as one avoided ochiles and whisps. And
liches and water-children; all the monsters of the marshes. No wonder the anubes spent so much of their
time trying to placate the locd deities through their sacrificia practices. Alivet’ s spiritstook aturn for the
worse.

Swest was starting to trickle down the back of her neck. Reaching up, Alivet loosened the collar of her
dress and her fingers encountered a thin, dippery chain, reminding her to check that her pendant, her
aunt’ s gift, was safe. Alivet tugged the pendant from its place in the neck of her dress and glanced down
at it. The pendant was an ancient thing, or so she had been told.

“It goesto the edest girl,” her aunt had said. “ And you are the eldest by thirteen minutes. My
grandmother once told methat it must have come from the Origin with the ancestors, that it hung around
the throat of your great-great-great grandmother even as she stepped from the bowel s of the Night
Lords boat.”



Looking now at the pendant, Alivet wondered again whether the old story wastrue. She preferred to
believe that it was—and indeed, belief was not hard. The pendant was a curious thing: across of meta
perhaps an inch long, studded with garnets and pearls. Upon it was bound the little figure of aman, each
hand fixed to the arms of the cross. His head was bowed, drooping to one side like aflower that the sun
has ceased to touch. It seemed likely that the piece had come from the deep fens, where the smdl pearls
were spat from the murie shells and littered the shore like beads. But the more fanciful story had greater

gppedl for Alivet.
“Who isthisman?’ she had asked her aunt, when she had first been shown the pendant.

“I havenoidea,” Elittahad replied. “I do not know who he might be, nor why he should be so sadly
bound. There are no stories about him. Perhaps he had some meaning back in the Origin.” She smiled at
Alivet. “Keep it safe. My grandmother said that it was a protection against evil.”

Wéll, if ever she needed protection againg that, it was surely now. But Alivet wondered, as she aways
did, whether the pendant had not been the reason why the Unpriests had taken Inki and not herself. It
was afoolish, superdtitious thought, but she had never been able to shake it off.

Therest of the journey passed in areverie of worry and plans. The phia that had contained the sozoma
was gtill safely in her pocket; it might be agood ideato get that analyzed if she could find an adchemigt.
One of the backstreet people would probably do it without asking awkward questions. The possibility
that the red-eyed Poison Master was involved with Madimi Garland’ s death had not been far from her
mind ever since the events of the previous night. She waswary of being drawn into some kind of trap,
but why would anyone bother? She was nobody specia. Perhaps the empty phia might supply aclue.

The boat was drawing to ahdt. Alivet looked up. A collection of ceremonia poles towered above her:
black and shiny, with clusters of russet marsh moss entwined about the wheels at the summits. The anube
rowers and the steersman, some nine peoplein al, siood up smoothly. The steersman again gave his
booming cry and it rang out across the marsh, seeming to splinter the afternoon light. There wasaripple
in the black water ahead. Again the cry, and movement benegth the water: things sinuous and long, sdling
up to the base of the poles.

Alivet fdt theair grow thick and shivery, and she looked at the marsh wife with unease. Sometimes
peoplefelt the need to cast themsavesinto the water around the poles and when they did, they sank
without a sound and did not rise. But the marsh wife sat placidly chewing. The anube at the prow
dropped atangled massinto the water. There was abrief thrashing.

Alivet drew quickly back from the side of the boat and took her seat on the opposite edge, away from
the poles. She looked up across the marsh, in the direction from which they had come. The sky was
beginning to darken dong the eastern horizon: athunderhead building up like an anvil over thefens. Alivet
could see the swarms of insects beginning to rise from the rushes, conjured by the promise of rain. Thena
glint of unnatura light caught her eye. Another boat was gpproaching. It moved swiftly through the
channels and she heard the sound of a glide motor. It was not a pilgrimage boat. A figure stood erect in
the prow; the profile was human. Perhaps it was nothing more than afarmer, returning from the markets
of thecity...

Alivet strained to see. The sky grew darker. A curtain of rain swept across the marsh, seeming to drive
the boat beforeit. The figurein the prow turned. She saw ablack circlein the palid face; the gleam of a
lens. The anube' s cry echoed out once more across the fens: along, melancholy wail. Alivet drew her
hood close about her face and hudged the arm of the nearest rower. The anube did not respond. It was
garing into the untidy nest at the crest of the poles, where something was starting to stir.



“Excuseme” Alivet said, in an urgent whisper. “But | think an Unpriest’ sboat iscoming.”

The anube was slent. Alivet had never heard of any penalty for interrupting adevotion, but perhaps she
was about to set a precedent. The boat would be upon them in minutes. She could take a chance and sit
it out; she knew that fugitives sometimesfled into the marshes and perhaps the Unpriests' presence had
nothing to do with her. Or she could cut and run—but Alivet glanced at the writhing water on either Sde
of the boat and dismissed that possibility aimost as soon asit occurred to her. Then she redlized that the
anube at the prow had spotted the approaching boat. It gave alow hiss, perhaps of disapproval.

“Makeyour offeringd!” it instructed the passengers. Fumbling for the pouch in her pocket, Alivet took
out some of the lamp seeds and, with one eye on the gpproaching boat, held them out. The anube took
them without comment and scattered them around the base of the poles. The glowing seeds seemed to
burrow into the mud, as though twisting downward by their own valition.

Thefirgt heavy drops of rain began to fall. Alivet glanced anxioudy at the boat, which had now cut its
glide engines and was sailing smoothly up the channd. It was now somefifty yards from the pilgrimage
boat. The Unpriest at its prow was wrapped in awaterproof greatcodt; itstails streamed out behind him
like half-unfurled wings. The lensin hiseye had spiraed inward, so that the socket seemed puckered and
bruised. Behind him, awoman crouched in the stem of the boat, |eather-gloved fingers skittering over the
engine casing. Unhurriedly the anube took offerings from the two old men, who clucked and muttered at
the sght of the Unpriests, and from the marsh wife, still chewing her narcotic gum with bovine
contentment. Alivet turned her hooded face away from the Unpriest and tried to look small and
unobtrusive.

A sudden flurry of rain drummed on the floor of the pilgrimage boat. The last echo of the anube' scry
fluted across the marsh and the steersman turned the prow of the boat away from the poles. Alivet held
her breath, her heart hammering. They were moving out into another channel beyond the poles, out of the
path of the glide boat. The head of the Unpriest snapped sharply up; the lensflickered.

“Remain where you are! We wish to question your passengers.” It was areedy, Shilant voice, suggesting
that the Unpriest’ svoca cords had undergone modification. The anubes behaved asif they had not
heard. The steersman adjusted thetiller and signded to the rowers. They pulled on the cars. The
pilgrimage boat shot forward.

“Stop!” The glide boat nudged the edge of the poles. Alivet saw the water beneath grow suddenly till.
Cold rain scattered across her hood. Shelooked up and saw alivid edge of cloud, glaring with the light
of the hidden sun and a crack of sky. Then the clouds drew together. A shadow swept across the marsh.
The Unpriest in the prow raised along-barreled thing to his shoulder; Alivet recognized awebgun. If they
were after her, at least she was wanted alive—but if you spent too long under aweb it would egt into the
skin, cause lesionsthat could provefata if touched by the infected waters of the fens.

The Unpriest fired. The glistening strands of the web fell out like white flame across the water. The anube
steersman whistled an order and the boat spun around. The web fdll short, hissing into the marsh. The
Unpriest raised the gun again, adjusted the range, and methodically fired. The edge of the web fdll across
the marsh wife, who uttered a shrill, startled cry asthough she had only just redlized thet they were under
attack. Glutinous, burning strands attached themselvesto Alivet’ s hand, welding it to the Side of the boat.
Themarsh wifefel againg her, entangling her further in the web. Lightning cracked through the clouds
and hissed into the marsh.

Alivet, knocked to the floor of the boat by the marsh wife' s struggles, saw in the sudden light that the nest
at the top of the poles was moving. An elongated, dark red body twisted out and up, and fell on top of
the Unpriests. Alivet glimpsed a bristling underside and a series of mouths like the lenses of acamera.



The femae Unpriest gave a sudden shrill scream, but the weight of the falen thing was enough to roll her
boat over. The Unpriests were sucked down into the marsh. A few ripples corrugated the surface, then
al wascam and slent.

The steersman hedled the pilgrimage boat around and drew it farther up the channd. The marsh wife was
gl uttering small, yipping cries as she struggled. Alivet felt asthough nails had been driven through her
hand. She gritted her teeth againgt the pain and snapped, “ Stay till! Y ou're just making it worse.”

“Only itumin will dissolvethat,” one of the old men said, with something gpproaching satisfaction. “Never
any good for anything else, but wonderful stuff for the fire nets. Wonder what the dredgers wanted?
Nothing herefor them, you' d have thought.”

Alivet twisted round to look at him. “Y ou wouldn't happen to have any itumin, by any chance?’

“Oh, not here, Sister. You need to keepitinajar. Got ajar on my boat—it’ s at the next wharf.” He
made a sucking sound, asif remembering something. “ Expendve stuff, too,” hetold Alivet, and fixed her
with arheumy eye.

“I can pay,” Alivet said, with very bad grace.
“That you'll haveto.”

Eventually, she reached an accommodation with the marsh wife. At least they were not welded to one
another; Alivet waslearning to be thankful for smal mercies. Half dtting, haf crouching, they remained in
the bottom of the pilgrimage boat asit sped up the channel. The poles receded into the distance, asthe
storm flattened the reeds and rushes and drenched the passengers of the boat into a dreary silence.



City of Levanah, Month of Dragonflies

By the time the pilgrimage boat came in sight of the Shadow Town docks, the storm had set in for the
day. Alivet knew these torrents. Every autumn they boiled up from the south and rolled over the world,
to drive the waters of the fensinto aturbulent froth. But there was one good thing about the rain: it might
keep the Unpriestsfrom her path for atime. First, however, she was obliged to wait until the old man
went to hisboat and found the itumin. She was soon lighter of coin, but free from the Unpriests’ web.
She looked around, but there was no sign of the red-eyed Poison Master. Alivet swallowed bitterness.
Perhaps he had no intention of meeting her here; perhapsit had been nothing more than some peculiar
caprice. She could fed the note in her pocket, its presence heavy aslead. She wondered whether her
message had reached Elitta, whether her aunt even now might be taking refuge.

Alivet swore under her breath. The thought of her poor aunt forced to flee into the fens flooded her with
hot guilt. If she hadn’t gone to Kightly’ s office to get the formulations, if she'd only stayed by her client
and kept an eye on Madimi... But it was pointlessto fret over what-might-have-beens. The anube
helmsman helped her from the boat, saying nothing about what had occurred. Looking back, it seemed
unred: the pursuit, the attack, the vanishing of the Unpriestsinto the marsh. There was only arope burn
along her hand to remind her, but Alivet knew that it was not yet over. She had to get away from the
wharf. Mumbling a hasty farewel| to the marsh wife, she hurried along the dock.

Shadow Town was afar more prosperous area than the Little Swamp digtrict. Here, the stilt-houses
weretall, built of dark wood with plaster panels and bronze trim. Looking up, Alivet saw that each
curved gable was ornamented with a gaping face: the stylized visages of whigps and momes, an old
superdtition designed to deter anything that might creep in from the fens. Even in the chancy storm light,
Alivet could see through the gaps in the houses to the edges of the fens, and here there were no twisting
trees or dank pools, but square upon square of riverwheat pasture.

Farther down the street lay arow of boardinghouses. Alivet looked longingly through the glowing
windows, their lampslit early against the storm, and thought of hot food and soft beds. But this part of
town would be too expensive for her, quite apart from the risk of discovery. The Unpriestswould surely
be enraged at the loss of two of their number; they were proud to the point of madness and deeply
resented humiliation. They werelikely to double their effortsin tracking her down and someone would
surely tell them that the boat had been heading for Shadow Town. Alivet fought despair. If she could find
apawnshop, she might be able to cash in her apprentice rings, but she shied away from the thought. It
would be like sdlling hersdlf. She till had afew coins|eft. She stopped at astall and bought a bag of
day-old bread.

“Areyou from the city, then?’ From the tone of the stall woman’ s voice, the people of Shadow Town
clearly felt themselves a cut above those unfortunate enough to resde in other parts of Levanah. Alivet
muttered noncommittally and turned to go, but as she stepped from beneath the awning, something
soared overhead. She dodged back. It was one of the Unpriests' scarab fliers, coming in from over the
marsh.

Its jade Sides were dick with rain and the containment field crackled and spat like lightning. Beside
Alivet, the stall woman craned her neck over the counter to get a better look. Theflier veered low over a
row of houses and disappeared.



“Wonder what they’ relooking for,” the stall woman said. Her eyes narrowed with spite, her disapproval
of Alivet wasforgotten in the face of the common enemy. “Nothing for them here. Y ou' d better get out
of thisrain, lovey. You'll catch your desth.”

Alivet, fill staring in the direction of theflier, numbly agreed. Best find a placeto hide. She stepped
around the back of the gtall and hastened down aside street. It wasawisg, if inadvertent choice. Alivet
found hersdlf inamaze of smdl lanes, leading between tall houses. This must be the commercid district,
for she could see signsfor gpothecaries and achemists; ignatonic repair establishments; an Experience
merchant’s place with agrand gilt sign. It made her wonder how Genever might be faring. The narrow
streets were crowded in spite of therain. Alivet stepped under an overhang to avoid the rush. Everyone
looked self-important and well dressed, as though they had somewhere to go and something urgent to
attend to. Wdll, so did she. Thiswould be agood place to get the phid analyzed, and it would get her off
the strest, too.

Alivet chose the seediest-looking apothecarium. She closed her fist to hide the betraying tattoo, and
hoped that the apothecary would not recognize her for afdlow drugmaker. It was afrail hope, for a
trained nose would be able to detect the perfumesthat clung to her: sorivoy and tumerith ingrained into
her skin and her hair still bearing traces of colote even after anight spent in the cold airs of the fens.

She could not smell herself, but whenever an apothecary stepped close to her in the streets around Port
Tree or Heretic' s Marsh, she could recognize afellow worker from the accompanying melange of odors:
subtle spices, drifts of astringency and sourness. If shelived through this, perhaps she would purchase a
perfumeto concedl her own betraying scent, but such things were unpopular among the apothecarid
community, who claimed that they wrecked the ddlicate baance of the senses. Alivet wasinclined to
agree. She hesitated beneath the stranger’ swhed before touching her pam to the frame of the door in
respect and going insde.

Within, it was cool and dark, fragrant with athousand odors. Alivet felt as though she had come home.
Shelooked up at the plants that lined the shelves with as much relief asif she had stepped through the
door of her own small chamber. At the end of the room, in the shadows, avoice said, “ Y es? What do
you want?’

“I need to get something analyzed. My sister had an dlergic reaction to something last night. I'd liketo
get to the bottom of it.”

Someone stepped out of the shadows, wiping his hands on atowd. Alivet saw agangling man of middle
age, with untidy wisps and drifts of hair above athinning scalp. Hisoverdlswere stained. Evidently, she
had interrupted hiswork.

He asked impatiently, “What wasit, then? Jherolie? Tope? The number of people I’ve had in herethis
week, complaining about boils and wheezing—there must have been abad batch. Not from here, |
hasten to add. | only give out tope on prescription, and then only in the most modest doses. Tell your
sigter to use emollient cream and deep with the window open. Should get better in aweek or two.”

“It wasn't tope. She took sozoma.”
The apothecary snorted. “Was't an dlergy, then. Y ou might aswell posit that she'sdlergicto air.”

“Maybeit wasn't, but I d like the phial andyzed anyway, just as aprecaution. Also a—that is, my
sger’ shandkerchief.”

“Wise, wise” the apothecary mumbled. “ Takes snuff, does she? Well, you never know. Bring them here
and I'll run them both under the phonoscope. That' |l be three fensand a penny.”



In silence, careful not to stand too close, Alivet handed over the phid, the handkerchief, and the money.
The apothecary, taking al three, ran aswab around the sides of the phia. He sniffed it once, quickly,
then placed the swab in the phonoscope and set the dia. The phonoscope whirred.

“It'll take afew minutes,” the gpothecary said.

Alivet took a seet on anearby stool to wait. Her thoughts drifted back to Genever. What if he had killed
the girl?'Y et even though he had abandoned her after Madimi’ s death, she couldn’t see Genever daying
someone. Besides, he had seemed so concerned about Madimi: positively ingisting on the application of
thereviving salts. What if it had been the salts themselves that had poisoned the girl? But they were
Alivet’s own; Genever could have had no access to her bag and the last time she had occasion to use the
sdtsonaclient, al had been well. Anyway, what would Genever possbly haveto gain from daughtering
aclient? Or for implicating Alivet? He d killed someone once, he had told her wezrily, in one of the
rented punishment booths, and the experience had not come up to expectations. Alivet shuddered. Was
there anything Genever Thant had not done, in histhirty odd yearsin the Experience trade? She hoped
she'd gill be ableto get athrill out of things when she reached fifty—if shelived. Perhaps the answer was
to be born poor. At least then you appreciated little luxuries like thyme teaand breathing.

She was not even certain that whatever had killed Madimi Garland had been contained in the sozoma
itsdlf. It could have been in the sorbet. Or perhaps the voluptuary, leaning so suggestively over Genever,
had released something into the air. Madimi Garland was an heiress, after dl. There must be many people
who would benefit from her death. And then there was the question of the Poison Magter.

Therewas afaint gleam as the phonoscope finished its ddliberations, then ascroll of paper did out from
thedot.

“What have we here? Nothing out of the ordinary. Sozoma, pure and smple. Not surprisng. No one's
dlergic to sozoma, and for therecord, it’ ssurprisingly difficult to poison. Put anything in it and the
moleculesjust dide away. Y ou' d know that if you' d had an apothecaric training.”

“That’ swhat | thought,” Alivet said, accuratey, but with no smal degree of relief.
“Let’ shave alook at this handkerchief.”

The apothecary tucked the silk square into the phonoscope. Alivet waited restlessy. The apothecary
squinted at the results.

“How peculiar.”
There wasalong pause.
“What isit?’ Alivet said. The gpothecary gave her asharp glance.

“Haven't aclue. Somekind of glistening resdue. I’ ve never seen anything like it before. What’ syour sSis
been up to?’

“I'venoidea” Alivet said, with perfect truth.

“Indulging in aspot of experimenta research, if you ask me. Has she been trying to make drugs? Y ou
know that’ sillegd without alicense? Have the Unpriests down on you like amud dide, that will. Y our
ggter should be more careful ”

“I'll go home right after work and have the truth out of the little creeper,” Alivet said, aming a hot
indignation. It ssemed to convince; the gpothecary’ s frowning brow relaxed.



“Y ou know what it smellsliketo me?’ he said. “Darkness. Darkness and shadows, like the smell of
evening. Imagine” he murmured, asif to himsdf, “if we could bottle light and atmaosphere in the manner
of the Lords. What delicacies of impression we might produce; what drugs and psychopompsto help us
inour Search.” Hisdreaming gaze met Alivet’s, and held it for amoment with perfect understanding.
“Takeyour results. Tak to your sster. Don't have any more crazy dreams than you haveto.”

“I'won't,” Alivet said. She dipped the papersinto her pocket and turned to go.

“Onemorething,” the apothecary said. “I was listening to the wirdess earlier. A girl died in Port Tree last
night—a weal thy woman, taken up by an Experience merchant. The Unpriests are looking for an
gpothecary who was with him. For questioning. | thought I’d mentionit.” Hisface was carefully blank. A
warning, or athreat? Alivet’ sfingers closed on the whed upon her pam.

“That' sinteresting,” shesaid. “I’ll remember that.” Then she was through the door and out into the
evening, with a pocket haf-full of answers. Unpriests are looking for an apothecary. But the man had
not said that they were searching for the Experience merchant himsalf. Had the Unpriests caught up with
Genever? Had he sought to blame her? She did not think he held her in any particular ill will, but aman
might go along way to save his skin, especidly one asamord as Genever Thant.

As s00n as she came out into the street, she heard a humming sound, vibrating up through the wet stone
beneath her feet. She glanced up between tal black walls. The scarab flier was hovering overhead. Alivet
shrank back benesth the overhang and looked around her. There were people moving through the
crowd, hooded like the rest beneath their grestcoats, but moving with heads down and hands clasped in
pockets asif they did not wish to be noticed. Alivet knew that way of walking; indeed, she was practiced
init. They were people on their way to a Search, and the locations of a Search had been designed to be
kept secret from the Unpriests. ..

A hooded figure paused, asif unsure of where to go, then set off again. Alivet followed it.

The searcher led her down awarren of streets. buildings with black glasswindows and gold tracery
acrosstheir facades. Thismust be avery old part of town, for the ornamentation signified circuit
diagrams, stylized coils of arcane machinery, stars hidden in the lattices of wire. Perhaps these houses
even dated from the yearsimmediately after the Landing, when humanity still thought it could sail back to
wherever it had come from, before the Nine Families gained ascendance and the Lords granted the
Unprieststheir full authority. She could gtill seethe marks of chiselsand stingneedlesin thewalls, where
the ornamentation had been pried away and then replaced.

Thefigure before her stopped and glanced back. Alivet dived into a doorway and waited. As she did o,
she took the chance to look behind her. No one appeared to be following. She had the sudden, eerie
image of adozen people reflected like the figuresin an infinite mirror, al pursuing one another. And the
onewho led her: what might be leading this person? Dreams of alost world... She could no longer hear
theflier, but that might mean only that it had landed. Her heed filled with images of Unpriestsfanning out
through the streets.

Shefollowed the searcher into astreet of steps, dippery with rain and dead leaves. At the top of the
second flight, the figure disappeared. Alivet blinked, then hurried down the steps and saw atal door, half
hidden below the level of the street. Unless the searcher had been swallowed by the ground or flown up
into the eaves, thiswasthe only possibility. Cautioudly, Alivet bent down and knocked. The door opened
and Alivet was drawn into the entrance of acdllar.

“I’ve come for the Search,” shetold the man within. “1 don’t have my summons—I must havelost it.” It
had happened in truth, once before, and she was familiar with the drill. Moreover, the summonses were



randomly distributed across the region; the Search kept no records.

“Take off your hood,” the man told her. He motioned to someone deeper inside the cdllar, a gesture of
conceded darm. Alivet did so. The man turned her head thisway and that, and shone alight into her
eyes. Alivet, trying not to twist away, had the impression of blue eyesin anarrow face, awidow’ s pesk
of hair.

“No scarring, no eye implants. Y ou must understand, you could still be aspy.” He sounded no more than
faintly apologetic.

“I understand,” Alivet said. It was no more than she had expected. The same held true for her: what if
this should somehow be no more than an eaborate plot? But the Unpriests had no need of such
complexity. The man reached down and took her hand, turning it over to peer a the whed upon her

pam.
“An apothecary’ swhedl, or agood copy... Place your pam on this.”

He pressed her hand firmly down on apad. Alivet felt warmth and atingling in the pam asthe
scrying-glass read the delicate, hidden traces within the tattoo.

“Apprentice Alivet Dee. Your fileison record.” He glanced up. “But even an apothecary’ stattoo could
be faked.”

“Do you wish meto take Veracity, asafina precaution?’

“Might beagood idea,” the man said, dryly. He held up aneedle. She bardly felt the sting asthe drug
entered her wrist. Then she heard hersdf say: “My nameisAlivet Deg, Third Level Apprentice. | was
born in Edgewhere; | have taken seventeen Searches since reaching my magjority.” Her voice seemed to
come from adistance, asif she were speaking from the bottom of awell. The words rang and echoed in
her head asthe Veracity drug ebbed swiftly away.

“It' sgone?’ the man asked. Alivet nodded. “ Such isthe nature of truth,” hetold her, sadly. “ Brief, and ill
remembered. Go through.”

Alivet went through acurtain into along, dim room. It was amost full, and the crucible was dready being
passed around. Thistime, she thought, she would defy duty and only pretend to take the drug. Shewas
wet, hungry, cold, and tired. If it was aminor psychopomp she would overrideit. And if not, it would
only do her damage. She fdlt guilty—the Search wasthe principa duty of al responsible citizens and not
to be taken lightly—hbut the Search could not now be her main concern. Besides, she reminded hersdlf,
she had not been summoned. Rationalizing did little good; the guilt remained.

She could see that this drug was something to be drunk. It wasimone, perhaps, or one of the funga
akaloids. Thosein charge of the Search were evidently waiting until the room wasfull, for people were
gill dipping in through the door. Alivet shuffled up to make room for new neighbors, hooded and silent
like hersdlf. She waited patiently until the crucible was passed into her hands and raised it, pretending to
take asip. Asthe others had done, she rocked back with asigh, and turned to her neighbor to passon
the crucible.

Hewas saring directly at her. She saw a pae, handsome face, ruby eyesin afan of bone. Arieth
Ghairen, the Poison Magter, was Sitting cross-legged, no more than afoot away, till smiling beguilingly.

Alivet’ s hands shook, jolting the crucible and spilling some of the substance onto the floor, where it
hissed to afaint greasy smear. The Poison Master took the crucible carefully and sipped. She saw his



pinprick pupils momentarily dilate, then dideinto crescents, like smal black moons against a sunset sky.
Ghairen inclined his head and passed the crucible on.

Leaning closer to her, he murmured, “Y ou had best pretend. Thetrancelastsfor only a short while. We
do not want to attract attention, do we? And you and | must have our wits with uswhen we leave.” He
patted the patch of ancient polished floor that lay between them. Alivet glanced around her, but there was
no way out apart from the curtain. She could not smply get up and leave; it would make them suspicious.

How had Ghairen gotten in? The Search was supposed to be the best-kept secret in the city; she herself
had been subjected to ascrying-glassand Veracity. Y et here he was, this unhuman person, sitting smiling
beside her as though this was a commonplace for him. Had he followed her from the shore or from the
center of Levanah? And if so, how? She had seen no sign of pursuit during her journey apart from the
Unpriests' ill-fated boat, though there had been other craft in the marshes. And how could this strange
man help her to free her sster?

Doult filled her with apoison of its own. She sat sllent and afraid, mimicking the dreaming souls around
her and every so often stealing a glance at the Poison Master. His eyes were closed, his countenance
serene. Shefound hersdlf studying the planes and angles of hisface. Sitting so close, she could smell him:
asubtle combination of odors, oddly exciting to the senses, yet somehow familiar. He smelled, she
realized, like an apothecary. The acridity of wormwood, cedar shavings, and charcod, afaintness of
Spice. It was areassuring smell and it served to cam her, but only alittle.



City of Levanah, Month of Dragonflies

The Search seemed to last for an eternity, leaving Alivet aching with impatience. When she saw that a
few people had begun to emerge from their trance, she followed their lead, stretching and murmuring. A
hand closed around her arm.

“Timeto go,” the Poison Master said into her ear.

Alivet struggled to her feet. Standing upright proved to be amistake. The fumes from the drug, which
now smoked about the room, were disorienting her, filling her head with parancia. It had been aterrible
ideato come here; she should have nothing to do with such aman. There was no way she could
overpower him. Sheredized how much taler he was; she had to tilt her head to look into hisface. If she
could reach the front of the room, among the crowd, she might be able to evade him, but she was not
even sure that shewanted to. ..

Sop this, shetold hersdlf, it’ s only the fumes from the drug. You have to talk to Ghairen. What
about Inki?

“I'll haveto tdl them about my vison,” shesad, sdling.

“But you did not haveavison,” Ghairen said, softly. “And | would not want to make aliar of you.” His
grip tightened. Her rational self told her that he was only trying to steady her, but the paranoiahad ahold
now and so, conversdly, did an eager, unfamiliar voice that wasingructing Alivet to follow himinto the
nearest dark corridor and comply with whatever happened next. That thought alarmed her so much that
paranociawon.

“Let goof me” Alivet hissed. “I’m not going anywhere done with you. If you want to talk, we can do it
here”

Must be imone, her rationa self said, with resignation. It’s a well-known delusion-bringer .

The Poison Magter did not reply. He drew her to the back of the crowd, asif they were moving to wait
inlinefor the recording of their visons. Alivet tried to pull free, but his grip wastoo strong. Shewas
steered behind a curtain into anarrow passage. Anticipation flooded through her. Here, however, the air
was clearer and Alivet’ s unruly emotions began to ebb.

“Please” Ghairen said. “ After you.”
“You cangofirg,” Alivet told him, breathing deeply. “I don’'t want you following me.”

Rather to her surprise, he agreed. “I’'m afraid | must insist that you don't try to run away,” hetold her
with avuncular politeness, asif shewereawillful child. Alivet bridled. “So...” Shefdt something cold
tighten itself around her wrist and looked down to see ameta link snaking between them. Alivet tugged
and thelink tightened. “I redlizeit’san indignity,” the Poison Master added, apologeticdly. “But | redly
am mogt keen to talk to you, and I'm sure you' re equally eager.” His eyes glinted with areturn of
mockery. “Now”—he drew her forward—"itisn’'t far.”

The passages through which they passed smelled of dampness and age. The stone floor was dippery,



and Alivet could see flood-marks traveling up the wdls. The light from the Poison Master’ slamp
flickered over ancient carvings: gargoyles, momes, even asingle representation of aLord. Alivet stepped
sharply back, startled. Thelong head, carapaced like that of an insect, showed sharp teeth and empty
sockets. The head arched into the horned coil of the skull.

“I did not think that was permitted,” Ghairen murmured. “ They don’t like to be represented, do they?’

“Itisn’t permitted. This place must be very old. And no, the Lords do not like to be represented. Statues,
pictures—all that kind of thing istrictly forbidden. It can bring you the degth penalty.”

“Interesting. I’ d heard that. Do you know why?’
“No.”

“Perhapsthe Lords are not entirely asthey appear,” Ghairen mused, “and wish to conced any record of
their various manifestations.” Histone was bland and Alivet could not tell whether he wasimparting
information or smply musing aoud. He went on, “When did the Lords bring your people here? And
when do you think this building dates from?’

“No one knows exactly when we came here. It could be as much as five hundred years old. There aren’t
many stone buildings before that—our ancestors didn’t discover Gods benediction Ridge until then.”

“Discover where?’ Ghairen’ sbrowsrose.
“Theidandsin the north of the fens, where most of our stone and metal comesfrom.”

“| see.” Ghairen paused before adoor. “This placeisamaze... but that’ s lucky for us.” He motioned her
through the door. “We re going up.”

“Theré snowhereelseto go,” Alivet observed.

“Ah, but there is. So many secret doors and passages, so many hiding holes. Y our ancestors must have
had agreat many secrets. Asyou gill do, hmmm?”’

Alivet did not reply. Turning awkwardly in the passage, she followed Ghairen up the smdl, winding Sairs.

The sairwell, it seemed, was more than merely aroute from cdlar to hal; it served the whole building.
Alivet passed severd doors and openings, which the Poison Master ignored. At last, when they could go
no farther, he touched apand inthewall and helped Alivet scramble through into aroom.

“Now will you let me go?’” Alivet demanded. It was disquieting, to be so closeto him, and not
unpleasant, which only contributed to her unease. She wondered, briefly, if thisdigtillation of emotions
waswhy people like Madimi got so enthusiastic about bondage. Careful. Distillation leads to
calcination, and corruption is swift to follow. Alchemy did indeed have an answer to more subtle
problems. Yet it was ill only aquestion of chemistry, after dl.

Ghairen did not reply, but the metd link fell away from her wrist and vanished into the pocket of hisrobe
like aserpent. Freed, Alivet studied the room.

High windows looked out over the rooftops, gleaming with rainin thelast of the light. Beyond, lay the
misty expanse of the fens. The room wasfilled with plants: shelf upon shelf of fronded, ferny leaves.
Alivet thought of her own rooms and closed her eyes, taking a breath of cool sweet air.

“Pleasant, isn't it?” the Poison Master said. “1 was lucky to find such aplace.”



Alivet had no wish to waste time with small talk. “Perhaps so. But who are you? And what do you want
with me? I’ d like some answvers.”

“I'vetold you who | am. My nameis Arieth Mahedi Ghairen. My—" there was the dightest hesitation
“—friendscal meAri.”

“And what should | call you?

“You can cal meAri, too. Brother Ghairen sounds so formd, and sincel don’t come from Latent
Emanation mysdlf, it seems atouch presumptuous to adopt your mode of address.”

“Wha?'
“I'msorry?’

“What do you mean, you don't come from Latent Emanation?’ Alivet asked blankly. The only folk who
were known to travel into the heavens of the world were the L ords themsealves, despite the threats and
rumors of beings beyond. Perhaps he was mad—and yet the dark red eyes were like nothing she had
seen before. Shefelt suddenly small and afraid and she turned to the window so that Ghairen could not
see her face,

The Poison Magter said equitably, “1 am from e sewhere. From aworld named Hathes, which orbits
another sun. A very different planet to your own, yet not without its smilarities. Folk marry, have
children, grow old. They worry about their plants and if the weather will befine.”

He must be mad, surely, or from one of the strange places within the deep fenswhere folk spokein
riddles and metaphors. Alivet said carefully, “It sounds most interesting.”

Ari Ghairen cameto stand by Alivet’selbow. She could sense him behind her; his presence made her
shiver. She twisted around and saw that he was till smiling. It occurred to her that it was not so much an
expression of amusement or kindness asaform of habit, asimple configuration of the features as
inexpressive as amask. And she was a one with this madman in asmall enclosed space. Not for the first
time, Alivet cursed the Unpriests' prohibitions againgt carrying arms.

“What do you know of other worlds, Alivet?’

“I know only what the Lords dlow usto know,” Alivet said, with some bitterness. “And the little that we
have discovered on our own. | know that our ancestors came from another world—that’ swhat the
Searchisal about, after al. And | know that there are supposed to be other beings out there, who wish
us harm and from whom the L ords are said to protect us. But there have never been more than rumors.
No one | know has ever seen such aperson. There are stories and legends, but it’s hard to know what
to bieve. If anyonetried to make such ajourney, I’ d assume that the Lords would stop them.”

“Then let me enlighten you. There are anumber of other worlds, Alivet. Perhaps more than we know.
Some of usare freeto travel between them, asfar as our technology and our purses allow. But the Lords
and their human abettors keep you here, stagnating in your swamps. Even the deep fens are subject to
Unpriest rule. And journeying to and from Latent Emanation is also prohibited by the Lords. | have taken
aconsderablerisk in coming here.”

Best to humor him, Alivet thought. Perhaps she could talk her way out of this.
“Then, Brother Ghairen,” she said, “perhapsyou’d liketo tell mewhy you're here?’
“I told you. I’'m aPoison Magter,” Ghairen sad, asif thisexplained everything. “Fifth Grade, Scheduled



Circle”
“I've never heard of such athing,” Alivet said.
Ghairen gave her an indulgent glance, asif shewere aparticularly promising pupil.

“Then I'll explain. My society isdivided into many professons: diviners, engineers, linguists—and
poisoners, to name but afew. My professon issmilar to your own; | am basicdly an alchemica
gpothecary, dthough it istrue that the focus of my work differs somewhat from the kind of thing with
which you are engaged. | know something of hallucinogens and narcotics, but as my title suggests, my
principa areaof expertiseinvolvesthe art of toxins”

“Why would anyone devote themselvesto that?” Alivet asked. “For political reasons, or—7?’

“Precisely. On Hathes, assassination is considered to be an accepted, if not acceptable, method of social
climbing. My profession, you will doubtless be relieved to hear, isardaively smal one. There are not
many Poison Magters.”

Alivet was beginning to see why that might be so. Presumably they were dl in the process of finishing one
another off.

“But | don't wish to boast,” Ghairen added. “ The apothecaries of Latent Emanation know more about
psychoceuticals and psychopomps, drugs and halucinogens, than anyone else acrossthe worlds. Thereis
not so much of acdl for drugsin my society. Thereis some private interest, naturaly, but their useis not
aform of socidizing, asit isinyours, and we do not use drugs for spiritua purposes. Insteed, welive,
breathe, and work with toxins—and, indeed, with the healing of their effects. A Poison Master is both

n and doctor. The Practica Examinations are legendary throughout Hathes.” He gave asmall,
nodagic sgh.

Alivet moved alittle farther away. She said carefully, “I don't imaginethat it' s easy to get to the atus
of—what was it?>—Fifth Grade, Scheduled Circle.”

“That' svery true,” Ari Ghairen said. His paeface grew reflective. “ So many of my colleagues... al
fdlen, taken by the yearslike autumn leaves.”

“Theyears? Or your preparations?’ Alivet’s question was barbed.
The Poison Master glanced modestly at polished fingernails. “I’'m very good at what | do,” he murmured.

“Apparently so. | should like to know what a Poison Master—Fifth Grade, Scheduled Circle—isdoing
here” Alivet said. “ And what do you know of my sster?’

“Your sgter isan important part of this, it'strue. But I’ ve come for your help,” Ari Ghairen said.
“My help?1 thought you were offering to help me.”

“Indeed | am. | have been staying here on Latent Emanation, disguised as an Imponderable, athough |
was obliged to take arisk back at Port Treeto attract your attention. | explored these lodgings
thoroughly, so | know about the passages. And the room where the Search was held.”

“How did you find me here in Shadow Town?1 followed someone to the Search.”

“Most certainly you did. Y ou followed me. | saw you coming from the boat and rather than accosting
you in apublic place, | dlowed mysdf to befound. It isthe easiest thing in the world, to attract



someonge' s attention.”
“But you went into the Search. How did they let you in?’

“They didn’t. Y ou thought | went through the door, as you were intended to think. But | did not. | went
upward, and you drew the obvious conclusion,” the Poison Master said, with gentle reproach.

“Why did you offer to help my sister?” Alivet perssted. “And how did you know about her? Why does
an—otherworlder take such an interest in loca affairs?’

“Ah. Here we cometo the nub of the question.” Ghairen walked across to the window, where he stood
staring out across the rooftops. “Come here.”

Cautioudy, Alivet went to stand beside him. The Poison Master murmured into her ear, “Tell me,
Apothecary Dee, what do you see?’

Alivet followed his gaze. The world beyond seemed drowned, lost in ablue, rainy twilight. She could no
longer seethe fens. Below, the streetlights had been lit and as Alivet watched, alamp smoldered inan
opposite room. She saw awoman sink into achair and ease off her shoes. Alivet envied the woman,
wishing that she could sharein the somber peace of that lamplight. She said as much to Ghairen.

“Why, do you envy her? Do you think she has an easier life than you?’
“Perhaps, perhaps not. She looks as though she might.”

“But looks can deceive. | know that girl in the lamplit room. | took her for adrink afew daysago, inan
inn aong the street. | listened to her woes, and there is no shortage of them. She haslogt abrother to the
Unpriests. He servesin aLord' s paace; he has been there for years. She works as an artificer, to buy his
freedom, but the taxes ensure that sheis barely closer to the day of his release than when she began. She
has inherited that tall house, and she rents out rooms to students at the Colleges of Shadow Town. The
roof leaks, and the basement floods every winter. She spent Memory Day bailing out her cdllar with a
bucket instead of Sitting down to steamed carp and samphire. She would envy you your lighter
respongibilities, and greater wages.”

“But my responsbilities are heavy, too, and there are unlikely to be any more wages, given that | ssemto
be wanted for murder,” Alivet said. Shedid not think it was the right moment to ask if Ghairen had had a
hand in Madimi’ s death, though given his proximity, it seemed dl too probable. “Y ou offered to help me.
Y ou keep evading my questions. Why?’

“You'rearedlist. | gpprove. So isthe young woman across the way, and so are many folk on thislittle
world, | find. Y et no one ever seemsto addressthe centrd issue. If the Lords were gone, there would be
no more Unpriests and no more Enbonding, and if there was no more Enbonding, people like you and
the girl whom you envy would be free from such dogged davery. Not to mention your Enbonded
relatives. Tell me, how do you seethe rule of the Lords and their creatures?’

“Somemight cdl it aburden.” Alivet spoke tiffly.
“Some, but not al?’

“Yousadit yoursdf. We areredligts. And there are those of uswho are more—pragmatic, than others.
Those who gain advantage by alying themsaveswith the powerful, to whom cruelty isjust another
methodology.” Those like Yzabet, who believe the Lords protect us from beings from other worlds.
At that thought, Alivet flt atrickle of sweat run down the back of her neck.



“Isthat just the voice of disgppointment, Alivet? If you were given the opportunity, would you turn down
the chance a power? Isn't it often the case that revolutionaries are Smply the disgruntled?” He put his
head on one side, studying her.

“I don’t want that sort of power. And whatever | think about the way thisworld isruled, thereislittlewe
can do about it.” She had not intended to sound so frustrated.

“Indeed? | would have thought that disposing of the Lords of Night would have been agtart.”

“You know s0 little? Thereis no redress against the Lords. Do you think we are as meek as hatchlings,
to take their governance for hundreds of years without protest? Many folk have tried to dispose of the
Lords—years ago, agroup discovered the making of gunpowder and tried to explodeit in the cellars of
aNight Palace. The Unpriests took them before they could set foot on the causeway and hung themon a
gibbet. Others have tried arrows, fire, the use of the Unpriests' own weaponry. And poison, too.
Nothing has worked. The Lordsrarely set foot outside their paaces, and it swdl nigh impossibleto gain
access. Many havetried, with terrible consequences. The Unpriests and the Families do their work for
the Lordsin the city and thefens.”

“Do you understand the nature of the Lords?’
“What do you mean?’
“What kind of beings arethey?’

Alivet thought for amoment. “I’ ve dways supposed that they are beings like humans and anubes, but
much larger and more powerful. They are night creatures, we know that much. They are said to permit
only dimlightsin their palaces, they do not seem to like the day. But no one redlly knows. Those of the
Enbonded who return arein no fit state to remember.”

“Has anyone seen them during the hours of daylight?’

“I’ve never heard of such athing. It'srareto seethem in the city. They prefer the shadows, but they are
not rumored to be like the lich-breed, who are said to burn at the first touch of the sun.”

“There are no legends about what they are? No myths?’

“I have heard of none. But it’ s partly what the Search is concerned with—to discover why the Lords
brought us here. And that could take us some distance toward discerning what kind of creaturesthey
might be. Whatever they are, they seem imperviousto harm.”

“That isnot true,” Ari Ghairen said. Alivet stared at him. “ They seem all-powerful only in comparison to
yoursalves. A way to defeat them can be found, if expertise can be pooled. | have researched you,
Apothecary Dee. | have been studying you for some time now. | have seen your apothecarid records;
read your reasons for wishing to enter the profession in your apprentice statement. | know all about
Inki—how she was taken by the Lords and the steps you are taking to pay for her freedom. Now, | am
prepared to help you free your Sgter, if you assist mein turn.”

“Why do you need my help? I’ m just an gpothecary.”

“Precisdly. But you are avery good one. | told you, I’ ve seen your records. Y ou have an excellent
reputation, and reason to be very angry over what has befalen your family. Plus, you are young, and thus
do not have the caution and resignation that older people are prone to exhibit. And | need an

apothecary.”



Alivet sat back on the couch. “What for?’

“Y ou make drugs. | make poisons. Together, it ismy belief that we can pool our knowledge and create a
substance that will bring down the Lords. For we share something else besides knowledge.” He leaned
confidingly toward her. “We both want the Lords gone.”

“Why should you care about the Lords? Do they concern themsalves with Hathes?”

“Not these days.” Before she could ask him what he meant, he went on. “But Hathes is concerned with
theLords” Hefixed her with an owlish eye. “ There are grave violations of socid justice on thisworld.
Someone hasto redress them.”

“Don’'t patronize me,” Alivet snapped. “1 don't believe for amoment that you' re motivated by questions
of principle. By your own admission you're an n, not asocia philanthropist.”

“Well, maybeit doesn’t sound too likely,” Ghairen said after amoment. He smiled and she wondered
whether he had been testing her gullibility. “Let’ sjust say | have anumber of vested interestsin getting rid
of theLords”

“And areyou going to tell me what these are?’
“No. Wéel, not yet, anyway.”

That meant, Alivet thought, that she was unlikely to gpprove of those “vested interests.” “So you're
prepared to engage in—what? Assassination? War?’

“I'd prefer to think of it asthe remova of amutua problem.” Hewas avoiding her gaze, Alivet noticed.
His face had become shuttered, withdrawn. Y zabet’ swords echoed in her head: And they protect us,
too, from the beings of the worlds beyond. Without the Lords, what would happen to us?

“Ask yoursdf this, Alivet. Do you want the L ords gone or don’'t you?”

Y zabet' sfears—baanced againgt Inki’ s face, the blinded eye, the Unpriests’ reign, hundreds of years of
oppression and not knowing... A day or so ago, the choice would have seemed smple, but now, with
Ari Ghairen standing smiling before her, Alivet was suddenly not so sure. Alchemical process: she
separated her doubts from her desires.

“Yes” Alivet said dowly, “I want the Lords gone. But what makes you think I” d be willing to embroil
mysdf in treason?| know the penalties. The Unpriestswould flay me over forty sireetsif the Lords ever
found out.”

“Alivet, | need your assistance, and I’m prepared to pay for it. I'll pay you enough to buy your sister out
of Enbondment. | can take you to Hathestonight. And it’'ll save your life, aswdll, not just Inki’s.”

“My life?” Alivet stared at him. “ Are you talking about the Unpriests?” She was about to ask him
whether he had been responsible for Madimi Garland’ s death. The thought that Ghairen was responsible
for her most recent woes, that he had manipulated her into a position where she became dependent upon

him, was gppaling.

But just as she was about to accuse him, Ghairen said, “ The Unpriests present an inconvenience. I’ll
happily help you to evade them. | promised Inki | wouldn't let any harm cometo you.”

“You've spoken to my sster?| don’t believe you.”



Ghairen sighed. 1 thought that might be the case. It’ slike this. Some years ago now, | first cameto
Latent Emanation. | wanted to find out more about the Lords. And one of the things | discovered was
that the Lords hold abanquet every year: acritica event, because it’sthe only timein the course of a
year that the Lords are dl in one place together.

“That firdt year, | tried to gain entrance into aNight Palace. | failed. A yeer later, | returned and tried
again. That time, | managed to gain access. | introduced what | believed to be alethal poison into the air
of the paace, concedling it within agreat perfumed fan. The Lords might aswell have been breathing in
the fragrant airs of the Mothlem mountainsfor dl the effect it had.

“The last time—over ayear ago now—I thought | had a chance of success. | wasinformed of an anube
mendicant, living in the degp delta, who had once fought aLord and defeated it. It was said that he knew
of amethod of killing them. | came back to Latent Emanation to search out the anube. But when |
reached his pole-haunt, | found that the Unpriests had got to him first. My informant had betrayed him.
He was hanging from his own pole, for the larvae to feed upon. | narrowly escaped with my own life, but
| dealt with the informant before he had achance to betray me, too.

“It hastaken methe last few monthsto find another option. But | have run into difficulties, and now the
next banquet is only aweek away. | do not want to lose another year. Assoon as| could, | cameto
Latent Emanation, went back into a Night Palace, and skulked in the lower levels, looking for someone |
might cultivate. | spied on kitchens and sculleries. At first | had little hope: the Enbonded were cowed,
sarvile, vacant. The Lords use mind-washing drugs upon their servants. But some servants, the oneswho
perform the more complex tasks, are not so drugged. One day, agirl had an argument with the head chef
over the preparation of afondant.” Ghairen smiled. “Actualy, shethrew acakeat him. Thegirl was
confined to acell for the night, which waswhere visited her. I’'m sure that you will not be surprised to
learn that the girl’ snamewas Inkirietta Dee.”

The thought of her Sster’ s defiance produced an uneasy mix of emotionsin Alivet: pride at Inki’ s Spirit,
dismay at the risks she had run. And there was disquiet, too, at the notion of her Sster in secret converse
with the Poison Magter.

“How ismy sster?’ shewhispered.
“Shel swell enough. She' s certainly retained her spirit. And she sendsyou her love.”

Alivet turned back to thewindow. If she was going to cry, she did not want Ghairen asawitness. After a
moment, she said, “Why did shetak to you?’

“| am neither Lord, Enbonded, nor Unpriest. Under the circumstances, | suspect that was good enough.
Inki told me agreat many things as she poured out her grievances over the Lords, and one was of
particular interest to me. She told me that she had atwin sster in Levanah who had been planning to
become an apothecary, and who had already demonstrated some considerable aptitude in the art. |
didn't tell her agreat ded about mysaf—if it comesto the point where sheisinterrogated,” Ghairen said
with careful neutrality, “1 did not want her to have too much knowledge.”

Alivet grew cold. “And how likely isinterrogeation?’
“Highly improbable. Inki need do nothing now except wait for you and me to come up with asolution.”

“Thisplan,” Alivet said, “have got thisright? Y ou’ re intending to poison the Lords at their banquet, in
onefell swoop.”

“Precisdy.”



“Would it not be better to wait another year, plan things out? The Lords have been herefor centuries,
after al. Surely ayear or so won't make much difference?’

Gharen gaveathin amile. “1 am animpatient man, Alivet.”

She studied him. Nothing Ghairen had done so far had indicated alack of patience. She was certain he
waslying, but why?

“Do you have asuitabletoxinin mind?’

“What | require—and what | believe | have now found after dl these trying months of
research”—frudtration and strain were briefly visblein hisface—*is a substance that is both a poison and
adrug. But as| told you, | have runinto difficulties. The substance | havein mind ishighly unstable; |
cannot work with it mysdf, and | could not bring it with me. That’ swhy | need your expertise.”

“But wedon't have much time.”

“I' know. If the mendicant had not died—but suchislife, plansfail. Y ou reright, however—the clock is
against us. We need to start out for Hathes as soon as possible.”

“| «ill don’t seewhy you can't wait.”

“That won't be possible,” Ghairen said and there was araw edge below hiswords, likeawireina
bird-snare. Ingtinct told her not to pressit further.

“Very well,” Alivet said, cautioudy. “But firdt, | want to know that you' re not lying to me about Inki.
How do | know that you' ve spoken to her? Everyone knowsthat | have an Enbonded sister. Y ou said
you' d researched me—it wouldn't take alot of investigation to find out about that.”

“A good point and one that occurred to me. | asked Inki to tell me something that only atwin might
know. And | hope you'll forgive me for embarrassing you, but I now know that you punched Nicholas
Hakluyt when you were working in the marsh-hopper store, for suggesting that you deep with him.”

“Inki told you that?’ Alivet said, outraged.

“She dso told me that she dropped your aunt’ s wedding necklet through a crack in the boards when you
were both seven and that you took the blame. Now are you convinced?’

“Moreor less” Alivet said grudgingly. “How do we get to Hathes?’

“Thereis,” Ghairen seemed to be debating how much to tell her, “ameansto reach a drift-boat. At
EledaVo.

“EleidaVo? That' sthe easternmost Palace of Night,” Alivet said in horror.
13 QlJIte_”

“We re going back through aNight Paace?’ Alivet was plunged back into doubt. Ghairen wasa
creature of the Lords. they had ransacked Inki’ s memory and this was some caprice of the Unpriests, a
gamewithin acrue nest of games.

“There’ sadevice—a portal—in the Night Palace which will take us onto a Hathanass drift-boat. It's
intended for the Lord' s craft only, of course, but there isaway by which the coordinates can be altered
for ashort period. It sthe only way to reach other worlds. The Lords take great care to keep you here,
Alivet. They do not want your peopleto explore. Thejourney will be both difficult and dangerous.”



“Difficult? To enter aPdace of Night ispure suicide!”
“It' sthe only way,” Ghairen said, adding—not without irony—"Trust me.”

Alivet could not bring hersdlf to reply. Nonethel ess, she waited impatiently in the hallway as the Poison
Magter, hisface velled, conducted somefind transaction with the landlady. She could fed thewoman's
curiodity and wondered what the landlady thought. Did Ghairen often bring young women back and forth
to hislodgings? Was he in the habit of deeping with them? She remembered the young woman in the
house opposite, dipping off her shoesin the lamplit room and closing her eyesto think, perhaps, of her
brother in the depths of aNight Paace, just as Alivet thought of Inki. Had Ari Ghairen made some
bargain with that tired girl? Had he merely bought her drinks and listened with sympathy in eyesthat were
the color of poison? Or had he made love to her? The thought aroused a curious sensation in Alivet: half
dam, haf envy. She thought of Ghairen’slong fingers moving over someone s skin, brushing hair back
from aface— Alivet reined in her thoughts with a start. Enough of that. There was no way of knowing.
Yetif shelost sght of Ghairen she, too, would belost.

“You'll like Hathes.” Ghairen spoke at her shoulder, making her jump. “A lovely world, full of wonders.
Come on. We'll go out the back way, just in case someone might be watching.”

“What if the Unpriestsfind us?’ Alivet asked. “Y ou know thet they’ re after me.” The question trembled
on her tongue: Did you kill Madimi ? She was suddenly very aware of Ghairen’s presence a her
shoulder, of his moth-soft breath against her neck. She should step away, she told hersdlf, turn and face
him, and yet she could not move. Stop being a fool. You’ ve faced Unpriests, bagmen, murderers
before now and looked them squarely in the eye. What is so different about this man?

“Don’t worry about the Unpriests. Y ou’ re with me now.” Ghairen’ s hand brushed her shoulder. Clearly,
he meant to be reassuring, but condescension achieved what fear could not. Alivet swung around.

“And what about Inki? If we're actualy going into the Night Palace, can | seeher?”’
“That wouldn't bewise”

B

“Well discussit later.”

The landlady, tucking awad of money into the pockets of her skirt, led them silently through alarge,
dank kitchen and out down aflight of steps. The wood was dippery; moss glowed green in the lights
from the street. Wet fronds brushed Alivet’ s face as they made their way down the garden and out
through anarrow gate.

Ghairen, moving swiftly, led Alivet dong amaze of dleyways. she smelled rain-soaked earth, ripening
marrows, and bitter cabbages. When she and Inki were children, Alivet had often imagined leaving
Latent Emanation forever. But in those dreams, she had aways been a princess or a pirate, rescued from
the impostors who pretended to be her family and sailing up in asilver-winged ship surrounded by her
devoted henchmen. The dreams of an eight-year-old did not encompass sidling through back gardens at
night, led by acharming unhuman poisoner.

Alivet trod in a pothole and concluded that the dreams of eight years old were better.

“How are we getting to the Night Palace?’ she hissed at Ghairen, now some strides ahead. He turned
back.

“Wdl, we're not walking dl theway.”



“That' sardief.”

“Thisisjust adiverson. | don't think anyone was watching the house, but it never hurtsto be sure.
Tricky people, your Unpriests. Once we come out onto the main road, we' |l take achaise.”

“What if the Unpriests have issued a description of me?’
“Do you think the anubes will hand you in? They did not do so out on the marsh.”

“How do you know so much about what happened on the marsh?1 didn’t see you skulking in the
rushes.”

“I kegp informed,” Ghairen murmured. “The marsh wife, for example. A most helpful lady. Though the
anubes keep their own counsdl, you will beinterested to hear. | have tried to co-opt them before
but—apart from my poor mendicant— with alamentable lack of success.”

“I see” Alivet said sourly. How far did his network of informers extend? she wondered. Had Genever
Thant been bought? The Poison Master had clearly been busy during histimein Levanah. Ghairen
stepped over anirrigation channel, footsteps splashing in the thick wet moss, and pointed.

“There stheroad that leads to the causeway. I’ ve arranged transport for some of the way, then we'll
need to be more covert.”

Now that her eyes had adjusted to the shadows, Alivet saw that there was a chaise waiting. It was
run-down and old, the canopy in tatters. The anube who waited so patiently between its shafts did not
look up asthey approached, nor did it turn its head as Ghairen extended a hand to help Alivet onto the
Sedt.

Once they were both insde, the anube loped out into the road, ill in silence. Numbly, Alivet watched
the streets roll by and soon they were out near the causeway that led to the Night Palace.

“Not far now,” Ghairen said. He gestured toward aring of lights. “ There sthe entrance to the
causaway.” But asthey neared the middle of the causeway, something swift and black darted overhead.
Alivet gripped Ghairen’sarm.

“That’ sthe Unpriests flier.”
“| told you not to worry.”
“Gharen—"

“Jud trust me, Alivet.”

She looked back. There was no other traffic on the causaway. They were asvisbleasabird on alake.
Theflier veered once and turned. The causeway rose high above the marsh: if she sprang from the chaise
and jumped, shewould bekilled.

“Almost there,” Ghairen said, comfortingly. The vast gates of the causaeway entrance rose before them.
Ghairen tapped the anube on the shoulder. The chaise dowed to ahalt.

“Now,” Ghairen said, “wak dowly, and keep close to me. Keep your hood over your head and your
handsin your pockets.”

Alivet did 0. Shefollowed Ghairen to the gate, resisting the temptation to ook up. Thiswas the closest
she had ever come to aNight Palace. It was Lord technology, far beyond a human scale. Both gates and



wallswere built of adense, tranducent substance, like columns of dark air. She could see the Palace of
Night at the end of the causaway, glimmering asif glimpsed through water. An Unpriest stepped out of
the gatehouse and stood before them, tapping a hand sheathed in rippling metal againgt her thigh.

“Entrance isforbidden. Where are your documents?’

“Here.” Ghairen handed over astrip and the Unpriest held it beneath her mechanicd eye. Alivet could
seethelensdilaing in and out asit processed the information.

“An Imponderable. Y ou're along way from home, aren’t you? What about you?’ She gestured to
Alivet, who grew cold with the dismay of betraya. Ghairen had given her nothing, had issued no
indructions.

It was dl acrud and elaborate trap. He was employed by the Unprieststo bring her in. If she turned and
ran, the woman would kill her. She stepped back and as she did so her eyes met Ghairen’ s own. He had
cast aside the Imponderable sveil. The night ran around her, blurring in sudden heet. Her skin felt warm
as summer and she ssumbled. A skein of material was clapped over her face and she breathed something
fresh and astringent, dispdlling the faintness. Ghairen’ s hand was around her arm and he pulled her
forward. Then they were through the gate, leaving the dumping figure of the Unpriest behind.

“Quickly, now. Thetoxinwon't last forever.” Ghairen pointed to the banked sides of the causeway.
“WEe' |l go dong the bank, not the causeway. The Unpriest’ sforgotten that she ever set eyeson us, but |
don’t want to stroll down the causeway in plain view.”

Alivet dithered down the bank after him, the back of her neck prickling with aarm. She could seethe
bulk of EleidaVVo risng before her now: dark and glittering againgt the sky. Thiswaswhere Inki had
been taken. The notion of seeing her sister made Alivet grow clammy with apprehension. Wild thoughts
raced through her mind: of snatching Inki away, fleeing into the marsh...

Since Ghairen had spoken to her, it seemed that her mind had not been her own, but subsumed under
some aien presence. It occurred to her that perhaps thiswas his artistry as a master of poisons: the redl
toxin was his manipulation of the fearsin her agitated mind. But it wastoo late now. The greeat gate of the
causeway lay behind her, and the Night Palace wasrisng up like ablack orchid out of the marsh. Alivet
blinked. Ghairen, who had been striding before her, had gone.

“Ghairen?’ Alivet whispered into the empty air. “Where areyou?’

His voice floated up from the ground.

“Down here”

Crouching down, Alivet saw that ayawning hole lay between the clusters of rushes.
“It' squite safe.”

Alivet doubted this, but even as she hesitated, the air began to hum asif struck like abell. Theflier was
coming back. She could seeitslightsarcing out beforeit and the dragonfly bulb of its hull striped with
ran. Asit swung around, Alivet gathered her skirts around her and dived into the hole. It was along drop
and she landed in aheap. Ghairen pulled her to her fest.

“Ghairen, there saflier out there”

“Thenwe must hurry.”



To Alivet’ ssurprise, the tunnd was high enough to stand upright, and itswallswere dry.
“Where arewe?’ she asked, as Ghairen turned and began to walk swiftly along the tunnel.

“Thisisan anube passage, from the days before the Lords,” Ghairen said over his shoulder. “The
mendicant knew of it.”

Alivet put out a hand to steady herself and encountered smooth, cool stone. They had reached the end of
the tunnd. A round chamber arched above her head, made from blocks of interlocking rock. And there
was afacelooking at her from out of the darkness. Alivet gasped, then realized that the face was not that
of aliving thing.

“What' sthet?’

The visagewas cut into apillar: ahead, unattached to abody, but with four faces. The faces were human:
beautiful and wild, with curling mouths. Alivet stepped around the pillar to see the fourth face and found
that this one was serene. Its eyes were closed and the lips were curved into afaint, melancholic smile.
She could not tell whether it was male or female.

“This surdly wasn't made by the anubes,” she said. “ The faces are human—uwhy would they bother?’

“Who knows?” Ghairen said. Alivet glanced at him. In thelight of historch, Ghairen’sface was closed,
the red eyes downcast and full of secrets. She was certain that he waslying. “ Thisisthe entrance to the
Paace of Night,” Ghairen added. “Follow me, as closely as you can. Do not speak and try not to look
about you—I know the temptation will be great, and | know that you want to search for your sster. But
if we are discovered, you will never see her—or anything— again. | will not condescend by asking if this
isclear. | know that you understand me.”

“Believeme,” Alivet said with feding, “I’ ve no wish to do anything in aNight Palace which could draw
atention to mysdlf.”

“Good.”

Heraised ahand to thewall. Therewas agleam of light, a pattern againgt the stone. Alivet saw thet it
camefrom Ghairen’ sglove: adiagram of lightsthat flickered over hispam.

“What' sthat?’ she whispered. Ghairen did not answer. The stones of the wall began to grow tranducent,
so that Alivet could see through them to a darkness beyond. Images did across the transparent stones.
She saw the face of an anube bearing a great golden crown, aprocession of tiny figures crossing over a
place that looked both high and cold, the fourfold face of the statue behind her with the eyes staring and
fierce. Theimages marched through the stone, like dreams through the deeping mind, and were gone.
And the wall was gone with them, melted avay and leaving an emptiness upon the air.

Beckoning, Ghairen stepped through. Alivet, following, found that the air in the space beyond was much
colder. Her teeth snapped together and gooseflesh rose on her arms. Ghairen paused to fasten his coat
more securely. Alivet rammed her hands into her pockets and walked on. The torchlight picked out a
path along the wall. She stood in awinding red corridor, itswalls glazed asif with frost. It reminded her
of the meat-rack she and Inki had crept into as children, to gaze with wonder a row upon row of icy
butchered carcasses, destined for the tables of the aristocracy. The meat-rack had smelled of chilled
blood; this place was warm and fragrant, with undernotes of ginger and musk, resinous amber and living
flesh. Alivet stopped and stared.

“Gharen?’



“Jug follow me”

She had aways thought of the Night Palaces as being dead places, cold and somber, but the network of
corridors through which they waked seemed horribly dive. Alivet felt eyes on her back, asthough the
wallswere watching. Thefloor pulsed gently benesth her feet and she had the feding that she had
wandered into nightmare, that Ghairen was her dream-guide, her psychopomp, that she would never
return.

Sop this, Alivet told hersdf. Think of what Inki must have been through.
It was adreadful thought.

After Inki had been taken by the Unpriests, Alivet had spent long hours awake in the cold nights of the
fens, imagining what might be happening to her sister. She had even dreamed of it: imagining that it had
been she who had been taken, not Inki, that it was she who was walking through dead and ancient halls
and serving the whims of the Lords of Night. She had never dreamed that their palaces would be
anything like this. And with these thoughts came the old guilt: It should have been me.

Hatefilled Alivet’ s heart. She fastened her gaze on the elegant figure of Ghairen, striding ahead. She
would never have believed it possible an hour ago, but she was glad that he was here with her now.
However dy and sidling Ghairen might be, he till seemed to be apart of her world rather than that of the
Lords. If she could only see her sigter, just once— but she was forced to admit that Ghairen might be
right. It would not be wise, to risk al for the sake of aglimpse of Inki, yet reason and sense were at war
with her ingincts,

Eventudly, thetwists and turns of the corridor led them out into a hallway. It was on amassive scae; the
Pdace of Night seemed even larger from within than it did from without. Soft, thick rugs covered the
floor, but it wasimpossible to see their pattern in thisdimness. The celling lay far dbove Alivet’ shead, a
narrow strip of wan light between the crimson buttresses. She could not tell where theillumination was
coming from. It looked like reflected light rather than adirect source.

Then she cannoned into Ghairen. His hand snapped around her wrist and he drew her back behind an
arch of gone. Alivet, remembering her ingtructionsto keep silent, had to bite her tongue. Ghairen nudged
her in theribs. Sheturned to see asmall procession of people coming down the hallway. One of them
wasagirl. Thedark red walls of the hallway receded from Alivet’ s gaze; the ceiling grew dim and distant.
She could hear only the roaring of the blood in her head.

“Inkirietta” The syllables crunched likeice. She did not redlize that she had spoken doud until Ghairen’s
hand clamped over her mouth.

“Alivet,” he murmured into her ear. “Alivet, ligento me. That is not your sigter.” Hisarm was around her
walg, dl that was stopping Alivet from bolting out into the hall and seizing the girl by the hand.

Asthe procession drew nearer, however, she could see that he wasright. It was not Inki. Thisgirl was
younger, the age that Inki had been when she was taken, and she had golden hair. Her face was pinched
and wizened, and she was hunched over asif in pain. The two boyswho accompanied her were older;
they wore silk doublets and |eather breeches, and their expressions held a cold vacancy. They looked
like two stilted puppets, drawn aong on astring. The third boy was even younger than the girl and he
looked smply afraid. Each of them was carrying a platter, covered by aserving dish.

Alivet tapped Ghairen’s hand, mutely requesting release. She thought of toxins crawling over his skin and
worming through her clothes, but there was awarmth benesth the fear. Ghairen’ sarm remained firmly
whereit was, and then aLord stepped through the doors at the far end of the hall.



Alivet watched, breathless. She had never been so close to one before. The Lord stood nine feet high, its
armored head drifting from side to side. It seemed to be formed from amass of shadows: planes of
ebony, indigo, and storm-cloud gray, yet its face was more human than many of the Lords of Night:
Alivet saw bulbous eyes and a pursed mouth. Its antennae exuded afaint and musty fragrance.
Movement rustled benegth its robes; the Lord’ sbody seemed to coil and shift. Alivet remembered
Ghairen’sremark: Perhaps the Lords are not entirely as they appear ...

The Lord moved with ponderous, swinging downess down the hall, and in itswake the air seemed
suddenly thinner and darker, asthough it bresthed in hedlth and light and gave out nothing. Another
shadowy form followed through the double doors. Alivet caught sght of the long out-thrust jaw and the
dotted vertebrae of itsthroat beneath its hood. It placed adelicately jointed foot on the thick carpet and
teetered forward, past the Enbonded boys and girl.

The Lord brushed against one boy asit tottered by. He stepped back at once, but the platter that he
carried fell to thefloor. Alivet saw ablack and glistening lump fall from benegth the cover and creep
away. The Lord gave awhigtling cry. A jointed hand flicked out and caught the boy by the shoulders. His
mouth opened, but he made no sound. The Lord spun the boy around and Alivet saw atiny hole openin
the air. She could not see what was beyond it. Ghairen’sarm was like stedl around her waist. The girl

and the other two boys continued on their stilted progress along the hall, asif nothing had happened.

The circle hovered, adisc of unlight, slhouetted againgt the velvet curtains that hung upon the opposite
wall. The Lord, with pats and pinches, compelled the boy to ook through. Alivet saw with horror that the
boy’ s eyes were squeezed tightly shut, his face screwed into the citric sourness of terrified resolution. She
could hear him panting and she tried to bresk free of Ghairen’sarm.

Ghairen’ s response wasto clasp her more firmly. The Lord' sfingers crept around the sides of the boy’s
face and tapped once beneath his eydids. The boy’ s eyes flew open. He stared into the circle of unlight
and hisface took on an expression of entranced numbness. He leaned forward, peering into the hole and
angling hishead to see more clearly. Alivet saw the expresson drain out of hisface like water, leaving it
dack and blank. The circle was gone. The boy dumped to the floor and lay there, quivering. The Lord
veered away, slepping over him and continuing on its unsteady journey. More Enbonded retainers rushed
forward, picked up the boy, and carried him away through the curtains. Alivet saw atrickle of blood
coming from the boy’ sright eye, and her heart grew heavy and cold.

“Wait until they have gone,” Ghairen whispered into her ear. She could fedl his breath on her face and
thought of death, but she waited until the Lords and the Enbonded retainers had disappeared from view.
She scanned the faces of the Enbonded; they were al mae. Y et she knew that the Unpriests prized girls.
what happened to them? Alivet believed she knew the answer to that, but it did not bear thinking abouit.
She had reached that conclusion years before, when the thought of her sister in the clammy embrace of
an Unpriest had been dmost enough to drive her out into the city and knife the first one she came across.
That, however, would have helped no one, and Inki least of al.

Ghairen stepped out from their hiding place and reached out a beckoning hand to Alivet. Together, they
crept dong the hallway to the double doors at the end. Surely Ghairen was not planning to stroll through
the doors themsalves— but then Alivet saw asmall chamber to her left. Ghairen dipped soundlessy
through the entrance. Alivet followed and found that they were in around room. Here, the walswere
black and made of some smooth crystaline substance, yet crusty patches marred their surface, asthough
the walls had been wounded and scabbed. She reached up a hand to touch thewall, but Ghairen
whedled around and knocked her arm away. He shook his head, put afinger to hislips. Alivet nodded
understanding. She gazed up at the curved ceiling of the chamber, and redlized that she could see through
it. Claws tapped on the ceiling, far above her head, and with a cold shock Alivet recognized aLord, seen



from below. She tugged at Ghairen’ s deeve and pointed upward. Ghairen’ s eyes narrowed. He
motioned Alivet to move to the edges of the room, mouthing, “ Sowly.” If the Lord should look down
and seefigures below... Perhapsit would assume they were Enbonded servants. Or perhaps not.

Ghairen was resting his gloved palm againgt the wal; she could see the glow of the lightson the glove,
With excruciating downess, the wall melted away. Ghairen and Alivet hurried through into asecond long
halway. As she stepped through thewdll, Alivet turned and looked up. Beyond the trand ucent ceiling of
the chamber, there was a sudden flurry of robes, like watching afish diveinto the mud.

The Lord had seen them.



The Pdace of Night

Alivet seized Ghairen by the shoulder and pointed frantically back. The Poison Master’ sface registered
aarm. He gestured to the end of the hallway.

143 Run_”

Alivet did not need prompting. Something was coming through the chamber behind her. Therewasa
pal pable wave of aninimica presence: emotions so powerful that they rushed over her like asudden
wave—anger, sorrow, and asense of outrage, an al-encompassing incomprehension that anyone could
enter the Palace, defy the Lords, act of their own free will. And after that came arefined, anticipatory
cruelty; she saw what the Lord intended for her, along dow draining of her mind that would leave her
empty and mad. It wasthe only glimpse that Alivet had ever had into the mind of aLord and it horrified
her. She picked up her skirts and bolted down the hallway.

“Ghairen? Where are we going?’

“Not far now,” Ghairen caled back, but the hallway was spinning around her, dissolving into shards of
red frogt like the falling leaves in the Month of Dragonflies. She felt the touch of the Lord’ smind on her
own. A great cold whisper of air bresthed down the hallway. Someone sprang into Alivet’ s path: ayoung
man dressed in black, hisface distorted with fury or fear. Alivet pushed him aside, but there were more
of them—the hallway spun again and ahand gripped her wrist. Alivet redlized that it was not the Lord
who was creating the menta confusion, but Ghairen himsalf. She could taste poison, fizzing like metalic
sherbet on her tongue. Ahead, ahole opened in the air. Alivet, remembering the Enbonded boy who had
looked through such a hole not long before and been struck blind, pulled back, but Ghairen cried, “No!
WE re going through.”

The hole grew wider, forming a portd of nothingnessin the air. She could not see beyond it. Another
young man sprang in front of her. He carried awesapon of brass from which apae fire was flickering.
Ghairen stepped forward and threw a handful of dust. The young man dropped the weapon and fell to his
knees, clawing at hisface. The hole widened like a pursng mouth.

“What isit?’ Alivet cried, but hands were clasping at her, pulling her away from Ghairen. An Enbonded
girl had seized her arm in both hands. Alivet looked down into a pesked face, the left eye puckered into
aseamless scar beneath afringe of dark hair. But the other eye widened with recognition.

“Inki!”

Inkirietta' s mouth fell open. Shetook a swift glance over her shoulder and Alivet saw that the Lord was
gliding up the hdlway.

“Inki, comewith me—"
But Ghairen cried, “ Alivet! There snotime”
Alivet saw her Sster siwvalow and nod.

“Jugt go,” Inki said, and then she turned and pushed Alivet avay, so hard that she ssumbled against the



edge of the holein theair. Inki, the Enbonded, the L ord, and the Palace of Night: all were gone, whisked
to apinpoint vison, and Alivet wasfdling through nowhere,

How oft do they their silver bowers|eave
To come to succour us that succour want;
How oft do they with golden pinions cleave
Theflitting skies like flying pursuivant
Against foul fiends to aid us militant.

They for us fight, they watch and duly ward
And their bright squadrons round us plant;
And all for love and nothing for reward.

Oh, why should heavenly love to men have such regard?

Edmund Spenser, The Faerie Queene




London 1555

“Thereis,” thewarder said, “asecond charge, that has recently been made.”

Dee peered up at him through the bars of the cell. The warder smelled of grease and old smoke, and the
reek of cheap de. Still, the stink spoke of the outside world, and as such, was an improvement upon
dead rats.

“What, then?’ Dee asked, warily. “Was not smple witchcraft good reason enough for a necklace of
gunpowder?’

“The chargeisthat you have endeavored by enchantments to destroy Queen Mary.”
Dee snorted. “Who told them that?’

“I cannot say,” thewarder said. He stared uneasily down at Dee, who wondered if it wasworth trying to
intimidate the man. Almost certainly not. Bishop Bonner’smen might be mad, but they were neither
cowards nor fools.

“It was Pridaux, | would warrant—he' s an informer of yours, is he not? Or wasit George Ferrers, the
king of misrule?’” Ferrers had didiked him on sight, and Dee' s unfeigned mirth during Ferrers: Christmas
entertainment at court had not gone unnoticed by the lawyer. Unfortunately, Dee' s mirth had been for all
the wrong reasons, since Ferrers was corpulent and remarkably unsuited to satin. It seemed little enough
on which to notify the authorities that one's enemy had been practicing witcheraft, but little enough was
aufficient, these days.

He should never have |eft the Low Countries, Dee reflected with bitterness, once the warder had gone
and he was |eft doneto crouch in the rat-ridden cell. There, he'd had a position and prospects here, he
was nothing more than a heretic awaiting thefire. But dl the mighty seemed swift to fal these days,
benegth the fanatica scourge of Bishop “Bloody” Bonner.

Dee grimaced, reflecting on past glories. It had al been going so well. He had been the pearl in the oyster
of Europe. There had been the packed lectures on geometry in Paris, the ambassadoria dinnersin
Brussals. There had been the friends whom now he might never set eyes on again—Mercator, that wise
and clever man, Frisus and Ortelius, fellow cartographers and mathemeaticians; the celebrated navigator
Nunez, whom Dee now counted among his closest colleagues. All planetsin the firmament of Europe,
gpirding around the world that was Dee himsdif.

And no lessthan five offers from the Christian emperors, court positions that Dee had turned down to
come home to England, seeking a place closer to home. But unless he could talk hisway out of it,
England would repay hisloyalty with the flames.

Dee shuffled back against the wall and closed his eyes. The chains were uncomfortable and the cell
stank, but the worst thing of al was the tedium. He had not realized how much he had come to depend
on his booksfor company—and when the men had come from the Court of Wardsto arrest him, Dee
had been right in the middle of aset of calculations that he could not now recapture without the aid of a
parchment and quill, no matter how hard he tried. But even thiswas atrifle compared to the impact upon



hisfamily. Hisfather had, of course, dready been tried and escaped with financid ruin rather than loss of
life, but the arrest of her son would surely send his mother into afurther decline. At least hiswifewas
there to look after them both, but her health had suffered in recent months; an excess of black bile that
produced amelancholy, seeming to draw her deeper and deeper into herself. He had given her a
necklace of garnetsto keep the sorrow from her, but the remedy had failed.

Mercator had been right, Dee mused now. The Church had caled him a heretic, but not because of any
unwise speculation about life on other worlds or, indeed, asaresult of hisrdigious practices as such. No,
what Bishop Bonner objected to wasthe dark art of mathematics. Calculating, conjuring, and
witchcraft. Dee recited the dismal litany beneath his breath. Those were the charges, based upon the
accusation that he had drawn up horoscopes for those in power and out of it: Mary the Queen, and the
princess Elizabeth, and Philip. True enough, Deereflected, ruefully. Therisng Sgn a Mary’ s nuptias had
been Libra, ruled by gentle Venus, and agood omen, one would have thought—but not for Dee.

Later, standing before the Bishop, Dee could dmaost smell death emanating from the man, as though the
skeletd figureitsaf stood behind his shoulder with itsantic grin. Bonner was alarge man, meaty asa
Smithfield hog. But if Bonner has his way, Dee reminded himsdlf, you'll be that hog, spitted on a
Smithfield pyre.

“Dr. Deg,” Bonner said, beaming as though Dee had merely chanced by for a cup of wine and achat.
“Please, do St down.” He waved expansively at the nearest chair. Warily, Deetook it.

“Y ou know,” Bonner said, leaning forward and glancing toward the door, “1 am most certain that your
arrest has been nothing more than the grossest error, and | promise | mean you no more hurt than | do to
my own person. But,” and here Bonner sighed, “the court must need be sttisfied that | have done my
duty. I will, therefore, ask you no more than afew trifling questions.”

Dee, who until now had been anxious, felt himsdlf grow afraid. Bonner spoke sweet, mincing reason, but
the light eyes, glittering in the florid expanse of the Bishop' sface, looked upon Dee as astarving man
looks upon abanquet. It did not need great sengitivity to redize that Bonner was aman requiring adaily
feed of pain and blood.

“But you must be weary,” Bonner said, and beckoned to the guard at the door. “Wine, for Dr. Dee.”

The man came back with aglass of claret, gleaming thick and red in thefirdight. Deelooked at it and
thought immediately of poison, but in his estimation Bonner was both grosser and more subtle than that.

“Tell me,” Bishop Bonner said, leaning back in hischair. “ St. Cyprian informs us that there must be one
high priest, whom the resdue must cbey. What do you say to this?’

A reference to the Pope, Dee thought, though one might argue that St. Cyprian was discussing hisown
position as patriarch of Africa. But one would have to be most careful how one argued theology with
Bonner.

“St. Cyprian hasthese words: * That upon Peter was builded the church, as upon the first beginning of
unity.” " Hedid not add: For myself, | believe in God and his angels, and all else is petty squabbling.
He remembered Elizabeth’ swords, uttered in his hearing only aweek ago: “Thereisonly one Jesus
Chrigt, Dr. Dee. Therest isdispute over trifles.”

And that iswhy he would continue to work for her, Deetold himself. For of them al save perhaps
Francis Wasingham, Elizabeth took the longest view. She would make agood queen, if any of them lived



to seeit.

Meanwhile, however, it would be necessary to dissemble. If Bonner wanted to prove him a Cathalic,
then a Catholic he would be. He had work to do, here on Earth and in the wider spheres of the universe,
but for now he could see only asfar asthefires.

Thetheologica cat-and-mouse continued for over an hour. Dee, watching the flames burn down,
answered as glibly as he could, but hisfears continued to grow. Bonner was a contradictory man: gross
in gppetite, refined in intellect—the opposite of the run of the aristocracy. Dee did not find it areassuring
combination. Hefdt asthough a crowd pressed behind him, urging him to answer wisdly for their sakes.
It seemed to him that he could glimpse his mother’ sdrawn face in the uncertain, flickering light; hisfather,
defested by recent woes. Hiswife' s visage fluttered before hismind' s eye and it was as though she
aready dipped toward the grave, veiled by her melancholy as with ashroud. But the face that returned
with most frequency, that grave countenance with its cold, sad eyes, wasthat of Elizabeth.

“Thissmall maiter,” Bonner said now, toying with aragged quill and spesking idly, as aman might
comment upon apassing shower of rain. “Thistrifling question of conjuration. Speak to me of this” He
glanced up, eyesbright, lips pursed asif anticipating sweetmeats, and Dee redlized that everything that
had passed over the course of the previous hour was nothing more than a prelude to this apparently fina
guestion. Bonner wanted to see a sorcerer burn, burgting in the flames like atoy stuffed with gunpowder.
And with the avidity of a child who has been denied, he would make sure that he got hiswish. It would
metter little what Dee now told him.

“I have no interest in witcheraft,” Dee said. “It isamatter for old wives and cunning men, not for the
learned. | have applied mysdf to the art of mathematics, which asyou will well know, istaught in dl the
univergtiesthese days.”

“Yes, | know this. And one such isthe University of Louvain, isit not?’
“That iss0.”

“The Low Countries. | have heard that many theories pass through the Low Countries upon adaily bas's,
as commonly asflocks of geese.” The Bishop raised an eyebrow.

“That isaso :0. Thereis much intertraffic of the mind.”

“And one might say that such aplaceislow not only in geography, but dso in sympathies.” Bonner
grinned at hisown wordplay. “Louvain is reputed to be aseat of Protestant fervency; the inhabitants of
the University are said to have dangerousideas. Gerardus Mercator echoes the Copernican heresy, |
have heard, and Frisus himsdf isknown for certain peculiar practices.”

“| should hardly cal trigonometry apeculiar practice,” Dee said mildly. “It reflects God' swork, nothing
more.”

“Asdo your own mathematica arts? Making dung beetlesfly through the heavens?’ Bonner leaned
forward and the mask fell away. “ For what purpose other than to mock God?’

“1 did not—"

“And the making of waxen effigies? The lewd and vain practices of caculing and conjuring? Y ou have
been charged once dready, Dr. Dee.”

“In that instance Lord Broke concluded that the charges could not be substantiated and moreover—"



“I know of Lord Brake' s conclusions. | am not of asimilar mind, nor do | hedge and fret as Broke so
clearly did, because you are close to Elizabeth. There are such charges; they ill stand and substance will
be given to them.” Bonner till spoke courteoudly, but his gaze was a serpent’ s own. “What do you say,
Dr. Dee?

Dee knew that he could make no pleafor clemency. If Bonner could not find evidence of heresy, he
would manufactureit. And the Lord knew that there was plenty of materid a De€' s house that could be
used against him; Bonner would be athousand times more thorough than the hedging, pragmatic Lord
Broke. The bronze bee, the precious globes that Mercator had given to him and which were now hidden
inthe cdlar. Thank God, thought Dee, that he had taken care not to commit to parchment any of the
ideas about sublunary flight or hisincreasingly interesting investigationsinto the alchemica sciences.

“| anwaiting, Dr. Dee”

Deefdt hisskin grow clammy. Thiswasit, then, the moment that the skeleton hand would first tap him
upon the shoulder. The room grew icy and thefire hissed asif snow had falen down the chimney. Then
Dee caught sight of the Bishop' sface and realized that it wasn't just fear that had caused such an effect.
Theroom redlly was arctic, and Bonner was staring behind Dee' s shoulder like aman who has glimpsed
the Devil. After a startled moment, Dee turned.

Something was standing at the far end of the room. Dee, paralyzed with shock, only knew that it was an
angel becauseitslong hands were folded in front of it in an attitude of prayer. It did not have the bland
face and the swan’ swings of the Catholic statues. Its face was blank and cold as marble, and as Dee
stared, it turned dowly on its own axis so that he could see that it had not one face, but four. Two of the
faceswere femae, thelips set in an awful fixed smile. The other two faces were mae. It wore robes and
it was transparent, as if made of some vitreous substance. Its mouths stayed closed and it continued to
revolve dowly, like aplanetary orb.

“What—" Bonner’ svoice had risen by an octave. Dee himsalf was too astounded to speak. It did not
occur to him to talk to the angel, any more than he would have thought to address one of Mercator’s
globes. The angel spun faster, and started to grow huge until it filled the whole room. Bonner started to
scream then, and went on screaming until the angdl burst the room apart and sent the midnight starsflying
down around Dee' s head.



Drift-Boat, Orhit

“Where arewe?’ Alivet asked. She was somewhere dark and hot, with acomplex smell of athousand
spices. She could not see aninch in front of her face. She reached out, trying to locate Ghairen.

“It'sdl right.” The Poison Master’ s voice came from somewhere off to her |€ft. “\We' re on the drift-boat.
Y ou're safe now.”

Hardly, thought Alivet. Ghairen went on, “1 must gpologize. | thought I’ d taken precautions not to be
spotted. | didn’t count on being seen from above.”

“What precautions? That poison? And what isit, anyway?” She could sill fed it, fizzing degp insde her
mind.

“It' sdesigned to disrupt the visual cortex. Canyou seeat al?’
“No. lsn't that becauseit’ sdark?’
“Itisn’'t dark, Alivet. Y ou' ve been temporarily blinded. Come and sit down.”

First the Night Palace, now blindness. It was as though the world had stored up a collection of horrors,
then released them all at once, aflock of black-winged birds.

“Don’'tworry,” Ghairen said. “It won't last more than afew minutes. And the portal is sedled behind us,
in case you' re wondering. Nothing' s going to follow from that direction.” She felt hishand on her arm,
guiding her forward. She sat down on something plushy and soft.

“| saw my sigter,” shetold him, in awhisper.
There was a pause.
“Alivet, you don’t know that. Y our vison must have been affected.”

“No. | know what | saw, Ghairen. And so do you. Don't lieto me.” She did not know whether he was
playing games, or trying to bekind. “It was Inkirietta. Her eye—" Alivet had to stop then, and collect
herself—"her eye was gone, but she knew me. | saw it in her face—she remembered. And | Ieft her
there! | let her go again.”

Ghairen touched her hand, but Alivet pulled it sharply away.

Hesad, “If you had not gone through the portd, then the Lords would have had you both. It’ s possible
that the Lord could not see what was happening. For al you know, Inki may be rewarded for trying to
stop theintruders.”

“Yes, and she may betortured insdeacdl. | saw the Lord’ smind, Ghairen. | know what it had planned
for us”

Alivet was garting to notice sparksin the darkness: a skein of firecracker images, adim red glow. She
blinked, trying to clear her vison.



“We don't know. But remember—if they had caught us, even the dim threeat that we represent would be
gone. When we are successful in finding a substance that will put paid to the Lords, then you will redize
that it wasworthiit.”

“Evenif | haveto sacrificemy sster?”

If there redlly was away to defeat the Lords, just what was she prepared to sacrifice? Her own life?
Yes, if necessary, though it was hardly an attractive prospect. But what about Inkirietta’ slife? For the
last few years, her god had been to free her sster from Enbonding. The thought of failure was hard to
bear.

The light around her was arting to grow.
“How’ syour sight now?’ Ghairen asked.

“I can see,” Alivet conceded. They were Sitting in what appeared to be the center of some vast machine.
Thefloor and walls were made of some burnished metal; her own dim face looked out at her from a
dozen different directions. Shelooked up and saw alattice of wires, so intricately laced that it was
impossibleto tell how far upward it extended. Y et high in the lattice Alivet could see points of glittering
lights: stars, or some mechanism of the drift-boat itself? There was an oval opening in the opposite wall,
but she could see nothing reflected in it except adark swirl that moved like arestless current.

“What' sthat?’

“The other end of the porta through which we traveled lies beyond that door.” Ghairen indicated ameta
panel at thefar end of the room. “When we came through, you were disoriented and barely conscious,
so | brought you here to recover.”

“I’'ve seenindde adrift-boat,” Alivet told him. “And it seemed very different—just rows of unconscious
people.”

“Did you see such athing during a Search?’
13 YS”

“What you glimpsed, then, may have been truth or it may not, as|’m sure you are aware. The Lords—as
you' |l dso be aware—do things differently than us. They do not build on ahuman scae; they pay little
attention to human comforts. We, on the other hand, believe that if oneisto go to the considerable
trouble of interworldly travel, then one might aswell do so with amodicum of indulgence. Certainly we
pay enough for it.” Ghairen arranged his disordered robesin amore elegant manner and sat back in his
chair, asif dismissng the subject.

“How isit that the—thing—in the Lords Paace connects with this boet, then?’

“There are portals on dl the worlds, but some are unstable. On Hathes, for example, the boat actualy
docks. Thereisaruined landing Ste on Latent Emanation. Some worlds have only afew portds, like
your own—and the Lords, as you now know, impose strict controls upon who enters and leaves Latent
Emanation.” Ghairen smiled. “ Thereis usudly adirect correlation between those who go in, and those
who fail to come out.”

“Y ou're not the only one, then? 1 got theideathat you were asoletraveler.”

“Did | givethat impression? Well, there have been afew others. But generaly the Lords prefer to keep a
tight rein on their uninvited vidtors. The portds are not the Lords own technology, however.”



“Who built them, then?’

“No one. They’'reanatural phenomenon. They can be harnessed, by means of specia devices, and
connected to craft such asthe drift-boats. It is difficult, however, and Hathes has only one vessd, in
which you are now gtting. It took us aconsderable timeto build. It'squite old.”

“So where are we now?’

“Between worlds. Legend hasit that it is possible to travel without the use of acraft, to move directly
between portds, but | know of no one who has achieved such athing.” Ghairen glanced toward the dark
opening. “The boat will soon be voyaging to Hathes. | must say, I'll berelieved to reach home.”

“Unfortunately, | can’t say the same.”
“Don’t worry, Alivet. You'll be home soon enough.” Hisfingers brushed her hand.
Wasthat athreat or a promise? Alivet wondered. With the Poison Master, it was hard to tell.

“WEe ll haveto stay here,” Ghairen explained, “until the boat ison itsway. Then | will show you the
dormitory.”

“Thedormitory?’
“Our journey will takeasingle night. And I’'m sure you must betired.”

No thanks to you, Alivet thought. She sank into her seat, and felt its warmth close around her. When she
looked down, she saw that athin mesh of tendrils had crept about her waist, holding her in. Shewas
encased in bronze wire, ornamented with tiny metal leaves. Then the enormity of what she had embarked
upon overtook her, and she closed her eyes. Memories of her Sster kept returning in grim, cold waves.
Far below, in the depths of the boat, she could hear alow hum, which intensified as she listened. She
became aware of acurious and unfamiliar smell, which filled her head like amurmur of wasps. Shetried
to place it—meta ? rain? a chemica >—but could not.

The smdl grew stronger and more astringent, and Alivet fet a shudder beneath her feet. Moments later,
the tendrils of mesh around her waist drew away, leaving her free to stand.

“Our journey hasbegun,” Ghairen said. “ The drift-boat’ s moving. Follow me.”

Heled her through into an adjoining passage; again, adim, hushed place. The polished walls produced a
faint glow. Sheturned, to see adark, pae-faced girl with ahand to her mouth. A reflected sequence of
Alivets marched into mirrored depths. Lightsflickered beneath her feet, chasing one another acrossthe
floor like mice. The walls sparkled and a bloom spread across them as though they had been touched by
afrosty wind. Alivet thought again of the drift-boat she had seen in the Search and how different it was.
Compared to this, the Lords' drift-boat was nothing more than a hollow shell.

Ghairen stood asideto let other passengers go by. Alivet watched them curioudy. All were men. Some
resembled Ghairen with their hollowed eyes and deek dark hair, otherslooked pinched and ancient.
Their eyeswere as black as winter-does, the whites clearly visible; why, then, were Ghairen’ s eyesred?
Alivet wondered about the effects of a prolonged exposure to poisons. The men wore rustling, complex
clothes and whispered together in soft voices. Alivet strained to overhear, but found that she could not
understand them. They were not speaking her own language, nor did it sound like the M ooric tongue of
the deep fens. Y et Ghairen was fluent enough.

“Where are these people from?’ she whispered.



“They aretraders, for the most part. The boat visits severa worlds on each trip.”
“Induding mine?’

“Ah.” Ghairen amiled. “Not usudly. | persuaded them to make adetour. If we had been delayed in the
Night Palace, the portd—well, let’ sjust say that things might have been awkward. I'm afraid our fellow
passengers might not be very pleased with me, if they suspect that I’ ve been responsible for their wait.”

“How long has the boat been within reach of Latent, then?’

“A couple of days—portd reach, that is, but outsdethe Lords detection system, whichisalittle arcane.
| gave the ship arough time of arriva, but they wouldn't have waited forever.”

Soif the ship had gone, presumably she and Ghairen would have been stuck in the depths of the Palace
of Night. Not acomforting thought. Alivet wrapped her arms around herself and leaned back againgt the
wadl.

Ghairen strode ahead to speak to an officia-looking person at the far end of the passage and as he did
S0, awoman stepped from the shadows.

Alivet saw asmall curved nose like afen-hawk’ s beak. The woman’ s eyes were huge, atrand ucent,
watery gray, and her mouth was meancholy and folded, asif hiding secrets. In common with the men
she, too, wore arobe: alayered construction of loops of brocade beneath a high-necked bodice. Her
hair wastightly braided and clasped closeto her head. Alivet’ s hand stole up to touch her own long plait,
banded by the apprentice rings. The woman glanced up, Sartled. Her eyes widened as she saw the
whedl on Alivet’s palm, she seemed about to speak, then she turned swiftly away and disappeared into
the recesses of the drift-boat.

Alivet wanted to explore the boat but Ari Ghairen, smiling indulgently, would not alow her to do so and
ingsted that they remain seated in an acove adjoining the main chamber of the ship. More lattices
concealed the acove, casting a dappled pattern of shadows across Ghairen’ sface. Alivet did not find the
alcove comfortable. The seat was too hard and curioudy shaped, and the table was very low, asif
designed for people other than humans. Y et Ghairen had said that thiswas a drift-boat belonging to his
own world. She wondered whether he had lied; perhaps this boat had been captured from some other
race, or designed by them. Alivet was growing accustomed to mysteries, but she till did not enjoy them.

Other passengers drifted by, clustering in smal groups and whispering conspiratorialy. Ghairen ignored
them. Alivet kept an eye out for the woman, but she was nowhere to be seen.

“Why won’t you let me see the rest of the boat?’ she asked.

“Much too dangerous,” Ghairen informed her airily. “What if you were to stray into one of thetoxic
chambers?

“Why would a drift-boat have toxic chambers? Do you practice your art on your passengers? And
wouldn’t such places be sealed off?” Alivet asked. He was surely lying to her, or perhapsthiswas
nothing more than somewhimsical game.

“Nothing is sedled. What is poison to one person may be nothing more than alight floral perfumeto
another.” Ghairen waved alanguid hand. “What is deadly to you islikely to be harmlessto me. It
depends on one' sgrade.”

“So how do people know where they can and can’t go? Are there warnings on the doors?’



“Usudly. But most of the passengers are from Hathes, and have an understanding of such things, just as
you know which drugs are safe to take, and in what dosage, and so forth. Other passengers may wander
asthey please throughout the boat, but whether they liveto tell of what they have witnessed is entirely
another matter. | suggest that you keep close to me. Would you like some tea?’

Alivet nearly declined, but the hot air of the drift-boat was making her thirsty and she could hardly refrain
from touching food or drink over the course of her journey.

“Very well,” shesad, iffly.

“Then teawewill have,” Ari Ghairen agreed. Herose to hisfeet and summoned afloating servitor: adull
slver platform, whorled like ashell. Ghairen flicked hisfingers and lights sparked over the surface of the
sarvitor. Alivet watched with interest asit glided away. Then she turned her attention to the room

beyond.
“How does this boat move?’ she asked. “What propelsit?’

“I'venoidea.” Ari Ghairen spoke with indifference.
“Y ou must have some nation.”

“No, none whatsoever. Why should | concern myself with such things? | am aPoison Master, not a
mechanic or apilot. | would no more expect an engineer to trouble hersalf with the details of my work
than | would expect her to ask me to go down to the engine room and ratchet the wheel arch or add
more hot coalsto the furnace. Or whatever it isthat they do.”

“Aren't you interested in anyone e se' s profession, then? Don't you think that alittle wider knowledge
might comein useful?’

“Of course. | don’t pride mysdlf on my ignorance. For example, | am extremely interested in your
profession, and | look forward to having many long and interesting conversations about it. Ahal Hereis
thetea”

Alivet, with adubious glance, took the glass from the servitor and gave a cautious sniff. She smelled a
dark array of spices. amber-flowering lavender, summer balsam.

“Wehave,” Ari Ghairen remarked with seeming irrelevance, “seven hundred and thirty-two varieties of
teaon Hathes. It isaveritable industry.” He gave her asidelong look and Alivet thought, HE' s trying to
make things up to me. He thinks I’ll be interested. To her annoyance, however, Ghairen wasright.
For thefirgt time since her flight from the Unpriests, Alivet glimpsed the possibility of afuturefor hersdlf.
Perhaps an exclusive importer of otherworldly beverages might be apromising trade? In thisfleeting
vision, she saw Inki by her Sde, learning the business. She blinked, dispdlling theimage. They had along
way to travel before that came to pass.

“Hasanyonetried them dl?’ sheinquired of Ghairen.

“A few. Theteamadters, of course. Some of them are very old; they’ ve spent their livesin the tasting
chambers”

“Can women be masters? Of poison, or of tea?’
“Of course. We are an equitable society, in many spheres.”

“That’ sgood to know,” Alivet said, dryly. “And how soon can one atain mastery? At what age?’ She



looked at Ghairen, trying to assess him. It wasn't easy. The smooth countenance bore no betraying lines,
the crimson eyesin their bone cradle were ageless. With reluctance, Alivet lowered her gaze, only to find
it drawn back again. She should not stare at him so. Ghairen appeared not to have noticed.

“It depends. | mysdlf was forty-three when | attained Fifth Grade.”

“And how long do your peoplelive?

“Two hundred years, perhaps. If they are lucky. Almost no one reaches that age.”

“But two hundred yearsisanaturd life gpan?’” Alivet pursued. Ghairen smiled, sipped tea.
“My dear young lady, there’ s no such thing as anaturd life span on Hathes.”

Wil that shut her up, Alivet thought. She drank her teaiin sllence, appreciating its depth of taste. When
she had finished, Ghairen appeared to relent and suggested atour of the boat, suggesting to Alivet that his
talk of poisoned chambers had been nothing more than an unpleasant fable.

“Y ouwon't cometo any harm if I’'m with you.”

Alivet forbore from comment and followed him from the observation lounge. They waked down silent
passages, the walls conceded by etched metd panels. Whatever Alivet might think of the moras of the
people of Hathes, she could not fault their sense of design. Y et there were no windows. no way of gazing
out upon the passing gars.

“Andinhere” Ghairen said, drawing asde atal, folded meta door, “iswherewe || be degping.”
Alivet looked a him. “ *We 7?7’

“Of course.” He amiled at her and she saw aflicker in hiseyeslike aflame. Shefet her mouth grow dry,
afluttering degp within.

“Thisiswhere everyone deeps,” he added. He ushered her through into an antechamber. Above her
head rose row upon row of honeycomb cells, glistening golden-red. Each was gpproximately the length
of ahuman being. Alivet peered into anearby cell and saw that it was padded.

“Tell mewhenyouwishtodeegp, andI'll lock youin.”
“You'regoing to lock mein. And why isthat, exactly?’

“It'sfor your own protection,” Ghairen said, solemnly. “We don’'t want someone getting ideas and
deciding to test a preparation on you, do we?’

Alivet glared a him. “No, we do not. But why would they?’

“| do have enemies, Alivet.” He seemed dightly hurt, as though she had expressed doubt that anyone
might take him serioudy. It was amaost unpleasant thought that some unknown soul might seek to kill her
purely because of her associate. From this perspective, Hathes seemed little better than her own society.
And there were more immediate considerations.

“What happensif | need to vigt the lavatory in the middle of the night? And whereisit, anyway? Don't
tell methat’s out-of-bounds aswell.”

“The washing facilities are over there, behind that door. | will bein an adjoining cell. Knock on the wall
and I'll let you out. Don't worry about waking me up.”



“You don't normdly deep likethis, do you? In cells such asthese?’

“It' sthe usud arrangement, when voyaging. In case amember of the poison clansis on board.”
“Don’'t you trust one another?’

She was spesking ironically, but Ghairen answered with an air of mild affront. “ Of course not.”
“What a horrible society yours must be, Ari Ghairen. And | thought we suffered with the Lords.”

“| seethat you have entirdly misunderstood our culture,” Ghairen said. “ However, it isentirdly forgivable,
snce you can know so little of it. Y ou seem to see us as guided wholly by animosity, by continual
attempts to gain the upper hand.”

“And aren’'t you?’

“Wewould never have survived. Our current state isafunction of our advanced civilization. Primitive
tribes must trust one another, draw close. Y es, we play games, of life and death, health and sickness. The
poison clans have their own way of doing things, but they are only one aspect of our society. Moreover,
some things are sacred, and seep is one of them. It must be protected. People must be permitted to
deep soundly, and therefore dream. After dl, what isalife without dreams?—as|’m sure you know.
What elseisthe Search, after dl?’

“The Search seekstruth,” Alivet said.

Ghairen frowned. “Let me ask you something. If the Search revealed the origins of your people, through
someone’ s drugged vision, and this revelation was then corroborated by others—a chorus of voices, dl
clamoring that thiswas the redlity for which you have been looking for so long— would that be held as
truth?”

“I would think so, yes.”

“Evenif it was not open to any confirmation by evidence? Even if you still could not trave to that world,
and seefor yourselves? Would there not be alingering doubt?’

“In the lack of evidence, truth must come from consensus.”
“|s science based upon consensus, then?”

“Scienceis based upon agreement, that is so, and its ultimate god istransformation. That iswhat the
achemical sciencesare dl about. We draw up theoriesto explain the world, and the more evidence that
we find, the more the world becomes transformed. But first, we must agree asto what counts as
evidence”

“Isthat the god of the Search, then? For all to agree upon what isrea and what isnot? Isthat not an
invention of the past rather than true discovery?’

“But perhaps,” Alivet said, surprising hersdlf, “it would be better if we could not travel to that world and
seefor oursalves. Perhapsinvention itself, and consensus uponiit, isthereal god.”

Ari Ghairen became very ill. The red gaze focused on her face. “ And why isthat?’

“Because the Search isdready our shared dream. It is the secret which unites us—and yes, before you
make some other clever remark, | know that there has been speculation that the L ords know of the
Search and do nothing about it, holding the Unpriests back for their own reasons. | know that there are



those who say that the Lords prefer usto waste our days in drugs and dreamsthan in an organized
resistlance which we have dready redlized to be futile. But whatever the truth behind the Search, | do
believethat it isaunifying force.”

The Poison Master looked a Alivet for along moment. Then he said, “1 hopeyou' |l dream aswell on
Hathes, Alivet.”

She did not know whether it was encouragement or awarning. In silence, she followed him back down
the meta passageways.

They ate together. The other passengers kept their distance and Alivet noticed that there was much
evidence of phiasand potions at the beginning of the med, with tests conducted in tiny bowls upon a
rack. Glanceswere cast in the direction of Ari Ghairen. There was distant muttering. Ghairen followed
the same methods. shaking athin black powder over the surface of abubbling broth, dipping addicate
pi pette into the sauce that accompanied steamed greens.

“Isthat why your people seemto like their food so hot?’ Alivet said, eyes streaming after an incautious
mouthful of the broth. “To fight poisons away, as spices are used to disguise bad meat?”’

“It'sonereason, yes. Also | think we just like it that way. They eat blander food in the southern parts.”
He regarded her solicitoudy as she took another gulp of water. “Isit too much for you? The gdley could
doubtless provide something less spicy.”

“I'll bedl right,” Alivet said. Fen cuisne wasfiery, to combat the chilling effects of marsh and rain and to
sustain the choleric humors. She refused to be fed pap like a child. The broth was ferocious, but after a
few cautious s ps the pain subsided. She might keep the roof of her mouth, after al.

Ari Ghairen seemed gpproving. “We may make agourmet of you yet.”
“WEe ve got aweek. Better be quick.”
“Don’'t be S0 pessmigtic.”

The other passengers conversed in low voices, forming a sibilant background to the meal. No one paid
any attention to Alivet, for which shewas grateful. Once the bowlswere cleared awvay Ari Ghairen
pronounced himsdif tired and suggested that they retire. Alivet was quick to agree. She did not relish the
thought of making polite after-dinner conversation and it had been along and exacting day. The image of
Inki’ sface, with its sad missng eye, kept returning to haunt her. She returned with Ghairen to the
dormitory. Thewashroom smelled clinical and clean. Ari Ghairen followed her in.

Alivet spun around. “Am | to have no privacy? Would you care to watch me while | wash?’
“Thiswon't takeamoment.”

Ghairen took asmadll, flat wand from the pocket of hisrobes and drew it dong the walls, above the Sink,
and acrossasmall holein the floor that Alivet deduced to be the lavatory. “All clear. Take your time.
Here' s something for your teeth—I bought it in Shadow Town and it’ s quite sasfe—and a cleanser. We
do not have bathing facilities in the manner of your world; it' stoo easy to transmit toxinsthrough the
water supply. Instead, thereisahot-air system that transforms the cleanser into afragrant dust. You'll
findit entirdly effective, | assureyou.”

“All right,” Alivet said glumly. “Y ou' d better leave meto get onwithiit.”
Once he had gone, she stripped and applied the cleansing paste. It worked much as Ghairen had



described, and though the process was hardly refreshing, she did at least fedl cleaner. She rubbed the
paste over her teeth and spat down the lavatory hole. Once she had finished, she went back out into the
dormitory. Ghairen was Sitting at the edge of the honeycomb cell, wearing what appeared to bea
voluminous dressing gown. He gestured to the neighboring dot.

“Inyou go, and remember, just knock on thewall if you need anything. | do hope you deep well.”

Alivet levered hersdf into the cell and heard the door hiss shut behind her. She was encased in warm, red
darkness. Thoughts circled her uneasy mind: dying alone on another world, her lungs congtricting and
collapsing, her nerves strung tighter and tighter, fraying againgt the touch of the drug. And Alivet thought,
determined: That’ s not how I’m going to die. Nor Inki. Whether Ghairen gets his results or not.

... the knowledge and experience which the wiser sort hath had of counsels, forces, persons,
times, and practices may minister more certain guesses in this case than all the stars and planets
of the firmament...

LORD HENRY HOWARD, A Defensative Against the

Poison of Supposed Prophecies, 1583



London, Twelfth Night 1559

Beyond De€' s study the storm was raging, snatching at the tiles and whistling through the cracksin the
eaves. Deeignored the howling gusts as best he could and tried to concentrate on the astrological charts
before him. Almost there... but the storm was distracting, as though Heme and his hounds coursed about
the rooftops, chasing souls.

And Jupiter being in Aquarius, Dee thought, denotes the qualities of statesmen: tolerance,
impartiality, and justice, with Marsin Scorpio for passion. He squinted down at the ephemeris.
January 15th it would be, acold coronation to the new Queen’ sreign, but an auspicious date
nonetheless.

Auspiciousfor Dee himsdlf, too. After the episode with the angel, Bonner had, with bitter irony, become
atacit convert to Dee s equaly unspoken cause. In the aftermath of the angel’ s visit, looking through the
shattered roof of his study to the cloud-raced heavens, Bonner had said shakily, “It appears| oweyou

an gpology, Dr. Dee”

Dee, with what he later felt to be cons derable presence of mind, said magnanimoudly, “God recognizes
virtue, Bishop, indl itsforms. No doubt He has sent hisangels only to remind you of thefact.” It could
eadly have gone the other way, with a panicked and stricken Bonner ordering Dee’' s summary execution,
but the Bishop had evidently taken the manifestation as evidence of divine protection rather than demonic
intervention. That, to Dee’ smind, had been the real miracle. Bonner, perhapsfeding that someonein
Dee' s position would be better kept close, rounded off the evening by offering him aplace.

Dee, who had entered the Bishop’ s study as a heretical conjuror bound for the stake, |eft it as Bonner’s
chaplain. He had taken care to keep Elizabeth informed, awise precaution in these chancy times; once
the political dust had finally settled, his reward had been to predict the most promising day for her
corongtion.

Grateful though he was, however, Dee knew that he was destined for better things than the casting of
horoscopes, even if it was atask dedicated to queens. The gppearance of the angel had acted upon

Dee smind like the achemica processitsdf. All of Dee s scientific preoccupations—mathematics and
mechanics, astrology and a chemy—had become dissolved, to crystdlize in adifferent, and more potent,
form. In this age of exploration, Deethought, I, too, will become an explorer. | will gather together
a likely crew and venture out into the universeitself. | will draw charts of the stars, not as an
astrologer here on Earth, but as a sailor upon the seas of space. | will seek out the very geography
of heaven.

It was athought of utmost daring and heresy, and though Dee had neither committed it to paper nor
voiced it to asingleliving soul, it had gtill given him anumber of deeplessnights. Indeed, it had been swift
to cross hismind that the angel had been no angedl at dl, but a stardemon sent to lead himinto evil. A
night on his knees before the atar had served to reassure him, but only alittle.

Rising from the table, Dee swept the parchmentsinto a rough pile and picked up the candle, intending to
seek out hisbed. The storm gave alast buffet of wind, as though awave had broken over the rooftops,
and fell slent. Dee turned and dropped the candle. The light went out, plunging the room into darkness,
and Dee could hear himsdf crying out in terror. In the last moments of light, he had seen the angel



ganding in the corner, looking at him.

“Bedill,” avoicesad, a onceingde hishead and al around him, filling the room. Dee clutched at the
table' sedge to stop himsdlf from faling. He could hear hisown harsh, panting breath. Little by little, a
dim glow appeared & the far end of the room. The angel stood in acolumn of red light, silhouetted
againgt the oak-paneled wall. Its faces were as expressionless as masks. Its curioudy bulky robes
billowed out, asif the angdl stood in abreeze that Dee could neither feel nor see. Itshands wereinvisible.

“What are you? Areyou angdl or devil?’
“I am star-born.”

“What doesthat mean?’

“I will show you.”

Sowly, amap began to spread out from the being’ s feet, until it resembled those portraits of kingsthat
stood upon the world. It was like no map that Dee had ever seen, however, for it was moving. He saw a
gredt river, vaster by far than the Thames, with agreet scattering of tributarieslike arteriesand veins. The
map rose up, pilling out into additiona dimensions until Dee was standing within it, at the very edge of a
lip of stone that looked out across amarsh. Theilluson was complete: he could hear the cries of
night-birdsin the swamp, and smell the rankness of weed and water, like theriver after heavy rain had
duiced out the Fleet and dl the other sawers of the city.

“See” thebeing' shissng voicesad inhisear. “They aredl that ishere”
“Isthisred?’
“Itisanimage, nothing more. To journey herewill be difficult and dangerous.”

And now Dee could see a huge gate, flanked by wooden columns, rising out of the waters of the marsh.
A figure stood beside it, which Dee recogni zed: it was the jackal-headed god Anubis, the Egyptian Lord
of the Dead. For amoment Dee thought that it was a statue, but then the long pointed head turned and
the thing was staring a him. Dee stumbled backward and fell over thetable. Theilluson was abruptly

gone.
“Theworld of the dead,” Dee gasped. “| have visited hell.”
“Not hdl,” the being said. It came to stand by him, and Dee, who usudly found himself looking down on

men, was compelled to stare up into the nearest of itsfaces. “ Another world. A world that isripe for the
taking, for those brave enough to make the journey.”

“You serve only to deceive,” Dee said as boldly as he could, but found that his voice had retreated to a
hoarse whisper.

“I do God swork, aswedl mugt,” the being said. Therewas no expressioninitslarge, light eyes. Dee
could not tell if it lied.

“God' swork? Or Satan’s?’

“I have come to you because you have knowledge. Y ou understand science, mathematics, the first
vestiges of star-craft. And you worship God, and understand the nature of His universe. Theworld that |
have shown you,” the being said smoothly, “isaworld before aFdl. Here, in this new world, humanity
has the chance to begin again, to remake society in heaven’ simage.”



“What istheworld called?’ Dee asked, before he could stop himsdlf.
“It hasno name.”
“A Metalncognita, then, like the Terrae Incognitae of our own Earth.”

“Think of thisworld, John Dee. It has the shape of your dreams, if you only have the courage to follow
wherethey lead.”

“How am | to do that?’

“Wewill give you ingtructions—a set of codes by which you may open agate between the worlds and
travel through. We will show you acraft like the shipsthat sail the seas of your own world. Y ou may
bring others with you, acolony like those that are being formed in other lands on your world. But in the
placeto which I will lead you, there will be no persecution, no bonfires of human bones, no human
jedousy and hate. Only peace and the chance for you to carry out God’ swork.” Itsvoice was as
smooth as a serpent’ s egg.

“How do | know that thisistrue?’ Dee asked.
“Question your conscience. Pray to God.”
Now the being was fading, becoming as transparent as a ghost.

“Wait!” Dee cried, but it was almost gone. Its perfect lips moved, but no sound emerged. Dee was alone
in the study, in darkness.



Drift-Boat, Orhit

Alivet woke with agtart, till encompassed in the cloying russet dark and with amemory of nightmares.
But the dream was fading fast, dipping away from her, and the sounds outside her honeycomb coffin
werered. Alivet lay sill and listened. A desthwatch ticking echoed within the coffin, like alatent bomb. It
grew steadily louder, then stopped. Alivet held her breath, trying to work out where the sound had been
coming from. Then therewas ahiss of released air and the hatch of her cell did open. Alivet blinked.

“Ghairen?Isthat you?’ There was asudden tightnessin her chest. “Ari?” She struggled to sit up. A cool
hand reached in and helped her from the cdll. Alivet did down to the floor, her heart pounding. The
dormitory hive was quiet, with only asingle lamp. The figure who stood before her was not Ghairen, but
the woman Alivet had seen earlier. The woman laid afinger across her lipswith exaggerated care, a
parody of ahuman gesture. Thelong nail was lacquered black. The finger crooked: Come with me.

Alivet cast adoubtful look back at the cellsto where Ghairen presumably lay deeping. The woman
stepped backward into the shadows. Alivet said, in awarning whisper, “If you have anything to say to
me, you can say it here. I’m not going anywhere with you.”

“Wise” amurmuring voice said, from the darkness. “ The protégés of the poison clanslearn quickly...
But you shouldn’t be afraid of me. I’'m hereto help you.”

“I’ve heard that before. Who are you?’

“A friend. | came hereto warn you.” The words were mel odrameatic, but the woman’ s tone was cool and
invested with a concern that sounded sincere.

“A friend? |’ ve never seen you before today. Why should you be any friend of mine?’
“Gharen’ senemy, then.”

That made more sense.

“I know what he' sdoneto you,” the woman said. “1 can help.”

“What do you mean, what he's done to me? Ghairen and | made aded: | help him, he helpsme. The
details of that aren’t any of your business. Who are you, anyway?’

“I amwell aware of the details. Ghairen wants your help in defeating the Lords of Night; in exchange,
he'll help to free your sister. What you do not know is that—whether or not Ghairen is successful—he
does not want surviving evidence of his plots. And that includes you. He' s poisoned you, Alivet.”

“What do you mean, he' s poisoned me?” Alivet whispered furioudy. She felt a coldness spreading over
her skin; she thought of winter-ice acrossthe fens.

“It' saplant-based toxin caled mayjen. It's cued to temporal markers and it enters through the pores of
the skin. It samost dwaysfatal. How long has Ghairen given you to get aresult?’

It was asthough Alivet stood in avast, empty space, where words echoed and made little sense.



“A week,” she said, numbly. Therewasahissing in her head. Sherecdlled Ghairen’ sreluctance to wait
another year: Did that have anything to do with his plansto dispose of her?

“Then that will be when the poisonisdueto dtrike.”

“Yousadit wasfatd,” Alivet said. “What about antidotes?’

“There might be away to save you, but it will not be easy. | will do my best.”
“How do | know you' retelling methe truth?”

“You don’t. Y ou have only my own word—the word of astranger, and the actions of Ghairen himsdlf.
What do you consider to be the truth?”

“I don’t know,” Alivet said, but from what she had seen of the Poison Magter, it seemed al too probable
that he would prefer aplot without loose ends.

“I do not ask for your trust. Nor do | ask that you believe me. | only ask that you give methe
opportunity to help you, once we reach Hathes.” The voice was low, averbd caress.

“All right,” Alivet said, not knowing what to think. “But why should you go to such trouble for astranger?
| know you said you were Ghairen’s enemy, but | can mean nothing to you.”

“Perhapsthat’ strue,” the woman said. She stepped forward once more, her hedls clicking on the metal
floor; Alivet recognized the deasthwatch sound that had awoken her. “1 will be honest with you. My name
islraguilaUst. My father was a Poison Master, too, Third Grade. He died from adose of yth,
adminigtered to the leaves of a plant dong the course of hisdaily walk. | know who administered that
poison.”

“And you want revenge,” Alivet stated. IraguilaUst’ s face floated before her in the pool of light cast by
thelamp: smal, pointed, and pale like aporcelain doll, the eyes lambent wells. “Well, | can understand
that.”

“Heping you takes me closer to that revenge,” Iraguilamurmured, and now Alivet could hear the hatred
beneath the soft voice. “ Any disruption to Ghairen’ s plansisavictory for me.”

“Where can | get in touch with you?” Alivet had no intention of entering into afruitlessdialogue. There
could also be no question of trusting the woman, if her limited experience of the people of Hatheswas
anything to go by, but she needed to make sure of as many options as she could. Iraguilarepresented
one such option. Perhaps the woman was even telling the truth. ..

The thought of being poisoned, disposed of as soon as she had ceased to be of use, filled Alivet with a
gck dismay and something strangely like betrayal.

“I will cometo you. And now | must go.”
Before Alivet could protest, Iraguila Ust had melted away.

“Iraguila?’ she said, questioning the empty air. Shewaited, lingering in the silence of the dormitory, but
there was no reply, only the name echoing back from the wallsin awhispering hiss.

Alivet did back into the cdll and pulled the hatch shut behind her. Lying in the hot darkness, she made a
quick mentd inventory: Do | feel nauseous? Is my pulse too high? Where do | hurt? But everything
seemed normdl, except that her heart was racing and that might be caused by fright rather than atoxin.



There were two smple options. Either Iraguilawaslying, or shewastdling thetruth. If the former, then
Alivet needed to find out why one of Ghairen’ s enemieswould go to the trouble of seeking her out and
manipulating her. If Iraguilaspoke the truth, then Alivet must find an antidote as swiftly as possible. She
wondered whether to confront Ghairen and decided againgt it; best to lielow. If Ghairen believed that
Alivet knew nothing, then there was the possibility that he might betray himsdlf. Besides, if he knew that
shewas aware of hisactions, he would smply keep a closer watch on her, and Alivet needed to be as
free as possible. She was an dchemist, an gpothecary. It was not a discipline that taught a person to act
without due thought and care. Hasty decisions resulted in experimenta collgpse. A person could be
injured or killed.

Alivet set her anger and her fear, Smmering like acrucible, to the back of her mind. And when the time
isright, I’ll let it bubble and boil. Il transformiit, into alchemical fire, and you, Ari Ghairen, will
take the full force of that explosion.

Tossing restlesdy inthelittle cdl, it also occurred to her to wonder just how secure the dormitory could
be, if any enemy could open acell and sip from the honey within. The ease with which Iraguilahad gained
accesswas a odds with what Ghairen had told her about security and paranoia. Alivet frowned into the
darkness. She did not like anomalies. Whenever they cropped up during her achemical preparations,
they dmost invariably presaged disaster. This Stuation was likely enough to blow up in her face or fizzle
into dust without additional complications. She needed to think things through. But the heat from thewalls
of her cdll lulled her into unsettled deep, her head il full of contradictionsand darm.



Drift-Boat, Orhit

In the morning, she wondered whether it had been a dream. The face at the entrance to her cell was
Ghairen’s: dill amiling, still concerned. She watched him warily, trying not to let her confusion show.

“Alivet? Did you deep wdl? Wasthe cdl comfortable?’
“Well enough. | didn’'t wakein the night.”

“That'sgood,” Ghairen said, blandly. “I’ll let you freshen up and then we must have you
decontaminated.”

The decontamination room lay close to the dormitory, but it took sometime for Ghairen to make his
preparations. Perched uncomfortably on anarrow bench, Alivet watched as the Poison Master
ransacked racks of vias. She had protested in vain. Ghairen had been adamant that she would be unable
to set foot on Hathes without these measures. He had asked her to remove her skirtsand shirt, but Alivet
hed flatly refused. The memory of Ghairen’ s hands, and the occasiond dlitter in his eyes when he looked
at her, would have been enough to make her unsettled, even without the possibility of the poisoning. She
felt asthough she wasin the hands of some sinister uncle. Y et there had been that moment of late-night
confusion when she had mistaken Iraguilafor Ghairen, the sudden rush of hest at the thought of his
presence... Alivet made aresolute decision to ignore these inconsistencies.

Shesaid, “ Y ou're not going to examine me, are you? Y ou have access to my tongue and the skin of my
hands—that’ s usudly enough to administer apotion.”

“Normally, you see, you' d have been inoculated againgt dl these things when you were achild, but as
you' re an offworlder, we'll just have to gart from scratch.”

“What side effects can | expect?’

“Oh, afew, probably. Shouldn’t be worse than the occasiond rash, or double vision. Let me know if you
gtart getting any peculiar symptomsand I’ ll seewhat | can do. I'll give you the basics now. Ready?’

Rductantly, Alivet held out her arm. Wait, shetold hersdf. Do nothing yet.

“Now, thisisagenerd antivenin, good againgt orope, perganum hamala, hoama, and mang. Very
comprehengve. Grit your teeth.” Alivet felt adight stinging sensation in her wrigt. “Good girl.” He
touched the line of her jaw, impersondly gentle. Alivet raised her chin and Ghairen dabbed something
cool at the base of her throat. “Es-asa. Once it penetrates the bloodstream, it’ [l reduce the effect of some
of themgjor dkaoids.”

But not, presumably, the ones that mattered.
“How many antidotes have you taken, Ghairen? How many does a Fifth Grade master need?’

“My dear young lady, | am positively awash with al manner of substances. | have been given fata doses
of poison some ninetimes. Or isit ten? No, I’'m sure nineis correct. Asyou see, | am ill here. | would
estimate that I’ ve had something in the region of ahundred and seventy mgor protectives, and many



more minor ones. But don’t worry. It'snot so likely that anyone would try to poison you. Once we ve
reached home, that is. | have every confidence that we won't see you lying on the autopsist’ s dab when
our week isup.”

Alivet said nothing. Shewastaking careful note of the substances used by Ghairen. Still with that gentle
touch, the Poison Magter lifted up her plait of hair. Shefelt aneedle at the base of her neck. She pulled

avay.
“What are you doing now?’

“Just afind precaution against thrope. Y ou never know. The spores get everywherethese days...” His
hand brushed her plait. “ Y ou have lovely hair, Alivet. Asblack as anightdove swing, aswe say on
Hathes.”

“Get onwithit.” If he began complimenting her, Alivet felt, she would only wesken, and shefelt
compromised enough aready.

“All done.” Ghairen stepped back, his head on one side. “We d better find you some more suitable
atire. You can’'t go around in those skimpy garments.”

Thusfar, the Poison Master had hardly seemed prudish. “What do you mean, skimpy? I’ m covered from
my neck to my boots.”

“Nonsense. Y ou have only two layers of skirts—and what are you wearing under that blouse? A shift?
Y ou might aswell be naked. It'samatter of practicdity, not mordity. If you brush up against someone,
or take an accidental spray hit, the results could be nasty. After dl, you' re not fully inoculated yet.”

“Areyou saying | need protective clothes?’

The Poison Master beamed at her. “ Of course, but nothing too prosaic, don’t worry. They will be the
height of fashion. I’ve goneto alot of trouble to get you here, Alivet. I ve no intention of losing you now.
Besdes, it would be asad thing for such acharming young lady to meet apainful end if shedidn’t have
tO,”

Everything Ghairen said to her now seemed to contain athreat, wrapped in layers of meaning. He went
to atube on thewal and murmured into it. Alivet heard the sibilant syllables of what was presumably his
own language.

“We re very closeto Hathes. The drift-boat will dock at the landing ste—no more portals, thistime. I've
asked the Journey Master to get you some clothes. | myself will check the garments thoroughly for
toxins. | took the liberty of ordering black and red. | thought it would go with your hair.”

“It'll do.” The color of her clotheswasthe least of her worries, Alivet thought, but it was not lost on her
that in that case, she would match Ghairen. Did he see her as some kind of accessory, perhaps? Shefelt
her lipstighten.

“WE ll head straight to the laboratory. I’ m sure you understand the need to begin work. I’ll arrange for
you to have something to eat when we get there.”

“I can eat on Hathes, can 1?1 won't drop dead at the first mouthful ?”

Ghairen consgdered this. “Not unlessyou' re very unfortunate. But my home—the Atoront Tower—is
quite secure. Here are your clothes.”



Taking them from a person at the door, he carried the bundle across the room. “ A fumigation and a
check, and then I'll let you get dressed.”

Alivet watched as he performed various tests: dusting the heavy skirtswith a powder and placing adrop
of luminous blue fluid upon the hem. Then, handing her the clothes, he turned his back. Alivet examined
the garments, trying to make sense of them. The clothes seemed complicated: a mass of bucklesand
straps, and she couldn’t see how they fitted. Eventudly, she worked it out and found that she was
dressed in a high-necked, puff-shouldered blouse with many hooks and buttons, and long looped skirts
that reached her ankles, al made from some tiff glazed fabric.

The skirts hobbled her and the blouse wastight. She felt constrained and constricted and wondered
whether Ghairen had chosen such redtrictive garments ddliberately. Histreatment of her seemed fraught
with subtle humiliations, but she wasn't going to give him the satisfaction of asking for help. Did dl the
women of Hathes go around trussed like afestival hen? Then she remembered IraguilaUst; it would
seem that they did. She fastened the last buckle and said with some apprehension, “I’m ready.” She did
not want to look afool in front of him.

Ghairen’s mouth twitched dightly when he turned around, but he said nothing. He tweaked two of the
buckles, and adjusted her collar. Alivet tried not to flinch.

Under the circumstances, she would never have admitted to Ghairen that she was entranced with the
prospect of seeing another world. Like most people, she had seen relatively few places even on Latent
Emanation and the prospect of experiencing adifferent planet, even with the threst of such dire
consequences, was enthraling. The dreams of the eight-year-old Alivet, of flight and freedom, returned to
haunt her.

She accompanied Ghairen back to the alcove chamber, where other passengers were meshing
themsalvesin.

“How long before we dock?’
“Soon.”

The drift-boat hummed beneath her feet and the whir of distant engines grew louder. The mesh grew tight
againgt her waist and shefelt a pressure behind her eyes. The drift-boat shuddered once and then was
gill.

“We're here,” Ghairen said, rising from his seat. With the Poison Magter, Alivet joined the queue of
passengers filing along the corridor and passed out through a sequence of doors. She looked about her
with interest asthey left the drift-boat. Here were meta corridors: strange, glistening architecture like
spun glass. The floor was pale and polished, disquietingly smilar to the texture of Ghairen’sskin. Alivet
paused to run her palm over it; it was cool and smooth, like Ghairen’ simpersona hands. She wondered
whether the people of Hathes made their world in their own image and if so, what it would be like
outside. There were, however, no windows.

Asif he had caught her thought, Ghairen said over his shoulder, “Thisisthe landing tower. W€l be
coming to one of the land bridges soon. That'll give you a better view of the city and the boat.”

“What'sthe ity called?’

“The oldest namefor it is Ukesh, though it is sometimes known as Mothlem,” Ghairen said. “Freezing in
winter, hot in summer—though it must be said that summer is short. We' re on the edge of the arid lands,
so there' saways awind, but you won't be going outside.”



“Why not?

But Ghairen did not seem to hear her. Heled her down agdlery that overlooked ahdl. Alivet |ooked
down past pillars of crimson glass to see athrong of people below, moving across a patterned black
floor. From this height, they looked no larger than insects. Alivet’ s head spun and she stepped back
quickly. Ghairen’s hand steadied her. Alivet did not pull away.

The gdlery led to aplatform, reached by aflight of steps. The platform itself appeared tranducent, as
though a solidified section of the air hung above her head. It reminded her of the Night Palace, and
indeed, the landing tower was built on the same inhuman scale. Once again, Alivet could not help
wondering how much of their technology the people of Hathes had inherited, or stolen, from the Lords.
Or could there be other specieslike the Lords? That was yet another disquieting thought.

“It' squite safe,” Ghairen said. “There’ sno way you can fall.”

Nervoudy, Alivet followed him up the airs, then forgot to be afraid. The platform overlooked a series of
immense windows, each reaching hundreds of feet high. From here, aplain made jagged with rocks
vanished into the shimmering distance. She saw aboiling red sun hanging low on the horizon, setin asea
of cloud, and the light was caught and reflected by a ziggurat towering up into the sky. As Alivet gazed,
the sun dropped behind abank of clouds and the gleaming walls of the ziggurat dimmed asthough alight
had been switched off. Alivet saw groves and forestsinside the ziggurat, a plume of white water
cascading from the heights.

“What isthat?’ she whigpered, and Ghairen replied, “It’ s called Athes-efra. In your language—I
suppose ‘parcverticae isthe closest trandation.”

“It' sapark?

“Park, sanctuary, and alchematorium. Most of all, it isapoison garden. It' swhere the botanica
components of our most va uable toxins are grown, though refining and digtillation are conducted
elsawhere. | have’—Ghairen gave amodest cough—*asmal garden of my own, as | will show you if we
havetime. But thereismore to see here”

On the other side of the platform, aspine of glass extended into a second gallery. Alivet stepped onto it
and glanced down. The ground lay far below; shefelt asthough she had ventured out into empty air. Ina
dizzying moment she saw a sweep of rock: twisted black pinnacles astiny as spent matches. Ghairen had
aready reached the far end of the gallery. Alivet gritted her teeth and followed. The floor was dippery,
coated with agliding fluid. Now it was as though she walked on water rather than air. Alivet moved with
care, imagining hersdlf faling, the glass shattering so that she flew down to the rocks below. Aheed,
Ghairen’ s footsteps were light and soundless; he stepped forward like atightrope walker she had once
seen at the World' sEnd Fair. He waited for her to catch up.

“There,” hesaid, pointing. “ That is Ukesh.”

Alivet looked out across a sea of spiresthat reached to the horizon. The base of each spire was broad,
perhaps ahdf milein width: from the foundation, the towers twisted up into the heavens like spirals of
dark sugar-candy. Between them lay plazas, edged with trees as sharp as the shadows of needles.

“Hathanass cypress,” Ghairen said, following her gaze. “Little ese will grow outsde.”

At firgt Alivet thought that roads snaked between the towers, but with asilver flash from the last of the
sun Alivet redlized that they were cands.



“Each tower houses aclan,” the Poison Master informed her. “ There’—he pointed to the nearest
spird—"isthe home of the Wegpon Makers. And in that tower, festooned with ignatonic tracery, live the
Master Communicants. That one, etched with Sgils, isthe Tower of the Linguists, who collect and
anayze every known tongue. And over there, you can see my home: Sehur, aso caled the Atoront
Tower. It isthe Tower of the Poison Clans, in which | was born and raised. In that tower ismy
achematorium.” He turned and pointed in the opposite direction. “ And there isthe boat on which we
arived.”

The drift-boat, tethered above a platform, was like a collection of jade and black shells, acluster of
ammonites diding unnaturaly upon thewinds. Clouds dipped past its Sdes. The umbilical that connected
it to the platform—presumably the passage down which they had come—seemed too fragile to moor
such amonster to the world. It was nothing like the boat that she had seen during the Search. It waslike
nothing she had ever seen.

“Impressed?’ Ghairen asked, softly.

Alivet did not reply, embarrassed at feding overwhelmed. She followed Ghairen back along the glass
spur and down into the depths of what must surely be yet another tower. They crossed the vast hdlway
and went down through a series of passages. Here, staircases glided back and forth into a chasm.

“WEe |l take the next boat,” Ghairen said over his shoulder. “Not so scenic as the vaporetter, perhaps, but
quicker.” Alivet peered past him and saw agleam in the darkness below. After along descent, they
stepped out onto an obsidian dock.

“Watch your footing,” Ghairen warned. He reached out and took her hand, tucking it firmly into the
crook of hisarm so that her hand was trapped againgt hisside. “Y ou don’t want to dip,” he murmured.

Now that she was able to see more clearly, Alivet realized that the substance glistening below the dock
was not water but meta: something mercuria and quick, that glided and swelled around the hull of along
covered barge. “We have very little water on Hathes,” said Ghairen. “We use what is available to us, but
much of it is conserved for the plantsin the parc-verticale. As one of the sources of our livelihood, they
areprecious.”

“Sowhat’sinthe cand? Shedid not think it was mercury: this liquid flowed rather than movingin
quicksiver droplets.

“A liquid cdled agquarvigtra. All the cands are based on a system of spirds; the boat has no propulson
mechanism. Instead, the pilot Smply unchainsthe craft and away it goes on the current. A smple mode of
trangport, but quick and effective.”

The thin note of asiren sounded throughout the docking areaand Ghairen helped Alivet down the steps
into the barge. “The boat is covered, but you'll be ableto see out.”

Stumbling over her heavy skirts, Alivet took a seat near the front of the barge. Gradually, the craft filled
up: the now familiar menin their neat dark robes; women dressed like hersdlf inlong skirts and
concedling blouses, some with tight hoods drawn up over their hair. For thefirst time, Alivet saw achild,
solemn and saucer-eyed, clinging to the hand of awizened old man. Everyone assembled without fuss
andin slence. Their gazes did over Alivet and away. Their expressions did not change, but she was
certain that she had been observed and noted by everyone.

When dl the seats werefilled, the siren sounded once more, mournful asabird upon the marsh, and a
heavy chain dipped down the side of the barge into the cand. The barge sailed out into the stream,
gliding through great double doors that opened onto twilight. Alivet looked back as the barge was



whisked through and saw atower rising behind her, bathed in ruby light. The sun had gone, clouds
massed on the western horizon, and she saw the glow of lampsin the passing towers. Alivet wondered
once more about the origins of these people. Ukesh was like aforest of unnatural glasstrees, leafless and
blasted by the storm. She found hersdlf longing for Latent Emanation: for crumbling wooden houses and
the familiar, human odors of marsh and city. She turned her face from the greeat towers. Ari Ghairen
touched her hand. Alivet jerked it away and rammed her fistsinto her pockets.

Darknessfdl swiftly acrossthe world. Alivet began to doze, lulled by the rocking motion of the boat. She
awoke with a start as the barge knocked against awharf. People were leaving: the old man with the
child; severa rustling, whispering women. Asthe old man reached the steps, the child turned and stared
back at Alivet with asomber, consdering gaze. The old man tugged at its hand. It climbed the Steps, il
looking back. Ghairen smiled.

“Curious, asaways. Do you wish for children, Alivet?’

“Oneday, yes,” Alivet replied shortly. When I’ ve got free of you and rescued my sister. And the
Night Lords are gone from my world and gold falls from the sky. The thought was self-pitying and it
disgusted Alivet.

“WEél, you'reyoung yet,” Ghairen remarked, indulgently. “1 mysdlf have three daughters.”

Alivet gtared a him. “Y ou have children?” Ghairen still ssemed s0 exotic abeing that the notion of him
having afamily had never occurred to her. Nor had the possibility of awife. Alivet felt herself grow small
with sudden dismay. A voiceinsde her head said coldly: You are a fool. He has poisoned you,
perhaps. He cannot be trusted. And another, less certain voice answered: | know. And yet...

“Indeed. One by my first wife, and the other two by— other people. The oldest isthirteen, the youngest
isthree, and the middle girl iseight. I’d ask you to meet them, but das, they have to be kept safely
secluded, away from my colleagues until they have been fully inoculated. The eldest isnearly at her find
dosage, however—perhaps you can meet her.”

Alivet’ simagination conjured three pale doll-like girls, as Smilar as peasin apod, each one dightly
smadler than thelast. Sheblinked.

“Will | meet their mothers?”
“Unlikely.”

What did that mean? That they were no longer around to be met, or that Alivet, asthe hired help, was
not in aposition to be presented to the lady of the house? Thiswas afruitlessline of inquiry, Alivet
reminded hersdf with some sternness.

“Y our daughters. Do they have ambitionsto enter the poison trade?’

Ari Ghairen beamed at her. He seemed pleased that she was taking an interest. “My edest girl, Celana,
has more of an interest in music. The middle girl, Ryma, has dready shown some aptitude with the
substances: she poisoned her tutor last year. Wewere dl very proud.”

“What! Did the tutor die?”’

“No, no. He made afull recovery. It wasn't done from mdice, after al. Purely in the spirit of scientific
inquiry. Asyou said, thegod of dchemica scienceistransformation.”

“Surely not from ‘dive’ to ‘dead ?’



Ghairen leaned across Alivet and gestured. “ And thereit is. The Atoront Tower, home of the Poison
Clans” Heroseto hisfeet and held out ahand to Alivet. Ignoring it, Alivet stepped past him toward the
dock. The other passengers covertly watched her; she saw disquiet in awoman' sface, which swiftly
schooled itsalf back to blandness as Ghairen turned. No one else was leaving the barge. Alivet and
Ghairen climbed out onto an empty wharf. The barge glided away, borne quickly from sight on the
current.

“Y ou understand that there are procedures?” Ghairen asked. “We cannot smply stroll into the tower.”
He drew her through a round door, embellished with stylized leaves and branches. The trumpet head of a
metal lily nodded from the door frame and delicate tendrils of bronze ivy entwined themselves around the
lintel. “The tools of my trade, such plants,” Ghairen said, evidently noting the direction of Alivet’'sgaze.
“Indeed, of your own aswdll. I’'m sure that you'll find much to interest you here.”

The door rolled shut behind them, trgpping them in acylindrica wakway. The air was hot and humming,
adding to Alivet’ sunease. It made her fed drowsy. She smelled something swest, ahoney intheair,
passing between her lips and melting soft as sugar on her tongue. A sudden astringent mist brought her
wide awake. A slver bee zoomed out from the trumpet of the metd lily and settled in Alivet’ shair. She
batted at it. Ghairen said quickly, “Don’'t move. It'sonly adecontaminant carrier.”

Alivet felt her scalp prickle and then the bee was gone.
“Aredl your methodologies so whimsical?” she asked, crosdly.
“The poison tradeisadark one, Alivet. We aim for beauty where we can.”

At thefar end of the room, a second round door rolled open. Alivet followed Ghairen into afarther
chamber. This, too, sealed shut behind her and she was wrapped in darkness. Something was singing into
her ear, faint and far away. There was an impression of many different voices, crowding in upon her. Her
earsrang and adim light appeared, glowing around her.

“Gharen? What isit?’ she asked.

“It' salinguigtic device. It will bealittle while beforeit startsto work properly, so you may have difficulty
understanding people at first. Now, let’ s go up into the tower.”

They passed through the round door into a passage. Like the boat, the wallswere dark and silvered, but
theair was cooler. Alivet and Ghairen climbed astaircase of wide, winding steps onto ahigh gdlery.
Alivet had aglimpse of a patterned floor far below and then the Poison Master was leading her through
into an elevator.

“Wherearewe going?’ Alivet asked.

“To show you your room, briefly, and then the achematorium, if you' re ready to begin some preliminary
preparations?’ The question was polite, but Alivet did not think he was offering her achoice. And
indeed, she was eager to get on with whatever she had to do. The quicker she investigated the
achematorium, the more swiftly she could find out how redl the threst of poisoning might be.

Ghairen went on, “This part of the tower ismy own, by theway. There’ s no reason to fear anyone here.”

On!) you, Alivet thought. The doors of the elevator opened out into anarrow halway, lined with panels
of bronze. Again Alivet’ sreflection marched off into infinity, reveding many Alivets and many
possibilities. But her reflection was blurred: afaceless specter, enveloped in her skirts.

Ghairen' sreflection floated beside her like aghost. As she followed him down the halway, her footsteps



muffled by a soft moss-colored carpet, she saw from the corner of her eye that one of the doors was
open. An eye was peering through the crack. As Alivet whisked around, the door was hagtily pulled shut.

“What wasthat?’ Ghairen asked, frowning. He strode to the door and stepped through, drawing it shut
behind him. Alivet could not see who wasinside, but she could hear Ghairen’ svoiceraised in

exasperation.
“Celana, why aren’t you in bed?’

A child, Alivet thought. Was this the one who had poisoned her tutor? Or was Ceanathe eldest girl? She
resolved to give theinvisible, mutinous Celanaawide berth, but the distraction gave her the chance to
look around the hallway. She needed to get her bearings in case there was a chance of dipping out of
here. The thought of passing back through those barriers and down to the dock was intimidating, but how
€lse would she contact Iraguila Ust? Where was Ust to be found, anyway? She could hardly go
wandering about the tower, querying strangers. She gazed around the hall, noting with dight surprise that
the furniture was both elegant and comfortable. A tall jade jar stood on alacquered cabinet; anearby
chair was padded with worn velvet cushions. It was bemusing to find hersdf essentidly acaptivein
someone sfamily home.

At this point Ghairen stopped remonstrating with his offspring and came back out into the hall. Alivet was
glad to see that he appeared harassed.

“My ddest,” heexplained. “If you ever have children, you must make certain that you nail them to their
beds every evening, otherwise they’ll be up and about the moment you turn your back.”

“What about her mother?” Alivet asked, before she could stop herself. “ Doesn't she have any influence?’

“Her mother isdead,” Ghairen said. His back was turned, so that Alivet could not see hisface, but his
voice held no expression. Shewondered if Ghairen’s had been the hand by which the woman had died,
and if so, why.

“I’'msorry,” she sad, taking refuge in commonplaces.

“To each hismongter,” she thought she heard Ghairen say. The strangeness of the phrase took her
aback. No wonder Celana seemed to present problems. Or were Ghairen’s mistresses the cause of that?

“Through here,” Ghairen said. He held open adoor and Alivet passed into anarrow room. Windows
occupied the whole of onewall. She could see the lights of Ukesh beyond, and then darkness. A bed
was placed against one wall; there was adesk of dark wood, inlaid with gold wire, on which stood ajug
and abowl of fruit that were the color of garnets. A frieze of metal leavesran dong thewall, coiling
outward. Ghairen touched alamp and colors appeared: moss green, mahogany, chestnut. Forest colors,
Alivet thought, strangein thisworld of black glass and mercuric sllver. It occurred to her that thisroom
might belong originally to one of Ghairen’ sdaughters: it had alived-in qudity. Or—macabre
thought—was it the dead wife' sroom? If that was the case, then its occupant could have no further use
forit. It was far from being the cell that she had envisaged ever since she had learned of the poisoning.
Ghairen was clearly taking painsto treat her as an honored guest, but his courtesies unnerved Alivet
amos morethan anything ese.

“I hopeyou'll have everything you need,” Ghairen said. “If not, let me know. Are you hungry?’

Alivet shook her head. “Not yet. Ghairen, as you remarked, the clock ismoving on. | don't mind
working at night. | do it often enough. Can | see the alchematorium?”’



“Of course”

They went back into the hallway to where a second elevator was Situated. Ghairen stood between Alivet
and the pandl, so she could not see the display, but she could tdll that they were moving upward. She
tried to count the floors, but it was difficult: one? two? Then the elevator dowed and the doors opened
out onto another halway, very different from the one downgairs: al black glass and burnished slver. She
caught awhiff of something chemical and stinging asthey stepped through the doors.

“Welcometo your workplace,” Ghairen said.

It took Alivet’s eyes awhile to adjust to the darkness, then she saw that there were blinds covering the
tall windows at the end of the room. Ghairen drifted down the a chematorium, flicking ahand at orb
lamps, which began to glow. How did he do that? Alivet wondered. The lamps must be activated by
physica presence. By their light she saw alow meta bench, arranged with instruments. An athanor
furnace stood in the corner of the room, radiating resdua heat. A tall container of fire-suppressant
powder stood by the furnace; it was reassuring to see that Ghairen observed afew safety regulations, at
least. Alembics and crucibles stood on racks, flanked by pelican vessdls made of al kinds of glass:
obsidian-dark, pearl-pae, configured in ridges and scales. Above, on ashelf, stood ash cupels and
cementation boxes. To Alivet’s professional eye, the equipment looked fird-rate. Despite the
circumstances, excitement rose within her at the thought of what she could accomplish in thislaboratory.
Thear smelled pungent, like gunpowder: afamiliar dchemicd odor.

“Best towork inlow light,” Ghairen said into her ear, making her jJump. “ The preparations seem to prefer
it”

“What am | to work on now?”

“I'll show you.” Ghairen opened a cabinet and took out arack containing abowl. He carried it carefully
acrossto Alivet. The bowl wasfilled with ablack, crumbling substance, like resin. An acrid scent drifted
upward. Ghairen pointed to the resinous powder.

“Thisisasubstance called tabernanthe. Since my anube contact’ s demise, I’ ve spent the last year testing
al manner of carriers—regis, for example, and khairuvet—but tabernanthe seemsto have most of the
necessary properties asfar as being abearer for toxicity is concerned. But what I'm having troublein
ascertaining isits hallucinogenic qualities. Despite the solid appearance of the tabernanthe, for instance, it
issubtle, unstable, mutable. Like many drugs, it does not entirely liein thisworld, and it has a spirit, for
want of a better word, that animatesit.”

“All drugs have such aspirit. If you want to work with the animating force of this substance, you'll have
to get to know it. Tk toit, spend time with it, makeit your dly.”

Ghairen smiled &t her. “That’ swhere you comein.”

She wanted to tell him that such a process could take longer than anticipated, that if he wanted to be
certain, he should wait until next year’ s banquet and spend the time in preparation. But he seemed so
reluctant to wait, and if Iraguilawasto be believed, had already taken stepsto eliminate Alivet from
further equations. She said nothing.

“| don’'t have the training to assess this part of its nature, or to converse with the drug.” She could hear
thefrudtration in his voice. “ But you—as an experienced gpothecary—do. Watch.”

Helit athin taper and drew the ensuing column of smoke across the bowl. Immediately, the tabernanthe
wavered and shook, as though on the point of vanishing. Alivet frowned. It was as though she saw the



substance through a haze of heat, but the warmth produced by the little taper would never have been
enough to create such an effect.

“Ifitisn’'t entirdy inthisworld,” Alivet sad. “Then whereisit?’

Gharen amiled. “It is between worlds. It shifts. Like the Lords themsaves, it does not entirely belong to
thisdimension. It lies between the living language of dreams, and the dead language of waking. And so
we must interpret and trand ate—except that | don't have the skill.”

Alivet nodded. “Y ou say it shifts. Just as our consciousness shifts during the Search. If thisistrue, then
yes, it does have the qualities of adrug. Where did you get it from?’

“I purchased it—at great expense, | might add, so don’t waste it—from a colleague. Origindly, it'sthe
sap of aplant that grows high in the mountains to the very far south of Hathes, dmost at the upper
reaches of the atmosphere. It isthus ararefied substance, and it' s been treated so that it remainsin this
form at certain temperatures. It aso responds very powerfully to light.”

“You sad it wasacarrier for apoison, not the poison itself.”
“That’s correct.”

“So what isthe poison?’

“Light”

“I don't understand,” Alivet said.

“Describethe Lordsto me, Alivet,” Ghairen said, as he had asked once before. “ Describe their
essence.”

Alivet thought for amoment, seeking the right words. “The Lords are dark. They keep to the shadows of
their pdaces.” She remembered the huge forms she had seen in the Pdlace of Night. “ They seem made of
shadow. They ban light from the surrounding area, dlowing only enough for their human servantsto work

n.

“Has anyone sought to attack them with light? With lamps, for instance, or by letting daylight into a
paace?’

“Not to my knowledge. But | told you back in Shadow Town, | have never heard that light would harm
them, just that they didikeit. | saw two of them in the hallway, there in the palace. They did not seemto
shy away from thelamps. Although it’ strue that the lamps were dim.”

She shivered, il thinking of the Palace of Night and her sster’ swan, wounded face.
“| see. And now describe your world.”
“But you've been there”

“When you come from a place, Alivet, you take things for granted. Y ou need to look at it with new eyes
in order to congder things of importance. How doesthe light of Hathes differ from that of Latent
Emanation, for instance?’

“Hathesisbrighter,” Alivet said dowly. “The light here seems more direct, somehow.”

Ari Ghairen appeared pleased. “ Exactly so. Latent Emanation—'Y esech’ in my own language—isa



twilight world. It is penumbral, asits name suggests. The Lords of Night prefer such places; they are
creatures of darkness, after al. They come from adark dimension.” Alivet opened her mouth to ask him
how he knew this, but he held up ahand and went on, “ They abhor light—not the ordinary kind,
otherwise we could merdly flood their palaces with it, torment them with lamps and fires—but a sort that
can beingested, that will act asapoison upon them. If | can find away to force them to ingest thislight,
then perhaps we will be free of them.”

“What will it do?Kill them?”

“From the studies | have done, it could have avariety of effects. It might kill them, or change their form,
or send them back where they come from. Any of those will serve our purposes. But the light needsa
carrier, something that will alow it to work upon the Lords' other-dimensional nature. Because the
tabernantheisitsalf interdimensiona, and because of its reaction to luminescence, | have sdected it as
such acarrier.”

“Wadll, if it does't work,” Alivet said, “you can surely do some more research and try something else.”

Heturned on her, saying sharply, “No! It hasto work, Alivet. Thistime, |—" He broke off, addingin a
more conciliatory manner, “Y ou must forgiveme. I’'m alittle edgy.”

Wasit the prospect of murdering her that was making him so uneasy, Alivet wondered. Hewas on his
own admisson aprofessiond assassin. How far was heredly capable of guilt?

“How much do you know about the Lords, Ghairen? How do you know where they come from? Do you
know what they are?’

“My employers are the governing body of Hathes: the Soret.” There was aflicker in hiseyes; Alivet,
watching narrowly, wondered what it meant, but the next moment his expression was once again
unreadable. “ They’ ve been studying the Lords for some time—they know, for example, that the Lords
were the oneswho originally brought usto Hathes, thousands of years ago. At fire, the Lordswere
benevolent, but over time they became corrupt. They were driven from Hathes and took refuge in their
palaces on other worlds.”

“How were they driven out?’

“We don't know. We had our own class of Unpriests then—a group which has since become amore
chastened religious order. They fought to regain control, buildings were destroyed, recordslogt. It wasa
chaotic period.”

“So are you saying that the Lords haven't dways been evil ?’

Ghairen grimaced. “1 knew that talking about such things to you would open afloodgate of questions.
I’'vetoldyou dl | know.” Unlikely, thought Alivet. He pointed to the bow! of tabernanthe. “1 want you to
study that. Familiarize yourself with its structure. Conduct the same kinds of experiments that you would
undergo with your fumes and psychotropics. | want you to find out the degree to which tabernanthe has
hallucinogenic properties, whether its animating pirit can be persuaded to aly itsalf with us. And now |
have duties to undertake.” His mouth turned down. Alivet wondered if the dutieswere related to his
offspring’ sdiscipline. “I'll be back later this evening. Good luck.”

With arustle of robes, he was gone, leaving Alivet to stare after him and wonder, not for thefirst time,
whether the Poison Master was entirely in hisright mind.

Asthe door closed behind him, she heard the hiss of the lock.



Many of theingrumentsin the achematorium were unfamiliar, but Alivet found everything she needed in
order to run preliminary tests, gathered together on a shelf. She made aquick inventory of embics,
crucibles, pestles, and votrices. The equipment was of excellent quality and must have been expensive.
Clearly, mad or not, Ghairen knew what he was about.

Then she searched the a chematorium, seeking any books or pamphlets that might contain information on
the poisons that Ghairen employed, but could find nothing. There were no books. The cupboards were
filled with equipment only. Alivet, standing in the middle of the a chematorium, dusted off her handsand
resolved to do what she had aways been accustomed to doing in times of crisis. to work. She could do
nothing about the hovering fear with which Iraguila Ust’ s pronouncements had imbued her, but thrests of
death would have to wait until she gathered more certain evidence.

Shetook apinch of the tabernanthe, placed it in the dembic, and lit aburner. Then she watched asthe
resin began to bubble. The alchematorium began to fill with afragrant smoke. Alivet poured adrop of the
now-liquid substance into ten test tubes and reached for the pipettes. These contained the testing
substances. firgt, the chemicals corresponding to the elements, and then the purifiers. Tested with sulphur,
the tabernanthe shrank and smoldered. Rancid smoke drifted up from the test tube. When she introduced
irachium, however, the tabernanthe expanded, coiling up the tube like a stroked cat. The test tube began
to glow, then abruptly shattered. Alivet frowned. The next few testsyidded smilarly extreme results.
Two tubes melted over the workbench and athird crumbled into dust when Alivet’ s back was turned.
She made anote: Tabernanthe responds with excessive force to standard elementals, particularly
those that generate heat.

It wastimeto try some combinations. Over the course of the next hour, Alivet prepared, mixed, and
measured different fumes and achemicals: combining ambergris and copper; myrrh and mercury;
camphor, alum, and sulphur. Alivet became so absorbed that she even forgot about her death sentence.
Theair of the achematorium became thick and stifling. When Ari Ghairen next stepped through the door,
he choked.

“I cantdl you've been busy,” he said, coughing.

Alivet blinked through the fumes. “ Close the door; you'll disturb the balance.”
Rather to her surprise, Ghairen did ashe wastold.

“What have you found?’ heinquired, coming to peer over her shoulder.

“Thistabernantheisavolatile substance, certainly. It' s not amenable to being mixed with other
achemicals—it hasno ‘sgter,” aswe say. It likes heat, phosphorescence, luminescence—rather too
much. It becomes explosive.” She gestured to the fragments of melted glass.

“How much have we got left?” Ghairen examined the bowl.
“I'vebeenfrugd,” Alivet told him.
“So you don't think it would make agood carrier for latent light?’

“From what I’ ve seen of its properties, it'sareactive. So no, it would not make agood carrier asitis. It
would need astabilizer. But I ve only been working on thisfor a couple of hours, Ghairen. I'd need to do
more work on it before | decide for certain what it can, and cannot, do. | haven't tested its psychotropic
qudities, for instance. And I’ d like to leave some of this materid in the athanor overnight to annedl and
crydalize” She suppressed ayawn, only then redizing how tired she was.



“Very well.” Ghairen bestowed an encouraging smile upon her. “Make your preparations, then deep. Il
take you back to your room.”

Hewas, she thought, doing athorough job of curtailing her movements, but now was not the time to
protest. Under Ghairen’ s silent supervision, she placed the remaining substances in the little round vessel
caled the Philosopher’ s Egg, put that in the athanor, and set it on adow, steady heet, then cleaned the
workbench. There was some comfort to be found in the order of routine. Her tasks completed, she
accompanied Ghairen to the rooms below.

“Alivet. | hopeyou'll deep well. There sfood thereif you want it.” He looked at her for an unfathomable
moment, till with that dight and unsettling smile, and she thought of dow poisonin her veins. She bit
back frustration and anger, and something more that she was afraid to examine too closely. Then she
bade him good night.

As s00n as she heard the snick of the lock behind him, she ran to the window and looked out. The
windows were sedled shut. When she craned her neck and looked down, she saw the gleam of silver a
thousand feet below. The sheer glasswall of the tower raced away beneath the window. To her right, a
meta spinelike adragon’s back climbed upward from the ground, but between it and the window, the
wall was featurdess. Frustrated, Alivet explored the room thoroughly, but could find no other exit.

Instead, she turned her attention to the fruit that sat in abowl on alow table. She did not like to think
what it might contain, but she had eaten nothing al day, so she picked up one of the fruits and took a
bite. It was asfresh and cold aswater. Alivet ateit al, and spat out the shiny black pip. A moment later,
she could hardly keep her eyes open. She splashed the contents of the water-jug over her face, but to no
avall.

As she climbed into the bed, she spared athought for Ghairen’ s daughters and their mothers: were they,
too, shut away in this luxurious eyrie away from freedom and the sun? Perhaps they would be amenable
to the notion of escape. In the flegting moments before deep claimed her, Alivet resolved to find out.

... | consider that by nature we are composed of earthly elements and governed by heavenly, and
... l amnot ignorant that our dispositions are caused in part by supernatural signs...

QUEEN ELIZABETH, writing to Mary Suart, 1568




Antwerp 1564

It seemed fitting that the first tavern that Dee came across should be called the Golden Angd; for one
who had dedicated much of hislife to the study of omens, its gppropriacy was clear. Apart fromits
name, and its proximity to the center of Antwerp, however, the tavern had little to recommend it, being
more aehouse than inn and even more verminous than most. But it was aso chegp, and after his
experiencesin Bonner’s prison, Dee found that he had grown accustomed to discomfort.

He stepped through the door and secured asmall, shabby room that looked out onto an aley. This, he
thought, would do well enough for his purposes. Besides, it was good to get out of the Streaming rain of a
February night; he had forgotten how cold and miserable this part of the world could become. Chilblains
burned and gnawed at histoes and it brought back memories of winter in Louvain, of pissing on hisfeet
to cure the cold. Helaid his sodden hose and doublet over a nearby bench and rummaged in the bag for
some dry garments. Then, ensuring that his bag was safely hidden benegath the bed, he went back down
the gtairs. A grimy boy was sitting glumly at the entrance to the kitchen.

“You,” said Deein hisbad Hemish. “Would you like to earn a penny?’

The boy nodded eagerly. “What must | do, master?” The child’ s diaect was so thick asto be amost
unintelligible and Dee wondered whether hewasin error in entrusting the task to such alad.

“I want you to take amessage to a man. Can you read?’
13 NO_”

“Then do you know where might be found the house of one Abraham Ortdius?’ Ortelius was well
known, after al, and Antwerp was not so large.

“Is he aman who makes maps?’

“That ishe. Tdl him that Dr. Dee has now arrived from England and isresiding at the Golden Angd.”
“I know the house. Give me the penny and | will take your message.”

“Upon your return,” Dee said, fixing the grubby child with abaslisk eye, “1 shal surdly do s0.”

The boy disappeared into the rain. Dee ordered acup of Antwerp’s strong sour e and ameat pie and
sat down at a bench to watch the usua panoply of whores and roaring boys. Dee had littleinterest in
ether. The tavern was stuffy and seemed steeped in the smdll of sdt cod; he might aswell have taken up
residence in a herring wherry. The spectacle would have been depressing had he not felt fortunate to be
hereat dl. Hisspdl in Bonner’ s prison had indtilled in him aperpetua anxiety, disturbing hisusudly
sanguine temperamen.

Ashewaited for Orteliusto come, Dee listened idly to the conversations around him. Hewas
accustomed to the atmosphere of taverns. There were certain constant e ements—the apple-squires each
with their gaggle of whores, the moon-men, light heds, and jark-men, al of them drunken and
quarrding—but theinns of each city had their own particular tune, a descant to the principa melody, and
in Antwerp, that descant was composed of printing and money.



“Itisdl inthestars,” aman was protesting to Dee' sleft. Dee' s ears pricked up. Heturned, to see athin,
nervous face above a pickled beard of the kind that he himsdlf wore. A fellow astrologer, Dee thought,
but the man’ s next words dispelled this notion. “My yearsin the financia markets have taught me that
future prices are divinely ordained, and discoverable through astrological observation. People buy when
pricesare at their highest, for the upper influences so blind the natural reason with affections or desires.”

Dee smiled to himself behind the cup of de. If only it wasthat smple. Then he could return to England
and make afortune on the back of the market. But such atheorem did not take into account the subtler
influences:. the effects of restriction and balance generated by the planetary orbs. He was about to engage
the star-broker in conversation when Ortelius' shambling figure appeared at the tavern door,
accompanied by the boy, whom Dee paid and dismissed.

“I have your books,” Ortelius said, without preamble.
Deefdt apang within hisliver. “The Steganogiaphia?’
“Not yet.” Orteliusraised awoolly eyebrow. “Y ou have let fond dreaming become fact.”

It was hardly likely that Ortelius had hunted down the volume, Dee admitted. He had let his hopesrun
away with him. After dl, Trithemius famous book had been missing for sSixty years; it would have been
little short of miraculousif Ortdius had strolled through the door with the manuscript beneath hisarm. But
the thought of the knowledge contained in that book gnawed a him like arat in acellar, such wonders
did Trithemius clam: amethod of sending messages over great distances by means of fire, away of
teaching Latin in no more than two hours, communication that could be achieved without speech or
sgns... But it was the book’ s rumored Cabalistic content that interested Dee the most; a system of
scientific incantations by which the powers of the universe itself might be harnessed. Dee remembered the
gateway of which the angel had spoken and felt excitement course through him.

Andif it isno angel, hisconscience queried him, but a devil come to tempt you? Dee sighed. It had
become afamiliar inner discourse.

“Birkmannisdtill searching,” Orteliusinformed him now. He eased himsdlf stiffly onto the opposite bench
and Dee winced. Ortelius was no older than he himsdf, not yet forty, but he moved like an ancient. The
elements of water and air seemed to influence the humors to produce an unhappy effect upon the limbs.
“I know this manuscript isthe principal reason that you have cometo Antwerp. But | should like you to
meet abody of folk that will be of valuable acquaintance.” Ortdius English was as fiff ashisjoints but
Dee paid careful attention. He had great respect for the mapmaker, and besides, Ortelius was amost as
much amaster of his craft as Gerardus Mercator.

“Y ou have spoken of these people in your letters, have you not? And they are your own sect?’

“They are. We cdl oursdves ‘ Familigts,” for we perceive oursalvesto be one family. Weinvitedl lovers
of truth, of what nation and religion soever they be—Chrigtian, Jews, Mahomites, or Turksor
heathen—to become part of one learned brotherhood. And sisterhood,” Ortelius added.

“Itisaworthy cause,” Dee said with approval. He felt a sudden spark of interest, asif Ortelius words
had touched aflint to tinder. These people will be important. A moment of precognition? It seemed that
the sign of the Golden Angel was proving auspicious, despite its greasy surroundings.

“Then, if you arewilling, we shall see them upon the morrow. There are only afew of them herein
Antwerp at the present time, they were forced to leave Emden afew years ago and since then have been
scattered.”



“Will they welcome me, then?” Such sects were wary of strangers, with good reason.

Ortelius nodded. “1f | am with you. Besides, they have heard of you. They are anxious to discuss your
work.”

When Ortelius had |eft, Dee took the books up to hisroom and examined them. Even if nothing else
came of the sojourn in Antwerp, it would have been worth avisit for these volumes aone: books on
cryptography and mathemeatics, and a single work on the Caba a—the subject which had led poor
Trithemiusto be accused of trafficking with demons. Slowly, Dee turned the pages, examining the familiar
diagrams by which man could ascend the spheres of existence. All the worlds were here: the Earth itsdlf,
then Y esod, Hod, Netzach, and beyond, each with their own characteristics and descriptions.

All of the books had been published by Officina Plantiniana, Antwerp’ sforemost printing house. If the
Steganographia was to be found anywhere, Dee believed, it would be here. And once he had found it,
he could begin the work that would open up the spheresto hisview: the summoning of angels. He deqt,
dreaming an uneasy dream that a star-demon had sailed down from the moon and wastakingto himina
voice he did not understand.

Next day, therain turned to snow and Dee went with Ortelius to meet the Familists, crunching through
the driftsto the east of the city to where amember of the sect had rented atall house. A wind was
blowing from the sea, full of salt and heralding further cold. Members of the sect were clustered around a
fire. Dee saw atall man, with apae, drawn face and aspark of fervor in his eyes, accompanied by two
youths, another man of middle age and unremarkabl e appearance, and athird man who was clearly a
Moor. Dee noted the dark, impassive countenance and saw, too, the man’s stillness. Here was someone,
it seemed to Dee, who would not easily be swayed by fools. Ortdliusintroduced them dl: the tall man
was Hendrick Niclaes, the founder of the sect. The Moor’ s name was Nabil. He inclined his head to
Dee, but did not speak.

“Welcome,” Niclaes said. He had a curious, flustered manner, quite unlike the smooth charlatansto
whom Dee had become accustomed in London. “I am most glad to see that you have braved the snow.
It isquite an honor, to have the famous Dr. Deevigt us.”

“Thehonor, g, ismine. My friend here has told me something of you, | am eager to learn more.”

“Then 5t.” Niclaesfussed around him, drawing achair closer to thefire and calling for wine. Not a sect
of absteemers, then, thought Dee with secret approva, and some rdief. Niclaesthrust abook into his
hands.

“Itismy own. It will tell you what we are about.” The others stood about him, conversing in low voices
about a manner of everyday subjects, while Dee perused the volume: An Introduction to the Holy
Under standing of the Glass of Righteousness. The“glass,” it seemed, wasthe spirit of Chrigt. The
doctrine that Niclaes proposed was philanthropic, pantheistic, and antinomian. Members of the sect were
baptized into it. It was, to Dee’ s mind, both open and tolerant, though somewhat eclectic.

Thiswould suit hisown purposes well, however. The commune-based hierarchy suggested by Niclaes
was based upon the Catholic Church, but the doctrina aspect of the work appeared to follow certain of
the German mystics and placed the principles of divine love above dl texts, including the Bibleitself. The
German dement suggested to Dee that Niclaes and his followerswere likely to be versed dready in
achemical knowledge: that would make hiswork alittle esser. He was interested to note that the
doctrine of claimed impeccability was suggested, for both Niclaes and the hierarchy. Rendering oneself



exempt from sinning was, Dee consdered, a practica eement of any religious practice, but he could not
help wondering what Niclaes had in mind. Again, the doctrine could suit Deg' s own purposes admirably.

“The principle of love, then, isforemost in your doctrines?’ he said doud.
“Indeed. We hold that it liesabove dl and that it isto be adhered to absol utely.”

“Evenif the rule beneath which one finds onesdlf proves cruel?” Once aman had come close to the pyres
of heresy, they snged him forever.

“Evenin the face of oppresson, one must remain peaceful.”
Perhaps not the most redlitic notion, Dee thought, but there was little doubt that Niclaes was sincere.

“Theinward light cannot be extinguished by persecution,” Niclaes hastened to explain. “It can only be put
out by the actions of the salf against love.” He paused. “We permit ourselves to recant when faced with
persecution, but we hold to our opinions.”

So they were not so impracticd, after al. There was acertain dipperinessthere that made Dee smile.
“Tel me” hesad. “What ese do you believe?’

“That men and women might recapture on Earth the state of innocence which existed before the Fal. Our
enemies say we claim to attain Christ’ s own perfection, but thisis not so. We hold our property in
common, believethat dl things come by nature.”

“A pretty doctring,” Dee said. “But asubtle one, that it isthislife which isto be infused by spirit, and not
adavish adherenceto thelifeto come.”

“Y ou understand perfectly.” It was clear from the expression on Niclaes facethat hefelt aneed for a
kindred spirit: thiswas not aman who sought unquestioning subservience from colleagues and followers,
asdid so many of the sect leaders with whom Dee had come into contact. Hendrick Niclaes sought soul
mates.

“Tell me” said Deg, gtretching his chilblained feet to the fire and taking another sip of wine, “you who
know so much of theinner light—what do you know of achemy?’

That night, in the cold, cheerless room of the Golden Angel, Dee sat staring into the snowy dark beyond
the window and knew that he had found the people who would be hisfellow travelers. He had made an
arrangement with Niclaesto meet on the following day, thistime without the company of Ortdlius.
Despite his convictions, Dee knew that this was not yet the time to broach the subject of the Meta
Incognita, the colony of another world, with the leader of the Family of Love, nonetheless, that time was
not far away. Niclaeswas coming to England, to London itsalf, and it would be London, Dee knew, that
would prove the cradle of the new movement: not a sect, but an expedition, into the realms of the gars.



Tower of the Poisoners, Hathes

That night, in her silk-sheeted bed in the Tower of the Poisoners, Alivet dreamed.

She was standing by the window, looking out over the panorama of Ukesh, but now the towers gleamed
inastormy sunlight and the windows were wide open, letting in winds that were dternatively scorching
and frosty. Someone came up behind her and put two hands on her shoulders.

“Wdl? awarmvoice said in her ear. “ Shdl wefly?’

“Yes” Alivet said, gladness singing through her at the thought that Ghairen had come to seek her ot.
“I’ve dways wanted to do that.”

“Then take my hands and hold tight,” the voice said. Alivet did so, and they soared out through the
window and high above the city. The canas glittered in the light; Alivet tasted snow on the wind.

“Where arewe going?’ she cried. The wind snatched the words out of her mouth, but the voicein her
ear replied, “To the portal, of course. Y ou must know whereit is, if you're ever going to come and visit
me.” Then they were sailing down toward the ziggurat that Alivet had seen on her arrival, that Ghairen
had told her was called the parc-verticale. She could see the forests encased within its transparent walls
and she closed her eyes asthey hurtled toward the glass, but then the walls of the ziggurat parted and
they were through.

Alivet’ sbare feet sank into moss. She breathed in the smells of mud and river and green growing things:
honeysuckle and lilies, lotus and a drift of roses. The parc-verticale smelled of summer and hest, asif the
world that it contained lay athousand miles awvay from cold Hathes, and Alivet basked in the warmth.

“Where areyou?’ shecdled.

“Why, over here,” the familiar voice said. Alivet looked up and saw that it was not Ari Ghairen at dl, but
awoman gtting among the creepers. Her flesh, mottled silver striped with dark bands, appeared dightly
trangparent. Alivet could see the shadow of bones benegth the skin. Her eyes were the color of jade and
dark hair streamed down her back.

“Who areyou?’ Alivet asked, though shefelt that she should know the answer to this question. The
woman smiled.

“My nameis Gulzhur Elanidl. One day, you're going to come and visit me.”
“Doyou live here?’ Alivet asked, assailed by the logic of dreams.

“Oh no. Hathesistoo cold a place for my kind, so formal, don’t you think? All about the head, and not
ascrap left for the heart or the body. No, | am from sweet Nethes.”

“Where' sthat?’ Alivet asked.

“You'll find out intime,” thewoman said. “The portd liesthat way, in the great temple. See?” She
pointed through the wall of the ziggurat. The distance seemed to close up, so that the city lay spread at



Alivet’ sfeet like amap. She saw two great pillars and along sequence of stepsleading up from acand.

“Remember theway,” the woman said. “Y ou wouldn’t want to get lost. Y ou’d never find your way out
of thewoods.”

Alivet opened her mouth to ask the woman what she was talking about, but at that moment she came
abruptly awake. The room wasfilled with an uncertain light. Ari Ghairen was leaning over her, holding a
metal cup.

“Alivet? Good morning. I’ m glad to see you' ve been deeping so well.”

Alivet, pushing aside the sheets, redlized that she was Hill fully dressed. The memory of the previous day
and the threat of poison rushed back to meet her, likeacold tide.

“I'll leave the teahere. Don't be too long. Breakfast first, and then | think we' d best begin work. After
al, itisn't asthough we have dl thetimein theworld, isit?’

When he had gone, Alivet spped the teaand struggled out of her clothesin order to wash, fumbling at
the hooks and buttons. The morning light brought no new comfort; the Atoront Tower seemed even more
fortresslike than it had on the previous evening. Castles and turrets of frost formed alacy border around
the windows and Alivet’ s breath steamed the pane, but inside the room it was still warm. She looked out
over fresh snowfal, covering the ground around the towers so that the spires resembled dragons deeping
beneath the drifts.

She dtill felt besieged by her dream, which wrapped itsaf around her in psychic tatters. The woman had
seemed asredl as Ghairen himsalf. And it was embarrassing to remember how, in her dream, she had
welcomed Ghairen and histouch. Thoughtfully, Alivet dressed once more, picked up the teacup and tried
to open the door. It was still locked. Alivet rapped on the door until it opened.

Ghairen waswaiting in the hallway, looking elegant and precisein his dark robes. He was presumably
unwilling to let Alivet wander around on her own. She had no chance of finding Iraguila U, she thought,
if Ghairen kept her continualy under hiseye. Today, the doorsthat led from the hallway were al closed.
There was no sound from any of the rooms and the place felt empty. Ghairen took her through into a
room with along table, on which sat fruit and bread.

“I don't redly know what you like,” he said, apologeticdly. “ Perhapsif you could give me some ideas?’

“Don’'t worry about making mefed a home,” Alivet told him grimly, adding before she could stop
hersdf, “I’'m hardly likely to do that.”

Ghairen gave her athoughtful glatice. “I suppose not. But one might aswell make the best of things. After
al, we aretrying to help one other, aren’'t we?’

Alivet chewed some of the bread and pushed the rest away. Ghairen said nothing. When she had finished
asecond cup of thethin, fragrant tea, he gestured toward the door.

“Shdl we? Only if you' re ready, of course.”
“Let’sget onwithit,” Alivet said.

The substances in the athanor had annedled well. Alivet removed them and prepared the workbench for
arange of tests. Later, shetold hersdlf, she would go exploring. Perhapsif she could find Ghairen’sown
supplies... Surdy hewould have antidotes on the premises. And there must be away of finding out
whether she had been poisoned or not, some test she could run. She did not trust the word of Iraguila



Ust, and shedid not trust Ghairen, either.

The problem gnawed at her until it became adistraction, so Alivet set it firmly aside and concentrated on
her tests. The world contracted down to the basic stages of the dchemica sequence: dissolution,
evaporation, crystalization. Alivet lost track of thetime, until Ghairen resppeared.

“I know you' re busy and you want to get on, but would you like something to eat? |’ ve asked the
servantsto prepare something.”

Hungry though she was, Alivet would have preferred food to be brought into the alchematorium, but it
wasthefirg time that Ghairen had mentioned servants, and her interest wasimmediately engaged. Where
there was an underclass— as she knew dl too well—there were resentments, and those could be
exploited.

“Very wdl,” she said, and followed Ghairen out of the a chematorium and back down to the main rooms.
The acid light of Hathes flooded through the dining room window, casting silvery shadows acrossthe
floor. Ghairen held out achair for Alivet at the head of the long table. He spoke, but she did not
understand him.

“I beg your pardon?’

Ghairen inclined his head in acknowledgment and spoke again. The language was sihilant and hissing, at
first nothing more than ajumble of speech, until Alivet redized that fragments and odd words were
known to her. Gradually, the confusion resolved.

“... takesalittle while before your linguistic implant startsto work,” Ghairen said. “But my daughter,
obvioudy, was not raised to gpeak your language.”

“Thevoicesinthedevator,” Alivet said. “Y ou told methey gave melanguage. Isthat what thisis?” She
frowned. “But I'm spesking my own tongue.”

“Wewill be ableto understand one another,” Ghairen assured her. “ My eldest will bejoining
us—Ceana, whom you saw lagt night. My other daughters, Rymaand Ladeiné, are elsewhere.” Turning
to the door, he nodded sharply to someone unseen. Two women entered the dining room. The
youngest—evidently Ceana—wastal and dender. Shelooked nothing like her father. The dark eyes
were heavily lidded, provocative above the demure high collar and the long skirts, but her mouth was
tight. It wasasmdll, closed face. Beneath the long deeves, her wristswere painfully thin, and the
knuckles of her long fingers—she had evidently inherited her hands from her father—seemed to Stretch
the skin. She bardly glanced at Alivet, but scraped achair out from the tableand did intoit.

“Hdlo,” Alivet said encouragingly. Thegirl mumbled something in reply.

Alivet turned to the second woman and nearly gasped doud. The woman' sface was hdf hidden by a
mask, reaching from cheeksto hairline. Her eyes were hidden behind black lenses, extending from her
facelike binoculars. At first Alivet thought of the Unpriests, but the mask was etched with addicate
pattern of leaves. The woman wore a stiff rubber bodice from hipsto chin; silk deevesfel past her
wrids.

“Cdand sgoverness,” Ghairen explained. “ Semilay, thisismy guest, Alivet Dee”

“Welcome to Ukesh, Sister Dee,” the woman murmured, and as soon as she spoke, Alivet recognized
her. It was Iraguila Ust. Wdll, that was one problem solved, and a hundred gained.

Iraguila s face was impassive as she took her sedt at the table. Ghairen struck asmall bell and a creature



glided through the door, carrying aplatter. Alivet saw anarrow, bald head with eyeslike ball bearings
and smdl scded hands. The thing was the size of aten-year-old child. It moved asthough it ran on
whedls, itslegs concealed beneath along, drifting dress.

“A shiffrey,” Ghairen explained. “ Native to Hathes. They’ re analogous to your anubes.”
“Arethey dl servants?’ Alivet asked.

“By no means. Some are farmers; they own smalholdingsin the hills beyond the towers. The land may
look barren, but it's amazing what they manage to produce from it. These sdlty tubers, for instance, and
the small green fruit by the Sde of your plate.”

The shiffrey glided away. Celana stared after it, her face creased with resentment. The household seemed
to seethe with tensgons of which Alivet had no understanding. She did not darelook at IraguilaUst, who
was engaged in serving the food brought in by the shiffrey. Later, Alivet decided, she would seek the
woman out. Hopefully, Ghairen would leave her donein the afternoon and then perhaps she could find a
waly to get out of the alchematorium. She watched as Ust’ s gloved hands diced the thick bread, diced
fruit, and poured aglisening wine into frosted glasses.

Alivet immediately noticed that Ust sampled a portion of each type of food before passing the plates; the
woman was ataster aswell asagoverness. The thought of placing someone elsein such danger horrified
Alivet, who had been raised to believe that one should run the risks of on€e' s profession onesdlf. How
long had Ust been in this position? And why, if she was the household' staster, had she not smply found
away to poison Ghairen hersaf and exact her revenge? Perhaps that vengeance was amed at Celana, to
deprive Ghairen of hisdaughter just as Ust’ sfather had been taken from her.

Alivet glanced at the girl and saw that she was staring sulkily into her plate. Celana had barely touched
her food. Occasiondly she gaveit adisdainful push with the end of her fork. Alivet could see that
growing up in apoisoner’ s household might have aless than encouraging effect on the appetite and
Celanadid indeed seem very thin. The girl looked up, asif conscious of Alivet’ s scrutiny. Alivet smiled.
Cedanagave her an impassve gare, asthough Alivet were some form of insect life that had disgraced
itself upon the tablecloth.

Alivet restrained the impulse to lean across the table and give the girl agood sharp smack. Shelooked at
the uncharacteridicaly silent Ghairen and saw that he was busying himsdf with hiswineglass. She
wondered whether he had witnessed her exchange with his daughter, whether he was subtly encouraging
the tensonsthat ebbed and flowed around the dining table.

Finally the strained silence grew too much for Alivet. Turning back to Celana, she said, “ Tell me about
your studies, Celana. What isyour governessteaching you?’ She did not want to refer to the woman
directly, in case she sumbled over Ust’ s assumed name. Celana s mouth grew even thinner. She stared
at her plate and did not answer.

“Alivet asked you aquestion, Cdana,” Ghairen said sharply.

“Why should she have any interest in what I’'m doing?’ Celana snapped. “ She doesn't give aflick of her
fingerswhat I'm studying.”

“That' s not the point, Celana,” Iraguila Ust whispered.

“What isthe point, then?” Celanacried. “ To be polite? To someone like her?” Her lip curled as she
looked at Alivet, who was too astonished by the outburst to speak. “ A drugged junkie from aworld of
peasants? If my mother were dive, she d—"



“She’ d box your ears and send you to your room,” Ghairen said, rising. He took his daughter by the arm
and marched her through the door. Alivet could hear her protests as they receded down the hallway.
Iraguila Ust leaned across the table and spoke quickly, the words tumbling over one another.

“Y ou must not think poorly of her, itisal feigned to give usamoment alone. | know about the work that
you are doing. We must take you to someone who can help you—it isvita that Ghairen should lose his
hold over you.”

“I don’t want to help Ghairen any morethan | can,” Alivet hissed. “Look, we haveto tak. Can you
come and see me later? In the alchematorium, or my room?’

“The doors are sdlf-keyed, |—" Iraguilabegan, but at that point Ghairen stepped into the room, looking
ruffled.

“I must gpologize,” he said to Alivet, ignoring the governess. “Celana has been atroubled child ever since
her mother’ sdegth, and I’m afraid | do not have the timeto discipline her myself. That isatask for
Semilay.” He glanced at the governess, who once more sat with head bowed, the picture of dreary
compliance.

Alivet wanted to ask more about the two younger girls and their mothers, but decided that this, too, was
aquestion for Iraguila Ust. She muttered something noncommittal and turned her attention back to her
neglected food. Ust, murmuring an excuse, dipped from the room. Ghairen watched her go without
expression. Then he said, asif nothing had happened, “I’ m sure you' re eager to return to the
adchematorium, Alivet. Shal we go?’

After the med the dim, vaporous atmosphere of the dchematorium came asarelief. Ghairen perched
himsalf on ahigh stool by the workbench, thefolds of his robes sttling around him like dark wings. She
could fed him staring at her. Deciding that the best thing to do would be to pretend he wasn't there,
Alivet ignored him and devoted hersdlf instead to athorough investigation of elemental preparations.
Nothing worked. Whatever shetried, the tabernanthe gtill fractured and shattered, exploding into wafts of
noxious smoke.

By the end of the afternoon, Alivet's hands were covered with adozen tiny burns and scratches, but even
under the strained circumstances, it was good to be doing what she knew best. Eventually she ran out of
ideas and turned to the Poison Master.

“I can't get aresult with this” shetold him impatiently, running her hand over her hair. Her fingerswere
smudged with ash and there was aburn on the side of her thumb, but these were familiar nuisances.

“You need abreak,” Ghairen said at once, dl solicitude. * Perhagps you' d like to see the garden?’
“I thought | couldn’t go outside.”

“In thisworld our gardens are covered, as you saw in the case of the parc-verticale.” Alivet sarted at
this, asthough he had somehow managed to penetrate her dreams. Ghairen went on, “My own gardeniis
not nearly so extensive, naturaly, but it has attracted much favorable comment.”

“How nice,” Alivet said. It seemed that Ghairen did not appreciate the irony, for he beamed.
“Yes, | think so. Gardening isagrest interest of mine and one likes on€e' s efforts to be appreciated.”
He indicated adoor at the far end of the achematorium.

“It'sthrough here. You'll find it refreshing,” Ghairen said, reaching for the door pand. “Thewinds are



smulated, of course. Theair isfiltered, and quite safe.”

Alivet stepped out onto ahigh, bright platform and was amost lifted off her feet by a sudden gust.
Ghairen had not lied: the air was fresh and sweet. She leaned back against the lintel and took a deep
breath as her eyes adjusted to the light. Theroof of the platform shimmered alittlein the |ate afternoon
sun, otherwise Alivet might have thought it entirely open to the elements. The coiled, twisted peak of the
tower hovered above her like ahorn.

Ahead stretched the garden. Ferns coiled from walls of black rock; fronds and skeins of vines obscured
addicate arch of ceiling. Light filtered down to cast an underwater glow over the scene. AsAlivet
wandered out, guided by the watchful Ghairen, she saw that small plants and lichens grew between the
ferns: ocher cushions of anemone, patches of viridian moss, a honey-colored fungus exuding clouds of
sporesthat caught the light like sparks.

“So thisiswhere they come from,” Alivet said. “Y our toxins.”

Ghairen nodded.

“Thisismy poison garden, yes. Don't step too close to that fungus—it’ s my best source of immanita.”
“Thismust have cogt afortune,” Alivet mused. “How long did it take you to gather al these plants?’

“Almost twenty years. | have been diligent in my gpproach, and also disciplined.” Ghairen’ s dark robes
fluttered across a carpet of moss as he stepped forward. “Nothing but the best quality. And organically
grown—one doesn’t want one' s preparations contaminated by chemicals, after dl. These plants contain
the poisonsin their latent form—the live materid is over there, behind the glasswall. Y ou need protective
cothing to venture in there.”

“Can| see?’ Alivet asked.
“But of course.”

She followed him across the garden to the partition and peered in at atoxic jungle. Harnify creeper
snaked aong thewall, its blooms extending their raw red tongues; Fata Orchis curled fleshy leaves
above asmadl pooal. Alivet did not recognize many of the species and said as much.

“Many are combinations and grafts. | am congtantly refining and mixing the genes. There are even animd
crosshreeds. That lily contains scorpion venom, for instance, and the soke—a common household
bloom, entirely innocuous— contains the exudations of the shriek-bat. Some of my devel opments have
been described asrevolutionary. I’ ve had alot of papers published.”

“Y ou must be very proud,” Alivet said.

“One doeswhat one can,” Ari Ghairen murmured modestly. “ Come and take alook out of themain
windows. | often come up here at sunset. The view isredly quite spectacular.” His hand hovered around
her waist, guiding her toward the windows.

Despite the distraction of histouch, Alivet was obliged to agree. From this high vantage point, she could
look out across all Ukesh. Some of the more distant spiral towers seemed no bigger than the tendrils of
the poisonous creeper; others rocketed into the heavens, too immense for the eye to absorb. A high pile
of cumuluswas massing on thefar horizon, its anvil head promising more snow. To her right, Alivet could
see the parc-vertica e and she thought again of the woman of her dream, beckoning from atangle of
vines



“Do you let your children come up here?’ she asked.

Ghairen smiled. “No. But Celana comes anywaly. She sneaks out from her lessons or her bed when she
thinks1’m not looking, to steal and secrete away poisons. Her main talent isfor music, but she till takes
after me. Though not, | fed obliged to add, in the manner of her rudeness.”

“With so many poisonsaround,” Alivet said with careful nonchalance, “and your children taking such an
interest in the family business, | hope you have plenty of antidotes.”

“I keep antidotes for everything here’—Ghairen glanced a her Sdelong and indicated atall meta
case—"dl safely locked away. There' sanother cabinet at the back of the adchematorium. Y ou might
have noticed it yesterday.”

“Y ou keep duplicates?’

“If someone was exposed to something up here, they could diein thetimeit took to fetch an antidote
from downdairs”

Alivet took careful note of the case and decided to change the subject. “Celana,” she ventured, * does not
seem happy.”

“Thereisno ‘seeming’ about it. Sheisn't happy. She blames me for her mother’ s death. But she'll get
over it. She'll be an heiress one day; that goes along way to sweeten a bitter pill.”

“What happened to her mother? How did she die?’
“Shewas poisoned,” Ghairen said evenly.
“Why does that not surprise me? Did you poison her?’

“Alivet, | don’t go around poisoning everyone. | don’t have thetime. But so that you don’t get some
crusading impulse into your head and start asking awkward questions at the dinner table, no, | did not
poison my late wife, and | don’'t know who did. | deeply regretted her demise, asamatter of fact.” He
paused, then added, “If you redly want details, her namewas Arylde. She died in aplace called Loviti,
on the Small Sea. | sent her therefor aholiday, with Cedlana She was dead within aday.” Helooked
somewhat surprised, asif he had not intended to impart such ardative wedth of information.

“Y ou must miss her very much,” Alivet said, taking advantage of the moment to probe. But then there
werethe mistresses. ..

“I owed her many pleasures and many sorrows. Arylde was not an easy woman.” Hefdll sllent for a
moment. She could not read his expression. “ Shal we return to the alchematorium?’ He offered her his
arm, which, after amoment, Alivet took. Whatever might have befdlen Cedana s mother, Alivet thought,
shedid not believe Ghairen’ s explanation for a second.



Tower of the Poisoners, Hathes

Neither Cdlananor IraguilaUst appeared at dinner that evening. Alivet dined aone, thankful to be spared
her hogt' s attentions but with ahead full of plans. The shiffrey servant glided silently in and out, bearing a
seection of broth and wine.

“So,” Alivet said to it, when it next entered, “can you speak? What' s your name?’

The shiffrey stopped dead and stared a Alivet out of its bal-bearing eyes. The small hands were closer
to claws: thin twig fingers ending in abulbous pad. At firgt, she had thought that the thing lacked amouth,
then redlized that there was a narrow hole tucked away benesth its pointed chin. Its skin had the smooth
pallor of wax. She was unableto read its expression.

“Who areyou?’ Alivet said again. “Talk to me.” Shereached out and patted one of thelittle hands.

The shiffrey became agitated. It emitted alow hooting noise and spun about, its skirtswhirling. Alivet
caught aglimpse of two tiny feet, clawed ballslike the casters of achair. Ghairen had told her that they
were anative life form, but there was something amost mechanica about the creature.

“It'sdl right,” she said hadtily. “1 won't hurt you. Y ou can go.”

The shiffrey shot away through the door. It did not return. Alivet put down her knife, took afina
fortifying swig of wine, and went out after it. Ghairen rose smoothly from thearmchair inthe hall.

“Did you enjoy your medl? Was everything dl right?’

“Fine, thank you,” Alivet muttered. Evidently shewas sill being kept beneeth Ghairen’ swatchful eye.
She thought of spending the evening with him and wasfilled with sudden nerves. “I'm alittletired.” She
put ahand to her brow, asif feding faint. “I’d like an early night.”

“Naturdly. A strange day in astrange place and you' ve been working so hard... Y ou'relooking quite
pae.” Gharen put asteadying hand on her arm. “|’ ve taken the liberty of putting some booksin your
room. | thought you might like some reading maiter.”

“That'svery kind,” Alivet said. Actualy, it was arelief. The prospect of spending hoursin her room,
brooding on her possible death sentence, had not been appealing. But then, she did not plan to spend al
that much timein her room if she could possbly help it. Ghairen walked her the short distance to her
door, then left her mercifully in peace.

Alivet closed the door behind her and leaned againgt it. This congstant attention was getting on her nerves,
it would have been lessdarming if she had been kept in acell. Ghairen’ s presence was so—unsettling.
She wondered whether thiswas what her sster must fed, amouse in agilded cage. At least Ghairen
wasn't in the same league as the Lords of Night. Or was he? If Iraguilawasto be believed, he'd
poisoned her, and she had no doubt that he was prepared to see her dieif he didn’t get what he wanted.
And what was that, exactly? Iraguila Ust had been emphatic; Ghairen must not be alowed to succeed in
his preparations. Was heredly trying to find away to dispatch the Lords? Or had that smply been a
convenient explanation, to further engage Alivet’ shelp and insert aleve of ambiguity into their

relaionship? A rationship, shefdlt, that possessed enough ambiguity aready.



The books sat in anest pile by the side of the bed. Alivet wanted to make sure that Ghairen was out of
the way before she started trying to open the door, so she sat down on the bed and began to peruse the
Poison Master’ sidea of reading material. Two of the books were from her own world: classcsreating
to an old man’ s pilgrimage into the fensand agirl growing up in aprivileged family in Shadow Town. It
seemed remarkable to Alivet that she had been standing in those very streets only afew days before. She
felt asthough she had been incarcerated in Ghairen’ s household for months.

But her aunt had drilled these books, and other classics, into Alivet and Inki when they were il children
and the novels had not become Alivet’ sfavorites. She put them aside and turned to the other books.
First on the pilewas atome entitled A Guide to Hathes and Its Customs. Much moreinteresting, Alivet
thought. Sheflicked through it. There were pictures of the towers and the canals, and an illustration of a
shiffrey in apeculiar, crendlated hat, brandishing something that looked like akitchen spatula. The
caption read, Shiffrey in war bonnet, with ceremonial spear . Alivet couldn’t help feding sorry for the
shiffrey; they seemed such a pathetic, inoffensve species.

It dso had a section on the language of Hathes. acomplex aphabet that reminded Alivet of arow of
rushes or reeds. She read some of the accompanying text, which was written in an elaborate, archaic
form of her own tongue, but the print required the aid of amagnifying glass.

Alivet put down A Guide to Hathes and picked up the last two books. They looked ancient: the leather
covers cracked and peding, the pages wafer-thin. Alivet puzzled out the name on aspine: Jerusalem.
She opened the book and tried to read a passage, but although the alphabet and some of the words were
familiar, she could make little sense of it. The book told of placesthat Alivet had never heard of, and the
names were strange.

The last book seemed even older; the pages were stained. Alivet held it under the light and managed to
make out the words on the frontispiece: A Most Ancient and Secret History of the Cabala. The name
of the author was missing. Alivet turned the pages and found adiagram; asymmetrica pattern of circles,
joined together by lines. Aswith the other book, the print wastiny and she strained her eyestrying to
read it. She could not even tell what it might be about.

She wondered how Ari Ghairen had made this somewhat eclectic selection. The fat guide to Hathes was
the most promising so far, but Alivet had little time for reading. She stacked the books on the side table
and went over to the window. It was close to dark. What time was Ghairen likely to go to bed? Did he
even deep? Shewouldn't have put it past him to St perched on the top of the tower like aleech-bird,
awaiting passng victims,

Crossing to the door, she put her ear toit, but could hear nothing. Very carefully, she tried the door
handle. It was ill locked, no surprises there. What had Iraguila said? The door was self-keyed,
whatever that meant. Alivet frowned. The lock was made of metd: an elaborate confection of swirlsand
leaves. She kndlt down and examined it. At the center of the lock was alittle hole, no wider than apin.
Alivet cast about for something that might be used as akey. The bedroom was devoid of anything useful,
but as she bent to ook beneath the bed, her uncomfortable corset creaked and that gave Alivet an idea.
Shetore off the corset. Then, standing in her shift, she tugged at the Side stitches of the garment until they
gaveway. A dender wire protruded. Alivet pulled the wire out and snapped it by trapping it under the
bed leg. She knelt down at the door and inserted the wire, jiggling it insde the lock. Nothing happened.

Grimacing with frugtration, Alivet withdrew the wire and inserted the other end. Still nothing. Perhgpsthe
wirewastoo wide: it had taken acertain degree of pushing to get it into the hole. She pulled the wire out
and picked at it, but without result. She sat down on the bed and eventually managed to detach athin
strand from the wire. She was just about to apply thisto the lock when the door swung open of itsown
accord. Alivet saw agleaming eye through the crack.



“Iraguila? Isthat you?’

The figure turned and bolted. Alivet sprang for the door and peered out. A thin shape was disappearing
aong the hdl inthedirection of the dchematorium: not Iraguila, but the girl in her charge. Perhaps Cdana
had intended to spy upon her father’ s guest, thinking that Alivet was ad eep—whatever the reason, the
door was open.

Stll in her shift, Alivet put her head cautioudy around the door and looked out. The hdlway was empty.
A lamp glowed in afar corner, casting apoal of light upon the floor, but otherwise the hallway was dark.
Alivet dipped back into the room, picked up the thinnest book—one of the childhood classics—and
wedged it in the frame of the door so that it would not swing shut behind her. But if Ghairen or anyone
elsetook it into their heads to go prowling around, she did not want it to look wide open, either.

She studied the door. Then, satisfied, she took her bearings. The achematorium lay upstairs. To her right
was the dining room, her own room, and athird, unknown, door. Acrossthe hall, another two doors
werevisible. Alivet crept over and put her ear to one of them. It was silent within. There was no sound or
movement anywhere in the gpartment. She gave the door an experimenta push, but it did not move.
Ghairen, shefet sure, would have taken the utmost precautionsto protect himsdf and hisfamily and she
was certain that the other doors, too, would be locked. She tried them and found that thiswas indeed the
case. Frudrated, Alivet retraced her stepsto the hallway, wondering with uneasy fancy if either of
Ghairen’ s absent mistresses might be found behind these bolted doors.

She had to find IraguilaUst, or seek out Ghairen's antidotes for hersdlf. The latter option was more
gppedling. She did not trust the murmuring governess, sensing plotswithin plots.

As shewas about to try the eevator, she heard footsteps— measured, but muffled—inside one of the
inner rooms. Alivet stepped quickly back into the shadows and crouched down behind the high wings of
the armchair. A door opened—third on theleft, Alivet noted—and Iraguiladipped through it, wearing a
slk nightgown. Her feet were bare. Before Alivet could cal to her sheran swiftly and sllently through the
hall and disappeared. Alivet rose quickly to her feet. At the end of the long hallway, far beyond the
lamplight, she saw asmal door. It was gar. Brimming with curiosity, Alivet ducked through the door and
found hersdf on aspird iron staircase, leading up past paneled walls. Footsteps echoed distantly down
the stairwell: Celana had gone up, toward the a chematorium and the poison garden. As quietly asshe
could, Alivet followed.

Soon, she reached the landing. Ahead, lay two more doors. One, possibly leading to afurther staircase,
was barred, but the other stood open. A wan, frosty light streamed through into the stairwell and Alivet

realized that she had reached the garden. She stepped through the door, keeping close to the shadows

by thewall.

Above, through the glass ceiling, she could see only darkness. But light was coming from somewhere: a
dim, intermittent glow. It took Alivet amoment to redlize that the illumination was coming from the rocks
themsdves. In daylight, they had been obsidian black, but now they gleamed silver, casting wavering
shadows across the garden floor. The ferns fronded outward, asif courting darkness. Celana stood by
the window, hands pressed againgt the glass. Her shoulders were shaking. Suddenly, Alivet felt very
sorry for her—how must it be, to livein this ftifling place and have Ghairen as afather? To put up with
the sinister kindness, the threats veiled by oppressive concern?

It wasn't only Inki who needed rescuing, Alivet thought. She might not be able to help
everyone—perhaps she would not even be able to save hersalf—but Alivet decided then and there that
Celanawas another one whose name was now on thelist. Celana s hands were banging soundlessly
againg the glass and for aterrible moment Alivet feared that she might be trying to break through and fall



down the side of the great black tower, tiny asthe ghost of aleaf. She was about to step forward, but
Celanaturned abruptly and stood quivering, with her back to the window.

“You!” shecried. “Why have you followed me up here? Why are you dways following me? Why can't
you just leave me done?’

Alivet was about to step forth and say that Celana had been the one to seek her out, but realized just in
time that the girl had been speaking to someone else.

“Now, Cdana,” Ghairen said, gliding out of the shadows. Hewore his usua robes. Alivet thought
immediately of the door of her bedroom, still gjar. And where had Iraguila Ust vanished to?“ Thereé sno
need to be upset. We re smply worried about you, that’ s al. Now be agood girl and come back to
bed.” Something in histone suggested unspeskable possbilitiesto Alivet. Could Ghairen be degping with
his daughter? It would explain Celana s erretic behavior.

“Go away!” Cedana cried. She spun back to the window. Ghairen strode swiftly acrossthe garden and
tapped her on the shoulder. Celanagrew rigid. Then she crumpled into her father’ sarms. Ghairen picked
her up as though she were weightless and with her head dangling bonelessy over the crook of hisebow,
carried her back through the poisonous, dreaming ferns and into the e evator. The doors hummed shut
and Ghairen and his daughter were gone. Alivet stepped out into the garden and a hand gripped her arm.
Sheleaped, turning her ankle on the moss, and lashed out. IraguilaUst hovered at her shoulder likea
large dragonfly. The lenses that had concealed her eyes had been removed. Her eyes glowed in the pale
light likemoons,

“What are you doing up here?’ the governess whispered.
“Celana opened the door of my room. What about you?’
“I deep next door to Celana; | heard her leave her bed. She' sdone it before. Shewaksin her deep.”

Alivet did not believe this. Celana s movements had seemed all too purposeful. “How did Ghairen know
she was wandering about?’

“I don't know,” Iraguilasaid. “He seemsto know things...”
“Then it’s not such awonderful ideafor usto be standing up here, isit?1 left my bedroom door open.”

“It'stoo late now,” Iraguilasaid, nervoudy. “And at least it’ s private up here. Alivet, we haveto take you
to an achemist—to someone who can give you an antidote. | know of someone who may help. Can you
meet me here tomorrow, around thistime?’

“I'll try,” Alivet said. “How am | going to open my door?’
“Thelock isgeneticaly keyed. Do you know what that means?’
Alivet shook her head.

“Y ou need some of Ghairen’sblood, or sdiva, to open the door.”
“How intheworld am | going to get that?’

“I don’'t know. Y ou won't need much—just asmear will do. You'll haveto insert it into the lock; it will
read the blood. I'll do my best to help you, but you'll haveto try, too.”

“I'll seewhat | cando,” Alivet promised, dubioudy.



Iraguila seemed to fed that this was enough. She bobbed her head and, with aquick lizardlike glance
through the door, |eft the garden. Alivet waited for amoment as Iraguila vanished into the depths of the
gtairwell, then she headed into the glowing garden.

Thefirst place she tried was the antidote case. To her dismay, though not to her surprise, it was securely
sedled. It did not even seem to possess alock, but appeared to be nothing more than an ornamented
box. At last Alivet gave up and turned back to the garden itself.

There were some plants here that she recognized, plants that could prove useful. Taking care not to touch
anything with her bare hands, she gathered a selection of leaves and berriesinto afold of her dress. Her
heart was pounding, as though at any moment Ari Ghairen might glide out of the shadows and placea
toxic hand upon her shoulder. But the garden remained gtill and silent.

Clasping her precious cargo of poisons, Alivet made her way back down the stairs. When she reached
the landing level with the hallway, she could hardly bring hersdf to step through. She did not want to look
up and see her bedroom door closed againgt her, Ghairen standing accusingly inthe hdl... But the
hallway was empty. The single lamp glowed, her bedroom door was gar, just as she had left it twenty
minutes before.

Alivet listened. She could hear voicesin one of the adjoining rooms. someone—Ceana?—cried out, but
the sound was abruptly stifled. Then came alower, male voice, speaking in acold, measured way that
nevertheless caused a chill to run down Alivet’ s spine. The voice clearly belonged to Ghairen and Alivet
thought with apang of Celana, facing her father’ swrath. She saw hersdlf rushing to the door, hammering
upon it, forcing Ghairen to leave his daughter aone.

But such thoughts were nothing more than fantasies. Celanawas not Alivet’ s responsibility. And yet
Alivet could not help but fed that she must do something to help the girl. Battling frustration and anger,
she crept across the hallway to her bedroom, Ghairen’sicy voice still echoing through the shadows.

Onceingdetheillusory sanctuary of her own room, Alivet leaned against the door and closed her eyes
for amoment in sheer relief. Then she spread her hoard of stolen poisons across the bed and made a
quick inventory. Paralysis, blindness, flowersto freeze the voice and cause the bresth to stop in the
throat. She had an array of latent wegpons at her disposd, and an achematorium in which to digtill them.
She dill had no antidote, but for the first time since her fata meeting with Ghairen, Alivet felt that she
finally possessed ameans of defense.

What now remained was a decision about how, and when, to deploy that means. If she smply killed
Ghairen, shewould be disposing of the Night Lords enemy—assuming that Ghairen had been tdlling her
the truth. And she still had no way of ascertaining whether Iraguila, too, had been lying. But then she
thought: There might be a way. The Search had taught her to travel within, using adrug as her guide.
Though she had no drug to hand, perhaps she could till travel insde her own mind, seeif she could get a
hint of the true state of her hedth.

Alivet lay back on the bed and closed her eyes.

She pretended to hersaf that she had indeed ingested some substance: menifew, perhaps, afriendly aly.
She focused on the symptoms generated by menifew, imagining herself in the grip of the drug, and very
dowly the pathways of her mind began to open up before her. She traveled dong them, picturing herself
walking aroad and noting what she saw upon it. There was a darkness upon the horizon: clouds of fear,
sorms of anxiety. Theimagery was smple, but effective. If shelooked up, she could see the neurons of
her brain arching over the road like the branches of trees, pulsing with lights. She passed afigure with its
back turned to her: from the black robe and the silky hair, she recognized Ari Ghairen. A mixture of



emotions swarmed around him: fear, anger, resentment, hope—and something complicated and arousing,
fromwhich Alivet shied awvay.

Take meto that part of my mind that tells me about my own body, sheinstructed herself. Let me see
if  amwell. And gradually, dowly, the scene changed. Shewasin aroom, surrounded by plants. Some
were green and thriving, but many of them were aready brittle and dry. In the corner, asmdl fern trailed
dead from its pot. Alivet’shand crept to her throat. The room wasicy cold, then burning with hest. If this
was her hedlth, then something was clearly wrong. Her eyes snapped open, bringing her out of her head.
Shelay consumed with worry.

Evenif Iraguila s contact could cure her, if Ghairen were gone, her chances of getting home and rescuing
Inki were dim. She closed her eyes once more, wrestling with possibilities. Am | dying? Or isthisjust a
fancy, brought about by fright and stress? Let’s see what Iraguila can do for me. And then, If and
when I’'mcured, I’'ll find a way to deal with the Poison Master .

Elizabeth gave Dee warrant... “ to do what | would in philosophy and alchemy, and none should
check, control or molest me...”

DR. JOHN DEE, diary




MORTLAKE 1564

Summer was drawing to a close now, and the September sunlight lay low over rosemary and henbane,
pardey and hellebore and rue. Dee regarded the garden with satisfaction: it had taken most of the spring
to setin order, patiently following moon to moon to ensure that the most auspicious planting timeswere
achieved. The pardey seedsthat he had put in on the eve of Good Friday had produced a particularly
fine crop.

Asit iswith my garden, Deethought, so it iswith my life. Thelast few years had been turbulant ones,
akinto sailing asmadl ship upon uncharted seas, with many changesin season and climate. Dee had been
lucky to navigate through such inclement politica weether. It still ssemed miraculousthat he was standing
herein this slent summer garden, listening to the humming of the bees and the lgpping of the Thames
againg the waterstairs, rather than reduced to a pile of ash and bonesin the flames of Smithfield.

But Dee’ s compromises had |eft astain, nonetheless. Dee might be the Roya Astrologer, called upon to
advise on such matters as the wax effigy of the Queen, bristling with hog hairsand found in Lincoln’sInn
Fields, or the blazing star that had recently appeared in the heavens, but there had been no ensuing
promotion as Court Philosopher. In away, thiswas no bad thing. It left Dee a poorer man, but with more
timeto study those most burning questions: the issue of the colony, of taking Niclaes and his Family of
Loveto the new world of Metalncognita.

“John!” He could hear Katherine crying out from the kitchen, and turned. Hiswife came flying up the
path, her skirts flapping around her like wings. Immediately, Dee feared the worst.

“Isit my mother?’ The old lady had dready fallen once, tumbling down thelong staircase. Fortunately,
she had broken no more than her wrigt, but it was an ill precedent.

“No. It'sthe Queen.”
“Shel sdead?’ The garden spun around him, the sound of the beesaroaring in his head.

“No, John,” Katherine said, losing patience. “ Redlly, you are the most morbid man—the Queenis here.
She' scometo seeyou.”

After agaping moment, Dee followed hiswife down the path to the house with al speed. As he pushed
open the twisted oak dab of the front door, the sun did behind acloud. Y et Elizabeth, standing among
the lavender bushesin Dee' s garden, seemed to shine with alight of her own. No doubt thiswasa
function of the pearl stitched cloth-of-gold of her gown, but the effect was dazzling. Dee bowed.

“Your Mgesty,” hesaid, “isindeed the sun around which dl eseturns.” Flattery never went amiss, but
the strange thing was that he could not help but mean it; the Queen had that effect on people. Elizabeth's
Spanish dwarf, Thomasina, hovered at her Sde like astray moon.

“Indeed,” the Queen replied and Dee could hear the chilly amusement in her voice, “but do | not
represent the Earth the universal center of which your Copernicus would deprive me?’

When discoursing with queens, Dee had discovered, the ground could very often open up and swallow
you whole, like Jonah’ swhde. Elizabeth could be astimulating woman and Dee would have enjoyed the



verba fencing if only she had not been the Queen, and had held so much power in those smal gloved
hands.

“The sunisthe greater body, and thus morefitting,” he ventured. He saw the dwarf Thomasinahidea
amile; her intelligent dark eyesrested on Dee for amoment. As Elizabeth’ stoy, she no doubt had an
understanding of her mistress' whims.

“Wadl, and that iskind, but | am here not to talk of suns, but of moons and their reflected light,” the
Queen remarked.

What was she talking about? Dee wondered, panicking. The trouble with Elizabeth, as opposed to duller
monarchs, was that she frequently honed the sharpness of her wit upon her subjects and left them
bleeding. He ransacked his thoughts for an answer and found it.

“Y our Mg esty wishesto ingpect the mirror?’ If he had half the powers of prediction that his neighbors
attributed to him, he should have foreseen this. He glimpsed Katherine s face as she hovered in the
halway and her face became momentarily blank with shock. He knew what she wasthinking as clearly
asif she had spoken aoud: Will she be coming in! And the housein such a state... But the Queen
must have been used to such reactions. He saw the faintest trace of a smile across her mouth as she said,
“Wewill not trouble you to entertain us, Dr. Dee. We shall inspect the mirror here, among the loveliness
of your garden.”

Relieved, Deesaid, “I shdl be happy to bring it to you.”

The Queen nodded in brief dismissa. Dee hurried up the stairs, past the gaping servants, and into the
study where he kept the most precious of his books and artifacts. He had hidden the mirror, wrapped in
asoft cloth and aleather case, beneath the floorboards. Perhaps he had been unwise to tell others about
the device, but there was little he could do about that now. He pushed the board aside and retrieved the
case containing the mirror, then carried it carefully downgtairs.

He hdlf feared that the Queen’ svisit might yet prove to be nothing more than some waking phantasm,
that would splinter and fracture in the noonday sun, but he told himsdlf to stop being afooal. It was not
such an extraordinary thing that the Queen should ride out thisway. Wasingham lived only ashort
distance from Dee's own house. Besides, did she not value Dee’ s own counsel and his astrological
expertise? Y et Dee was alway's conscious of not being quite within the Roya inner sanctum, and that
meant that he was not entirely trusted.

Elizabeth stood where he had left her in the golden September sunlight. “Will it work upon so bright a
day?’ she asked as Dee panted up the path.

“Noon or midnight should make no difference,” Deetold her.

He unwrapped the mirror and held it out to her. The mirror filled his hands like apool of darkness. It was
made of some black polished substance, perhaps glass or obsidian, which seemed to swallow the light.

“Sir William Pickering gave you this, | believe, during your sojourn in the Low Countries?’

“That iss0. A most vauable gift, for which | am permanently indebted.” That was true enough. Pickering
had picked up the thing asacuriosity, having no idea of itsvaue.

“Explain to mewhat it does, and how it functions” the Queen instructed.

“Itismy own belief that every object emitsakind of light, that delineates its shape and form. We cannot
see such alight with our eyes, but certain substances attract it, as alodestone drawsiron to its very self.



And once the light has been attracted, the mirror retainsit, thus alowing us to witness objects from afar.”
“And how,” Elizabeth said, frowning, “does the mirror chooseits subjects?’

“The mirror does not choose. Rather, the one who looks into the mirror must apply their mind to the
purpose and settle upon one or another place or object. This attention helps the mirror to focus, the light
being filtered through the concentration of the mind asif through a colored glass.”

“Soif | should wish to seeathing, | need only think upon it?’

“That iss0.” Dee added, quickly, “It isusud to enlist atrained scryer for the task, such aone whose
mind is used to this process of ‘tuning.” ” He would, he thought, spare the Queen an account of how
troublesome it had been to find a scryer who was neither arogue nor mad and how he was at present
without a man who could provide such aservice. If he embarked upon such arecitation, they would be
there until suns=t.

Hefdt, rather than saw, the Queen’ sbaslisk gaze. Besde her, Thomasina shifted restlesdy.

“Wedo not,” the Queen said, “require the services of such. Wewill do it oursalves.” Noting the shift into
the Royd plurd, Dee was swift to concur. The Queen frowned down into the mirror. The sunlight around
her seemed to glow more brightly, asif shewilled it into her own essence. Dee held hisbreath. It would
not work; he would be cast from her orbit into the outer dark and never see the rarefied light of the court
again... And then Elizabeth’ s cold eyes opened in wonder. Shesad, “I can seeit!”

Deetook the liberty of peering over her shoulder and saw that an image had appeared in the black
opacity of the glass: atiny ship, tossed on astorming sea.

“The Muscovy Company,” the Queen said dowly. “1 recognize the ship. | saw it set sail from Tilbury not
more than amonth ago.”

“Wasthiswhat you wished to see?’ Dee asked.

“Yes” Her glance thistime was oblique, half concealed by the heavy lids, and Dee redlized that she had
refrained from seeking something of politica sengitivity, in case the glass had worked and he had seen.
He swallowed abrief bitterness, for the Queen was amiling.

“My Lord Wasingham will be most intrigued,” she said, and it was De€ sturn to smile. Ever sincethe
spymaster had had word of the mirror, he had pestered Dee until he had been shown the devicein
operation. The mirror accounted for most of Wasingham' sviststo Dee' s household; Dee supposed that
it was good of the man to bother, when he could smply have had the thing impounded. However, the
mirror was not wayswhally reliable when Walsingham consulted it. There were long periods when it
remained dark, or when a cataract like the bloom of a plum appeared over it, and then it was useless.
This, Deereflected, wastrue of most of the wondersin his possession: they worked erraticaly, if at all. It
was as though the universe occasionally condescended to confirm histheories, but most of the time was
unwilling to play fair.

“Wadll,” the Queen remarked, “it isindeed agreat delight.” She ran agloved finger across the surface of
the mirror, dispelling seas and ship dike. “ Y ou had some interest in the voyage to Cathay, | recollect.”

“Richard Chancellor was well beloved of me,” Dee replied. “When the Cathay expedition wasfirst
conceived of, he came to me with hisinstruments and we prepared charts for his voyage, of the northern
sess.”

“And that voyage wasto result in the establishment of the Muscovy Company,” the Queen mused. “He



did not reach Cathay, but he did us no small service nonetheless. Did he speak to you of the voyage?’

“Indeed he did, and amost arduous time he had of it. He spoke of the far north, beyond the uncharted
world, where he found no night at dl but acontinud light and brightness of the sun shining clearly upon
thesea”

“I have heard it spoken of as Metalncognita,” the Queen said.
Dee amiled. “Much of thisworld could be named as such.”

“It would,” the Queen said, “be good to learn more of it.” For abrief, disconcerting moment, Dee met
Elizabeth’ sgaze. “If you see any such unknown or foreign places, you will tell me of them, will you not?’

For amoment Dee was afraid that she somehow knew of the spirit, the star-demon, and what it had
promised him. The thought chilled him, despite the summer warmth of the day.

“I will tell you first among al,” he said, and the Queen’ s cold eyes |ooked past him for amoment, into
some unimaginable future. For amoment Dee was afraid that she might insst on taking the mirror with
her, but then she handed it back to him, saying, “Keep it safefor me.”

“I| shdl, Your Mgesty.”

When Elizabeth and her retinue—her dwarf, her maidservants, her carriage, the whole glittering

process on—had swept away, Dee went dowly back inside the house and returned the mirror toits
hiding place. Then he sat down at the desk and stared unseeingly at the manuscripts scattered acrossit.
The Queen had been delighted by the mirror, but she saw it, asamonarch must, principaly asameansto
establish her own security. Walsingham was the same, and as Elizabeth’ s spymaster, his concerns would
reflect her own as surely asthe black mirror reflected the sun.

Asasatdlite of the outer court, Dee was sufficiently trusted in neither the political nor theintellectud
gphere for the Queen to take the action that mattered most: the endowment of money. Without money,
Dee' sresearch would be kept to aminimum, tinkering about with small devices such as the bronze bee.
His most val uable possessions had been given to him by others. Even the house bel onged to his mother.
With the debts|eft by hisfather’ sfinancid ruin, and the deprivation of hisown living a Upton during the
course of hisimprisonment, Dee was entirely too dependent on charity for hisown liking. Perhagpsthe
expeditions mounted by the Muscovy Company, the search for that e usive north-west passage, might
prove lucrative—but Dee wanted to explore so much farther than that, to break these bounds of Earth
and head for the unknown.

The study seemed suddenly to hem himin, the wide garden beyond no more than yet another cell. Dee
gared into the glare of the sun and dowly, gradualy, the thought began to emerge into the daylight like an
uncoiling seed. The star-demon, with itsfour stark faces, had come to Dee twice, and twice only. But it
had come nonetheless and this meant that it could come again. Dee had never sought to chalenge
heaven, but he knew that mechanical means were increasingly becoming more remote dueto hislack of
funds. The Family of Love, now firmly installed in London under Hendrick Niclaes guidance, were
aready preparing for their voyage to the new world. If he could not go forth into the universe, Dee
resolved, then he would have to bring the universe to him. He would summon the star-demon. And for
that, he needed a scryer.



Tower of the Poisoners, Hathes

Alivet spent the next day in the a chematorium, working on avariety of substances. Toward the end of
the afternoon Ghairen came to watch, perching on the sool and making light conversation with which
Alivet found hersdlf incagpable of engaging. She could barely bring herself to look at him, consumed by
frugtration, fury, and fear that the previous night’ s wanderings were somehow inscribed across her face: a
map of the landscape of guilt. At least he was present in the achematorium; if shewasto collect asample
of hisblood, then it must be done here. She wondered whether saliva might be easier, if she could trap
Ghairen into kissing her. The thought was both unnerving and enticing, and opened the progpect of further
intimacies. Was that redlly what she wanted; to deep with a professiona poisoner who might be
molesting his daughter? To her horror, Alivet redized that she did not know.

Blood, she decided, would be easier. She began to formulate a plan.

Ghairen seemed at firgt to suspect nothing of her night’ s activities. He treated her with the same unsettling
solicitude that was the hallmark of his manner toward her, commenting upon the weether, the chemicas
that she was using, the neatness of her preparations. But there was a nervous edge to his conversation
that she found hard to define: wasit Smply stress, over the little progress they had made, or wasthere
some deeper concern which she could not fathom? Mindful once more of the issues of conscience that
might face a professional murderer, Alivet buried hersdf in her work and answered in monosyllables.
Thenit occurred to her that she did, in fact, have aquestion.

“Those books you gave me,” she said, glancing up at last from the workbench. “Where do they come
from?’

“Y ou're not familiar with The Days of the Delta?| felt surethat it was amuch loved classic on your
world.”

“Not the ones from Latent—the other books. Jerusalem, or whatever it's caled. And the onewith Al
the diagrams.”

“Ah,” Ghairen said, looking vaguely pleased with himsdlf. “1 felt sure that you' d find those of interest.
They’ re from another of the human worlds. A place caled Makuth.”

Alivet frowned. “Never heard of it.” But then, she had never heard of anywhere until Ghairen had
appeared.

“A strange place. Some people claim it to be of interest. Mogt, however, fed that it's abackward world,
with little to offer the casud vigtor.”

“Have you been there? What'sit like?’
“Oh, I've never been there, I'm afraid. The books might repay your attention, however.”

Something about histone caught Alivet’ sinterest; he spoke with studied indifference, asthough ddlivering
some hint that lay beyond her current understanding. His eyes were fixed on aspot just above her head.
Doubtless yet another game, thought Alivet with annoyance. Asthough she didn’t have enough to fret
over without reading books about a place she’ d never heard of.



At that thought, she remembered her planned meeting with Iraguila. Her hands grew clammy with nerves
and she wiped them hastily on anearby rag. What if the blood trick didn’t work? What if she couldn’t
get free of her room and Iraguila concluded that she was smply too scared to take therisk and lost
patience? Alivet took adeep breath of acrid air and steered her thought away from this dangerous
channdl. Life was dready too congested with “what ifs.” She turned to face Ghairen.

“That’ severything for now. | need to put the next batch of samplesin the athanor.”
“Y ou might aswell eat whileyou' rewaiting. | won't join you; | have an gppointment.”

“I just need to rinse these beakers.” Alivet picked up one of the delicate glass containers, making
covertly surethat it was still wet fromits previousimmersion. It dipped through her fingers and shattered
on thefloor. Ghairen swooped and Alivet knelt to help him.

“Becareful,” Ghairen said, raisng afinger to his mouth. His hand was smeared with dark blood. Relief
clashed with an unexpected impulse to reach out and comfort him. Instead, Alivet fetched acloth and
retrieved the shattered fragments.

“Make sureyou find dl of them,” Ghairen sad, sharply. “1 don't want splinters of glasslying around.”

Alivet collected the fragments onto a piece of paper, but as she was straightening up she saw agleam
from beneath the workbench. 1t was adiver of glass, stained with blood.

“Isthat dll?’ Ghairen asked.

“Yes” Alivet glanced up. “ Are there any pieces on the workbench?” Ghairen was gazing around him,
searching for stray fragments. As he turned his head, her hand shot out and snatched up the bloodstained
splinter.

“l can seenoneg,” he said.

“Good,” Alivet remarked, standing up. “1 think we found al of them.” She tucked the splinter loosely into
the pam of her hand as she threw the rest of the fragments away. “ Sorry,” she added. “That was

dumsy.”
“Happensto usal,” Ghairen remarked, magnanimoudy.

To her relief, Ghairen vanished to his unnamed gppointment and Alivet was once more left done at the
medl. She picked at her food, too fraught to eat more than afew mouthfuls of the pungent broth. When
the shiffrey camein, gliding dong the floor initsunnaturad manner, Alivet told it to take the plates avay,
then went to her room.

Just as she reached the door, Ghairen came back aong the hallway.

“Good evening,” she said. He murmured something in response. His face was drawn and tense; she
wondered just whom his gppointment had been with. The mysterious Soret, his magters, or one of his
two-too-many mistresses? Alivet wished him a hasty good night and ducked into her room.

Shefdt strange: light-headed and unred, as though she were drifting through adream. Wasit amply
anxiety, the prospect of once more bresking out of her room and skulking up the stairsto her host’s
poisonous fern-fronded garden, or was the toxin with which Ghairen had alegedly infected her beginning
to work?What if he had migudged the dose, or built in some fail-safe so that exertion or unwarranted
anxiety would trigger the poison? She pictured hersdlf falling down the dark stairwell, spinning to the
mercuric waters of the cand and disappearing beneath them without a sound, or folding down among the



dangerousfernsjust as Celanawould have fdlen, had her father not caught her...

Alivet ran ahand over her face. The metal water-jug that stood on the table had been filled in her
absence. She poured aglass and drank it dowly, beginning to fed alittle better. Beyond the window, it
was growing dark. To passthe time, Alivet picked up the book on symbolism and studied it, but it made
no more sense than last time. The diagrams were baffling: the pillars of severity and mercy, what were
they? She frowned over the lists of correspondences.

The creature of Yesod is the jackal, who waits at the gates of the moon... Itsorder of angelsare
the Kherubim, called the Srong. It grants the Vision of the Machinery of the Universe.

It meant nothing to Alivet, but as she read farther, she saw aname that she recognized:

And | have passed through the gates of the moon, and looked upon Levanah...

Levanah. Thecity in which Alivet had been born, in which shelived. Alivet stared at the book. What was
a“moon”? And what were its gates? She wondered how old the book might be.

Glancing up, she saw that it was now quite dark. The lamps were going out across Ukesh. Alivet roseto
her feet. Then she inserted the splinter into the lock of her opulent cell, and after a nerve-racking moment,
the door swung open.

Once again, the hallway was silent. Alivet thought of all those locked doors and shivered. The lamp cast
apool of light acrossthefloor. Alivet dunk acrossthe hal and up the stairsto the poison garden. At first,
she thought that IraguilaUst was not there, but then the governess crept forth.

“Alivet? | thought you weren't coming.” Iraguilawas not wearing her lenses and her eyes were sparksin
thedimlight. A prickle ran up thelength of Alivet'sspine.

“Itisnot too late. But we haveto leave now,” Iraguilawhispered.
“Where arewe going?’

“To see someone who can help you.” Iraguilaturned, but instead of moving back onto the landing as
Alivet had anticipated, she glided out into the poison garden. “ Thisway.”

Alivet followed, taking care not to tread on anything thorny. Iraguilaled her to thefar Sde of the garden,
where around window looked out over the side of the tower.

“We go through here.”

Alivet stood on tiptoe and craned her neck. She could see one of the spines that ran up the side of the
tower, like arow of shining glassteeth. There was no sign of aladder, or footholds. She said to Iraguila
Ud, “You' remad. We can't go out there!”

Iraguilasmiled. “ But we must, Alivet. Thereisno other way. The gpartment is sealed; there are wards on



the elevators that would betray the presence of anyone traveling into the lower depths. Don't be afraid. It
can be done.”

She put agloved finger to her lips and licked the tip, just once. Then she rubbed her wet finger dong the
frame of the window. It opened with a hiss.

“Wait!” Alivet sad, frantic.

“What isthe matter now?’

“The air—Ghairen told methat | could not set foot outside. | thought the atmosphere was contaminated.”
“Not 0, itisjust cold. Do you believe dl that Ghairen telsyou?’

“Of coursenoat,” Alivet sad, feding foolish.

Iraguila, moving with serpent swiftness despite her heavy skirts, hoisted herself upward and out of the
window. Alivet hesitated. There was no further sign of Iraguila. It was as though she had vanished into an
abyss. Alivet thought of Ghairen, infecting her with death and smiling as he did 0. It was pure resentment
that made her jump for thewindowsill, cling on by her fingertips, and haul hersdlf up.

A blast of cold air smacked her in the face, snatching her breath away. She glanced down and saw the
sides of the tower sheering away to the base, far below. Alivet rocked backward and closed her eyes.
Her fingerswould not move from the Sdes of the sill.

“Alivet? Iraguilaasked, reprovingly. Alivet looked up. Iraguilastood on anarrow ledge, no morethan a
couple of feet wide. Her chin wastucked in againgt the arctic air, her gloved hands were folded primly in
front of her. Shelooked like agovernesswaiting for arecacitrant child to enter the schoolroom. “ Come
aong, quickly. If you do not, the garden thermometer will register the change in temperature. The plants
will gart to wilt. Ghairen may be derted.”

Sowly, Alivet willed her fingers away from the sill. Iraguila reached down and with sudden darming
strength pulled her out onto the ledge.

“Becareful,” shesad, with what Alivet felt to be unnecessary caution. “Theledge isfrosty.”

Then she disappeared. Alivet gaped after her, before the redization dawned that Iraguila had not
plummeted into the depths, but had smply stepped around the corner. Alivet forced herself to follow.
Theledge was as dippery asaskating rink. Shetook tiny, mincing steps, packing the frost down benesth
the hedls of her boots as she did so and flattening her hands againgt the wall. She did not repest the
mistake of looking down. Eventually, her groping fingers encountered a sharp edge; she had reached the
corner. Alivet inched around it and gasped.

The ledge widened to an immense shelf. She was standing at the very summit of the tower, looking out
over aglittering expanse of icy roof. The roof raced away, faling perhaps fifty feet to anarrow chasm
before it rose once more in afrozen wave above the tower. The architecture was inherently inhuman, al
strange angles and veering plateaus, and seemingly at odds from the dark, organic interiors. Alivet
wondered fleetingly what this said about the people of Hathes, but she wastoo glad to be away from the
awful edgeto care grestly.

“Come,” Iraguilasaid again. She was standing at the far end of the shelf, holding achain in one hand.
“What' sthat?’ Alivet asked.



“We have to get to the other side of the roof. There' saway down from there.” She tugged on the chain
and Alivet saw that it was attached to anarrow curve of metal: lacy with frost like afrozen wave. “A
roof-runner. They use them for maintenance.”

Asshedrew closer, Alivet saw that the runner was attached to thin rails, which extended over the edge
of the shelf and away over the roof. The chain presumably attached the runner to some form of support.
Iraguila Ust settled hersdlf at the front end of the runner. “ Sit behind me,” she ingtructed. “Hold on to me
and do not let go. We will be moving swiftly.”

Alivet sat gingerly on the narrow seet at the back of the runner and clasped Iraguila around the waist. She
could fed thelower rim of Iraguila s corsets digging into her arms. The woman'’s body was hard and
unyielding and Alivet felt asthough she were embracing alarge beetle.

“Hold tight,” Iraguilasaid, and let go of the chain. It rattled into the runner, which shot forward like a
cork from abottle. Alivet opened her mouth to cry out and received alungful of freezing air. They went
over the side of the shelf and down, rocketing across the roof. If anyone was in the rooms benegth,
Alivet reflected, they would think acrowd of folk must be stampeding about up here. But perhaps they
were used to it—Iraguilahad said that the device was used for maintenance. Theicy dopesflew by.
They were traveling upward again, propelled by the momentum of the runner. Iraguiladung the chain
deftly forward and the runner did to ahdt. Alivet tumbled onto a second shelf and looked back. She
could see the windows where the poison garden lay.

“How many times have you made thisjourney?’ she asked Iraguila, curioudy. “Do othersuse the same
route?’ The governess did not reply. She was marching aong the shelf, her boot-heds clicking on the
frozen metd. Alivet sumbled after her, wishing that she had managed to keep hold of her usud clothes. If
Ghairen wanted to keep control over hiswomenfolk, he was certainly aided by fashion. She found
Iraguilastanding by acircular object, made of metd and resembling alarge seedpod.

“Thisishow we shdl reach the ground,” Iraguilainformed her, impatiently.
“What isit?’

“It isamaintenance device, like the runner. The shiffrey use them.” She touched the pod and the door
did open to reved acavity with ading seat. “Y ou may take the seet. | will stand.”

Alivet climbed into the pod. Iraguilafollowed, closing the door behind her. Alivet was so intent on
working out the configuration of the seat, which was ridiculoudy smdl, thet it was amoment before she
could look through the round window st into the side of the pod and see where she was. Shewished
she hadn’t. Looking up, she could see that the pod hung from what appeared to be afragile thread,
dangling from agirder arching out from the main tower. She was reminded of a pea hanging froma
spider’ sweb: the thread |ooked far too frail to support anything the size of the pod.

“Going down,” Iraguilawhispered. She touched alever and braced herself against thewall of the pod,
which described agraceful roll until it waslying onitsside. Alivet, to her horror, found that shewas
staring down the side of the tower, al the way down to the ground. The pod shuddered once, and fell.
Alivet—figs clenched, eyes squeezed grimly closed—fdt her heart sail up to her throat and lodge there.
She was not sure whether the roaring in her head was the sound of air rushing past the pod, or smply the
panicking surge of her own blood.

And then there was silence, and stiliness. The pod had stopped, rocking gently afew feet abovethe
ground. Twigting her head, Alivet saw that Iraguila U<, soread-eagled like apider, was il clinging to
the walls above her. Gently, the pod turned right side up. Iraguila activated the door mechanism and
dropped three feet to the ground.



“Where now?” Alivet asked, extricating herself from the seet. Iraguilagave her along, measured |00k,
entirdly ambiguous.

“You'reoutsde,” shesad. “How do you find it?’
Alivet took adeep breath. “ Cold.”

“Wewill go,” Iraguilasaid serendly, and turned away. The woman was almost as bad as Ghairen, Alivet
thought, with her oblique conversation and seeming irrelevancies. Grudgingly, shefollowed Iraguila
across the frosty space between the towers. Apart from ablack line of cypress, the ground was barren,;
the stones rimed with ice. Therewas no sign of life. Perhapsit wasn't just the snow, she thought, perhaps
the very ground benegath the towers was poisoned and little could grow there except the ominous spines
of the trees.

The parc-verticaleloomed on the horizon, so immense that it appeared curioudy insubstantial. Alivet
found it hard to judge the distance. Wasit close, or far away? It seemed to shift whenever shelooked at
it. She was growing colder, too. Suddenly the oppressive warmth of Ghairen’ s gpartment was dmost
gppedling. Shetrudged on, rubbing her hands, and caught up with Iraguila

“Arewe going towak dl theway?’
“No,” Iraguilasaid shortly. “We go through here.”

They were nearing the base of one of the towers, to a point where the spines spiraled down into the
snow like agigantic corkscrew. Iraguila dipped between the spines. Alivet, following, saw that there was
acrack inthewall through which the governess had gone. She thought again of insects. Onceingide,
however, shefound that they were in a cavernous, echoing space. A drift of cold air through the crack
was swallowed by sudden warmth. The cavern was heated: from somewhere far below, she could hear
the hum of machinery. Rillars marched off into the distance, seemingly made of plain polished stone, but
when Alivet looked at them from the corner of her eye she saw faces Springing out & her, lost among
traceries of carved leaves. Her stepsfdtered, shefdt asthough she werefdling.

“Iraguila?’ shewhispered. “What isthis place?

“ItisaMemory Hall,” Iraguilareplied. She turned and looked back, atiny figure between the towering
figures

“Don’'t be afraid, Alivet. Just follow me. But | would advise you not to look at the pillars.”

That, thought Alivet as she walked with her head down, was easier said than done. The pillars seemed to
summon her atention. She had the impression that they were calling out to her in voiceslike distant bells,
pulling her back into an unimaginable past. She remembered the ancient book and its diagrams. What did
it mean, and why had it spoken of Levanah? As she thought of the name, it echoed through the hdll likea
sgh and something moved far above her. Alivet glanced up and saw her sSster Inkiriettal sface gazing
down upon her.

“Inki!” she cried. IraguilaUst spun around. Inki’ s festures were struggling forth from the stone, asif it
imprisoned her. Her mouth was open. Alivet sood benegth her, transfixed with horror.

“Who isthis?’ IraguilaUst sounded annoyed. “It isnot redl, Alivet. Pay no attention.”
“It' smy sgter,” Alivet cried. “Inkiriettal Can you hear me?’

“Alivet, we must go. My contact won't wait dl night and we' re dready late.”



“But | can’'t leave her!” Alivet ran to the pillar and pressed her hands againgt it. It was as smooth as glass
or ice, impossibleto climb.

“I told you, Alivet—it isn't red. The pillarsfeast on the memories of theliving. They aretrees, not stone.
They are paragitic, they will leech your dearest thoughts from your head.”

“Thenwhy aren’t they affecting you?” Momentarily distracted, Alivet saw that Inki’ sface wasfading, her
expression becoming closed and bland and merging back into the pillar.

“I am protected,” Iraguilasaid curtly. “I would have secured such protection for you, but there was not
time. Now we must hurry.”

Inki’ s face had now entirely gone. The pillar rippled, like water after acast sone. Alivet shivered, but
followed Iraguilathrough the Memory Hall. She could not help fedling that she had abandoned Inki yet
again: |eft her to suffer, encased in stone. And if that was only a conjured memory, what was happening
to thered Inkirietta? The thought of her Sster’ smissing eye, that small scrunched holein her flesh,
haunted Alivet. It should have been me, shethought dismdly. If only the Lords of Night had taken
me. At least | would have known that Aunt Elitta and Inki were safe. But she had not been so
fortunate—or so unlucky. Now she must deal with whatever the universe had given her, eveniif it took
theform of Ghairen and his poisonous household.

When they reached the end of the Memory Hall, Alivet fdlt that she could bresthe once more. The pillars
lay behind her and a series of stepsled down to arippling cand where abarge was waiting.

“Getin,” Iraguilasaid. Alivet did so. There was no sign of apilot. Iraguilaunchained the barge and they
were carried away.

“You'regoing to alot of troubleto help me,” Alivet said dubioudly.
“I told you—helping you will diminish Ghairen.” Iraguila patted her hand, not unkindly.

“But you'reliving in hishouse. Y ou're his daughter’ stutor. Y ou seem to come and go from his poison
garden asyou please. Surely you'reidedly placed to exact whatever vengeance you wish? Why don’t
you just poison him?’

“Itign't that easy.”
“lsn’'tit?] would.” | may yet, Alivet thought, but it was best not to give voice to that particular notion.

“Ghairen isaPoison Magter. Thetoxins found in his gardens are Smples compared to what he is capable
of digtilling. He containswithin himsdf the possibility of athousand antidotes”

“Well, it does't have to be poison, doesit? Can't you just stick aknifein hisribs?’

“I could not get close enough,” Iraguilasaid, bitterly. “Heisarmored, you know, beneath hisrobes. His
rooms are warded. Besides, he can withstand ahigh leve of injury: hisimmune system has been
reengineered by the dchemigts of Hathes so that heis barely human.”

Thisraised an entirely different question.
“Your people,” Alivet said. “Areyou human? Areyou like us?’
“We are human enough. We dl come from the same place.”

“Andwhereisthat?’ Alivet asked, her heart starting to pound.



“Who can say?’ Iraguilareplied blandly. “ Somewherelogt in far history.”

“But you have the Memory Hal. Can’'t you visit it and seek the place of our origin? We bdievethat it lies
within the human form, locked somewherein the unconsciousmind.” If | were to undertake a Searchin
the Memory Hall, Alivet thought, what would it reveal ?

Iraguilasmiled. “We have no interest in such questions. We are concerned only with the future, not with
the past. We do not care where we are from—it’ swhere we are going that matters.”

“Thenwhy isthe Memory Hdl therea dl?’

“It grew, and it would take time and effort to eradicate. No one viditsit. That iswhy we took this route.
Thisisthe oldest tower of Ukesh and it isnot populated. | do not want usto be seen.”

The barge was moving swiftly now, down alabyrinth of narrow streams. Gleaming liquid dapped against
ruined wharves as they passed.

“The other reason why it is not yet the time to take my full revenge on Ghairen is because of Celana,”
Iraguilasaid abruptly, surprising Alivet. “Once she sfree of the household, then I’ll make my move.”

“What about the other two girls?’

“They arein lessdanger. Ghairen will smply have them removed when thetime s right—to other
schooling,” she added, seeing Alivet’ slook of horror. “But | am afraid for Cdana. I'm afraid she will try
to kill her father, and fail. If she does, he may decide to put her out of theway. If | can persuade him to
send her to another tower—or elsewhere— then she will be safer and | can seeto Ghairen.”

“I thought he was intending to send her to study music?’
Iraguilaglanced a her. “Isthat what he' stold you?’
“Ian'tit true?’

Iraguiladid not reply, but fell into abrooding silence. She certainly seemed sincerein her hatred of the
Poison Master, and yet her reasoning did not seem to add up. If she was so concerned about Celana,
why was she taking what must be aconsiderablerisk in assisting Alivet hersalf, who was nothing more
than an aien stranger? Perhaps she was hoping that Alivet might be persuaded to take Celana back to
Latent Emanation. Alivet would be quite willing to do that, if it got the girl from out of her father's
clutches, but first she hersalf would have to get free of Ghairen. And then there was the issue of the work
she was undertaking for the Poison Master, which Iraguila seemed to feel was so dangerous.

Iraguilastood in the prow of the barge and threw the chain deftly around a mooring post. The barge
drifted to ahalt.

“Hereiswhere we get off,” Iraguilasaid. “We are now benegth the parc-verticae.”

Alivet feared that they would have to enter another maintenance pod, but instead Iraguilaled her to the
base of amoving staircase.

“The pareisnot protected,” she explained over her shoulder. “It isa public place.”
“But we' re not supposed to be herein the middle of the night, isthat right?’

“No. But people do come here—illicit lovers and the like. There are heavy pendtiesif oneis caught, but
it isoften said that the pare isthe only place on Hathes where one can be free for atime. Assuch,” she



added dryly, “it’ s popular.”

The lower levels of the pare seemed old: water-worn stone was skeined with vines like some ancient
ruin. Faces peered from the masonry, making Alivet jump, before she redlized that they were nothing
more than carvings. Even o, after her experience in the Memory Hall, she found hersdf reluctant to turn
her back on them. There wasasmell of rotten growth, asteamy greenness. Her apothecary’ straining
held true: Alivet found hersdf matching this new odor to other possibilities, combining it with the memory
of adark musk, or the damp scents of Levanah a evening. She longed to be back in the public
achematorium a home, combining perfumes. What she could bring back from Hathes, she thought, if
only shewasdlowed tolive.

Something feather-soft brushed against her face. Alivet gasped and struck out, but the thing was gone.
She saw it soaring into the green distance; it was a huge moth. She could see more of them now,
clustering around the dim glow of the windows and hanging from the girders. Alivet thought of caterpillars
and shuddered. The pare was becoming more ornate, more formal. Garlands of trumpet blossoms, as
pale as silk and each with along golden tongue, spat pollen into the welcoming air. Alivet saw rows of
what might have been roses, but each stem was weighed down by great night-black bloomsthat she
could not have held in her two cupped hands. The petals|ooked soft and dense, as though covered with
fur. Orchids entwined around the girders.

Alivet sensed awan sweetness drifting out acrossthe air, conjured forth by darkness. A moth settled
upon aflower: tongue sipped from tongue. The orchid shrank back into itsdlf, rolling up into atight
parasol. The moth, dusted with pollen, sailed drunkenly away. Alivet was unable now to see the limits of
the parc-verticale. Occasiondly she caught aglimpse of crimson glass through the labyrinth of blooms,
but now they were ascending into the higher levels and the jungle grew al around her. She heard voices,
asudden ped of laughter that was dbruptly curtailed. Iraguila s back was siffly eloquent inits
dispprova. Hicking her fingersto Alivet in acursory summons, she vanished benegth abower of vines.
Alivet followed.

Here, the pare was barely lit. It was hard to see the ground in front of her and Alivet had to take care not
to sumble. Iraguila Ust moved with swift assuredness, as though she had passed thisway many times
before. Alivet followed her, brushing aside the scented, clinging vines and clambering over shattered
masonry. How old was this place? she wondered. Wasit even an origind part of the parc-verticale, or
had the pare grown up around it, replacing earlier structures? There was asmell of age and mold, likean
unlocked room. Peering through the shadows, Alivet glimpsed afaint glow ahead.

“What' sthat?’ she whispered.

“That isthe dchemist’ shaunt,” Iraguilareplied. She reached out a hand and before Alivet could protest,
hooked Alivet' sfingerswith her ownin atight, painful grip. “Do not speek, unless| tell you to. The
achemigt isold, haslittle patience, and will not want to answer foolish questions.”

“But will the dchemigt be ableto cureme?’ Alivet asked, wondering if the achemist might not smply be
some sef termed shaman, and she the victim of Iraguila s superstitions. She knew so little about the
woman, after al.

“Shewill cureyou,” Iraguilasaid firmly, asif there was no doubt about the matter. “But you will haveto
do exactly asshe says.” Shedrew asdeavell of vinesthat hung above asmall, dark entrance.

“Weareherg,” shecdled.

Alivet expected a crabbed old voice to answer, aquerulousinquiry about who might be bothering the
achemig at thislate hour. But there was no sound from within the doorway and Alivet suddenly smelled



blood: astale, rank odor. Paranociaat once overwhelmed her. It was Ghairen; he had divined her
purpose and reached the dchemist before her, he would be waiting inside, still smiling... Then she saw
that an eye was peering at her from inside the doorway.

“Thisisthe human girl?” awhigpering voice sad.

“Yes” Iraguild sclagp of Alivet' shand tightened and Alivet winced. Iraguilawas gripping her fingerswith
such force that sheimagined the bones crumbling within, scattering into dust.

“Bring her here. | can't seeher.” The voice did not sound old, but it had a curioudy shilant, whistling
qudity that grated on the ear.

“Alivet, sep forward,” Iraguilacommanded. Alivet did so, ducking benesth thelintel, which seemed
designed for achild. Perhapsfolk had been smaller when thislevel was built. But when she stood before
the achemigt, crouching down to avoid knocking her head on thelow ceiling, she redlized why the place
was 0 smal. Theadchemist was ashiffrey.

The shiffrey sat, bundled up in rags, upon astool. Her face was a pointed mask, reminiscent of the
muzzle of one of the little white foxes that haunted Latent’ s marshes like Stray spirits. The round,
mercurial eyeswere opague with cataract.

“Come here. | cannot see. | must smell you.” She reached out with a clawed hand. Iraguilagave Alivet
an encouraging push. She kndlt in front of the shiffrey, and it was clear now where the scent of old blood
was coming from. The shiffrey’ s tattered robes seemed to have been soaked in the stuff. Used as she
was to noxious aromas, Alivet had to try hard not to gag. The shiffrey’ ssmdl hand, thefingersasgnarled
and twisted astwigs, poked at her face. They entered her mouth and Alivet jerked her head away. The
fingerstasted foul.

“Stay ill!” the shiffrey hissed. She rubbed Alivet’ s gums, making her mouth flood with saliva. Alivet,
choking, cried out. The shiffrey’ sfingers withdrew. She placed them in the smdl hole benegth the sharp
muzzle. Alivet heard asucking sound. Then the shiffrey was sniffing Alivet’ sface: adtiff fringe of whiskers
rustling aong itsjaw. The whiskers scratched, drew blood.

“That' senough!” Alivet stood up and banged her head on the ceiling.

“Yes, that isenough,” the shiffrey agreed, asthough Alivet had been wholly coopertive. Iraguilatouched
Alivet’ s shoulder and gave her awarning shake, but Alivet thought she had obeyed the governessfor too

long aready.
“Just tell meif you can help me,” she sngpped at the shiffrey. “ And then let me be gone.”

The shiffrey withdrew into her rags, hissing to hersdlf. Alivet heard Iraguila give an exasperated Sgh, but
then the shiffrey said, “Yes, | know thisthing, this substance with which you are infected. Mayjen,
digtilled from one of the oldest plants, the mayjen ivy that used tofill the world before humankind ever
cameto Hathes.”

“Can you do anything about it?’ Alivet demanded.

“I can 9ing to the spirit of the substance. | can coax it from your veins—but only if it wantsto be free of
you.”

“What do you mean, if it wantsto be free?” Alivet rounded on IraguilaUst. “Y ou said you were certain
she could cure me!”



“| did not want you to entertain more doubts than you dready did,” Iraguilasaid flatly.

“Themayjenisan old aly, an older enemy. It may not wish to be free: you areitscarier, its
eyes-upon-the-world,” the shiffrey informed her.

Alivet was beginning to understand. “It isnot just apoison, isit? It sadrug.”
“That iss0. Used correctly, it can bring true visons. Used unwisdly, it can kill.”
“It seemslikey to kill me,” Alivet said, “unlessyou can convinceit to do otherwise.”

“Then gt,” the shiffrey said, indicating the ground before it. Alivet looked at Iraguila U<, but the woman's
face was expressonless. Alivet sat gingerly down in front of the shiffrey. The sharp fox’ s muzzle arrowed
above her head. From thisangle, it could have been a skull, with the lines etched aong the bone, the eyes
gliding within their sockets. There was something mechanica about the shiffrey, something unnaturd, yet
the creature had that sour, organic reek. Alivet looked down and saw acurling claw protruding from
beneath the shiffrey’ srobes. She thought of awitchin afairy tale, the devourer of small children.

“Closeyour eyes,” the shiffrey commanded, “and bow your head.”

Neither option was gppedling. Alivet leaned forward, but kept her eyes half-open. She could gtill seethe
shiffrey’ smuzzle weaving above her.

The shiffrey began to hum beneath its breath, ahigh, eerie note. Againgt her will, Alivet’ s eyes snapped
shut, asthough abright light had flashed to blind her. There was aringing darknessinsde her head; the
sound made by the shiffrey seemed tofill it, reverberating againgt the sdes of her skull. Her head fdlt as
though it was about to burst.

Through aveil of pain, sheimagined it splitting into athousand petals and faling to the ground. She
remembered the strange black flowersthat grew in the heights of the parc-verticale, seemed to seefaces
within their depths, knew them for the minds of the captured. Her veins sang like taut wire.

It was with adistant surprise that she redlized she was hdlucinating, deep benesth the pull of an unknown
drug. Sowly, harshly, the shiffrey’ s consciousness began to invade her own and Alivet gasped. It was
intrusive, with no regard for her feglings or her will. Shetried to fight back, but the shiffrey was stronger,
battering her way into Alivet’smind, ramming aong human nerves. Alivet had a sudden impression of
something utterly dien: emotions that she could not comprehend, thoughts and preoccupations that she

was incgpable of grasping.

And now there was something e se, risng up insde her head, a shining presence. She glimpsed adark
double face above aserpent’ s body, gazing in opposite directions. This must be the mayjen, the spirit aly
that embodied the drug. And now the voice of the shiffrey was addressing it, wheedling and obsequious,
flattering the mayjen and beckoning it to a better place, ahigher mind. The double faces of the mayjen
frowned. It turned first one countenance, then another, and Alivet saw that it was both male and femade.

It asked aquestion, the terms of which Alivet did not understand. The shiffrey replied, softly and glibly.
Alivet retreated to the depths of her own head and watched them from a distance. She could seethe
inner presence of the shiffrey now, and it looked nothing like the creature’ s outward form. The shiffrey
was dender and beautiful, with afine-boned face and afal of pale hair. Only the round slver eyeswere
the same, anomaloudy repellent in the perfect face. The shiffrey put its head on one side, cgoling and
seductive. Sowly, cautioudy, the mayjen began to glide toward it, scales rasping againgt the surface of
Alivet' smind and causing ripples of pain to run through her.



“Comewith me,” the shiffrey said to the drug. “Y our brothers and sisters await you; | can show you
many things. Do not be afraid, do not be wary. | speak only truth.”

Alivet would never have believed such an gpped, but the mayjen was the spirit of adrug and not a
human being. It had different concerns. It glided forward, following the retregting figure of the shiffrey.
Thistime, there was no harshness, no pain. The shiffrey left Alivet’s consciousness so gently that it wasa
moment before she redized that she was gone.

“There” the shiffrey said. A twig like hand was placed benegth Alivet’ s chin, lifting up her head. “Now
you are hedled. Itisgone.”

Alivet took along, shaking breath. The splitting heedache was receding, yet shefdt no different. She said
0.

“The mayjen isa subtle poison, acautious drug. It prefersto have little effect until it strikes. That iswhy it
isagood thresat: it rendersthe victim still capable of action, yet it will kill them. But you need not worry
now. | have subsumed it, drawn it from you.”

“Whereisit now?’

“Itiswithin me. Onceits spiritisgone, o isitsefficacy. | can contain such piritsingde mysdlf, safeand
enclosed, until the time comes to send them forth, back to the plants from which they came.”

“Thank you,” Alivet said, shakily. The thought of being free from Ghairen’ s yoke was exhilarating, arelief
S0 greet that she amost crumpled againgt the shiffrey’ sside. “I’m very grateful .”

“Thereis something else. Something you must know about your tormentor.”
“ About the mayjen? Or about Ghairen?’

“Ghairen. We have been watching him, through the good counsdl of our friend IraguilaUst.” The shiffrey
glanced up at the governess. Alivet thought she saw the shadow of a smile on the woman’ sface.
“Ghairen hastold you nothing lessthan the truth, Alivet.”

“Thetruth?”

Thiswas not what she had expected to hear, but the shiffrey continued, “He seeks to oust the Lords of
Night, to drive them from Latent Emanation. He seeksto free your world of their sway, but he plansthis
S0 that Latent Emanation can come benesth the control of those who rule Hathes: the Soret. Ghairen has
powerful dlies, at the highest levels of Hathanass society. Y ou must stop him, if you are to save your
world. Believe me, you are better off with the Lords of Night than Ghairen’s masters. But if you can
make the substance that Ghairen seeks, and useit wisdly, then you can berid of both.”

“Why areyou telling methis?’ Alivet asked. “Why are you helping me? Surely you'retaking arisk, if
Ghairenis as powerful asyou say.”

“I amtelling you so that you may avoid our fate. My people were glorious, once. Wetook theformin
which you saw me, inside your mind. Weweretal and beautiful and strong. We built cities: the ruinsthat
you see around you now. We had technologies that rendered life gracious. Then the humans arrived,
brought out of the darkness by those who wished usill, and swept through us with poison and degth. Our
children were born crabbed and small, our citieswere leveled. We were driven out to the barren hills or
permitted to stay as domestic servants. Thiswas over athousand years ago. Since then, we have been as
you see us now. But some of their kind have grown enlightened, and seek to help us. Iraguilais one such.
We do not have the strength to save what remains of our people, but we may be able to help others.



Thus| have told you what Ghairen is planning, in order that you and your world may not endure the same
fae”

“What do you recommend that | do?’

“Find the substance for Ghairen. But when you have done so, you must take it and flee. Go back to your
world through the portal. Administer the poison to the Lords of Night. Alert your people to the plans of
the Poison Master. Make sure that he will be prevented from returning to your world. Then you will be
free of both Ghairen and the Lords.”

The shiffrey spoke earnestly. The stiff whiskers around her jaw trembled with agitation, and she wrapped
her filthy rags more closely about hersdlf. Alivet could not bring herself to be surprised. The newsfit
everything that she had suspected about Ghairen. Now that the curse of the poison was lifted, she could
set about hisdownfal, but it was dready beginning to occur to her that she might accomplish that of the
Night Lords, too. What was that old expression, killing two birds with one stone ?

Alivet scrambled to her feet. The headache caused by the shiffrey’ sinvasion was retreating and she was
eager to return and rest before morning. The thought crossed her mind that once they were away from
the achemigt’ sdomain, she might manage to evade Iraguila Ust and dip into the hinterlands of the city,
but Iraguilaand the shiffrey were her only dlies, so unless she could find somewhere to hide, she could
die from the cold. Besides, if Ghairen was as powerful asthe achemist said, then hewould surely have
her hunted down and she could rely on no support from anyone else. It might be better to remainin
Ghairen’ s household, have him suspect nothing, and keep him under her own watchful eye. Alivet bowed
to the shiffrey.

“Thank you,” she breathed.

“Defeat Ghairen,” the shiffrey replied, “and that will be dl the repayment | ask.”
Iraguila U<t tugged impatiently at Alivet’ sdeeve.

“We must go. Dawnisnot far away; we must get back whileit’still dark.”

Alivet was quick to agree. As she bent to pass under the door of the ruin, she turned and looked back,
wanting to say good-bye, but the shiffrey had aready vanished into the shadows.

“Remember her,” Iraguilasaid, softly. “ She has done us agreet favor.”

Alivet, filled with new resolve, nodded. Iraguilaled her back through the growth of the lower levels, but
ingtead of returning to the heights, they passed out through atall side door. Alivet was once more
standing outside, under the cold night sky.

“Wewill return adifferent way,” Iraguilainformed her. “1 do not wish to risk going back the way we
came—it'stoo closetofirst light.”

Thistime, sheled Alivet to adock running aong the side of the parc-verticale. There was aknot of
people gathered on the dock and Alivet hung back.

“It sdl right,” Iraguilasaid quickly. “ They arefriends”

Each member of the group was hooded and robed, clad in sweeping dark-red garments. Before she
could protest someone dipped arobe over Alivet' s head and girdled her around with amesh. It cut into
her ribs, and it was, she reflected, a good thing that she had become accustomed to the corset. She could
hardly see through the heavy folds of the hood.



“Where are we going?’ she asked.

“Bequiet!” avoice hissed. It was not that of IraguilaUst; Alivet could not even tell whether it was mae
or femde. “Wego to the cdl, and then the temple.”

Thisdid not sound encouraging and Alivet was about to say so when she glanced around to see lraguild’s
palefacefloating in the depths of her hood.

“They will get usback into the poison clan’ stower,” Iraguilawhispered. “ Do asthey say.”
“But who are they?’

“They are Sanguinants,” Iraguilasaid, asif this explained everything. “ Our principd religious order: the
Adorers of Blood. They are among those who travel to morning worship. Thisiswhy | do not wish to
take the other route—there are too many people around at this hour.”

“But weweren't dl that long in the parc-verticde, surely?’

“Y ou were under the will of the dchemist for three hours,” Iraguilasaid, disapprovingly. “1 grew quite
cold and stiff waiting for the healing to be over. Now we must go. Do as the Sanguinants do. Say
nothing.”

Leaving Alivet to digest this sartling information—for the healing had seemed to take only ashort
time—she strode away to where the Sanguinants were assembling. Alivet fdll in behind them asthey
moved away: moving two by two, murmuring asthey walked. Alivet kept her head down and tried to
look pious. What did “ Adorers of Blood” mean? Alivet decided that she would prefer not to know.
There was abrief rocking motion as they stepped onto one of the barges and were whisked away. Alivet
stood patiently, her handsfolded in front of one another in the manner of the other Sanguinants.

Why were these people helping Iraguila Ust? Perhaps these were the people of conscience of whom the
shiffrey dchemist had spoken. Maybe they objected to the injustices served upon others by Ghairen and
hisilk. In any case, Alivet was disinclined to scorn their assstance. If Ghairen was planning to wrest her
world from the Lords, she needed al the help she could muster.

Thejourney was brief. Soon, Alivet looked up to see that they were passing beneath agreat metal portd,
etched againgt the sky. Liquid poured from either side, forming cascades that hissed and frothed into the
cand. The barge became unstable and rocked, but the Sanguinants remained rigidly upright. By dint of
moving from one foot to another, Alivet managed to retain her balance, but her companion reached out a
hand and helped to steady her. Alivet was grateful for this smal show of sympathy. The wharves
between which the barge was gliding were massive, carved from gleaming red stone. Rows of stepsled
up toward aseries of platforms and Alivet saw that agroup of severa dozen people were gathered aong
the higher levels. The barge rocked to a halt.

Still moving two by two, the Sanguinants marched onto the wharf and up the steps, but before they had
reached the crowd on the higher levels, agreat booming note rang out acrossthe city. Alivet looked up
and in the growing light saw afigure with a curling horn. Once more the note sounded. The Sanguinants
climbed higher, moving swiftly. Alivet heard their feet pattering like smdl hooves againgt the stone steps.
Asthey reached thefirst platform, the horn roared out and Alivet’ s neighbor seized her by thearm and
turned her around. Moving as one, the Sanguinants poured over thelip of the platform toward the tower.
Alivet went with them, her eyesfixed firmly on her feet.

The crowd seemed expectant, even anxious. They shuffled closer toward the temple gate. A robed
figure, whom Alivet redlized to be Iraguila, seized her arm and propelled her forward. Angrily, Alivet



pulled free. A wind arose, driving through the gate and across the platform. The crowd gave astrange,
small cry. Thewind smelled of frost and asit touched Alivet she raised her arms protectively againgt her
face. When she lowered them, hoping no one had seen, the deeves of her robeswere white. Her face felt
pinched. Shetasted the snap of atiny icicle between her teeth.

Then thewind died and the platform was as before. The Sanguinants gave a collective sigh, amournful
sound in the half light. Turning, Alivet saw aspark on the far horizon, between the towers. The sunwas
rolling over the edge of theworld. Light flashed out to strike an answering note from the high gates above
them, turning them red as blood.

“What wasthat?’ shewhispered in Iraguila sear.
“The Sanguinants disdain the sun. Every morning, they pray that it will not rise”

Now that the sun was coming up, flooding the city of Ukesh with radiance, the Sanguinants were hurrying
away asif they could not bear to be touched by the light. Alivet and Iraguilawent with them, swept
through another great gate and into alabyrinth of red corridors. The Sanguinants, in their crimson robes,
reminded her of corpuscles, sailing down the veins of some vast organism. And what did that make her,
the unwilling intruder? Was she avirus, amicrobe cometo infect the world of Hathesand hedl it of its
sickness? Or would she smply be swallowed by that societal entity: consumed and neutrdized by a
poison of Ghairen’sdevisng?

It occurred to her that he might have infected her with something other than the mayjen poison, some
other toxin lurking within her bloodstream ready to prey on her mind and strike her down. But surdly the
shiffrey achemist would have said if that had been the case? After all, if she wereto be deployed asthe
ingtrument of the shiffrey’ s vengeance, then they would want to keep her aive. But Alivet did not likethe
thought of being so used, even in such anoble cause. The shock of the shiffrey’ srevelation of the woes
committed againgt them by humanswas starting to wear off. If Iraguilathought that she could control
Alivet, now that the debt of healing was repaid, then she would have to learn differently. Whatever the
wrongs suffered by the shiffrey—and they were surdly terrible—Alivet’ smain consideration had to be
Latent Emanation and her Sdter.

What about Celana? her conscience reminded her. Alivet had cometo fed sympathy for thegirl, an
unsought obligation that nagged at her like atoothache. Perhaps there would be something she could do
for Celana, too.

“Herel” Iraguilasaid, in Alivet’ s ear. She pulled Alivet to one side. The corpuscular stream of
Sanguinants flowed around them and was gone, leaving only three people in their wake.

“Thisis how we shdl return to the Poisoners Tower,” Iraguilaexplained. “My friends have been
summoned to see aresident: thisiswhy we had to vigt the alchemist last night, to fit in with their
appointment. From the resident’ s quarters, the sairs lead to Ghairen’s own apartment.”

“Why have they been summoned?’ Alivet asked.

“I do not know,” Iraguilareplied, evasively. Alivet was certain that thiswas untrue, but she did not want
to argue with the governess. Perhapsto dlay any suspicions Alivet might be entertaining, Iraguila
explaned.

“The Sanguinants see themsealves as the blood that powers the city. They undertake a constant round of
prayer and worship, from sunrise to sunset and then on to midnight, to keep the spiritua heart of the city
beating. They dso act asthe city’ senforcers, to purge socid toxins from the bloodstream of Ukesh. The
poison clans supply the means by which they do so.”



“Gharenisassgting theloca assassns, then?’
“You might put it like that. But they are not here to see Ghairen. They are visiting another Magter.”

Alivet pulled the robe more closdy over her hair, determined to keep her face out of the sight of any
monitors. The Sanguinants entered one of the elevators. Alivet cast covert glancesin their direction asthe
elevator soared upward. One of them spoke in arasping voice:

“Doesthis Master understand the situation, Raclaud?”’

“Vareyn, | believe that he does. And if it should prove that he does not, then he must be made to
understand.”

The second voice was fat with anticipation: agloating beneath the quiet words. Alivet decided that this
was as close as she ever wanted to get to the Sanguinants. She was relieved when the elevator dowed to
ahdt and the two men stepped out into an opulent entrance hdll. Iraguila, following, pulled Alivet behind
acurtain.

“Keep quiet!”

Alivet did not need to betold. She heard alow mumble of voices, abrief conversation, and then
footsteps receding down the hdll. Iraguilatook her through a nearby door and then they were out into the
garwdl. Alivet took careto count the number of flights: the Sanguinants appointment was seven flights
below Ghairen’s gpartment. What that might say about the relative socia status of the two, Alivet could

not say.

Alivet held her bresth asthey stepped into Ghairen’s halway, but the place was silent, with an
early-morning fed.

“Do you have your key?’
Alivet held out the bloodied splinter of glass. Iraguilainserted it into the lock.

“Here)” shesad, handing Alivet atwist of paper. “Takethisif you fed tired today. Ghairen must suspect
nothing.”

“What isit?” Alivet asked.

“Quickly, now,” wasal that Iraguilawould say. A moment later, Alivet was back in her bedroom, staring
out over the red dawn light of Ukesh as though nothing had happened.



Tower of the Poisoners, Hathes

Alivet, unhooking the numerous fastenings of her garmentsin order to bathe, found that her fingerswere
trembling. She could not stop yawning: great gaping yawns that felt as though her face was splitting in
haf. Thiswasafineway to start aworking day. Ghairen would surely notice her fatigue, especidly if she
fell adeep with her head among the crucibles.

Dressed in her shift, she sat down on the bed and examined the paper twist that Iraguilahad given her.
Unwrapping it, shefound that it contained a pale powder. Experimentally, shelicked her finger, then
caught up afew grains and rubbed them over her gums. After amoment, her mouth grew numb. The
powder was astimulant, then, probably some kind of amphetamine like the powder extracted from the
leaves of the hermetic plants, to give swiftness and speed of thought. They also made your teeth chatter
for hoursat atime,

Despite her fatigue, Alivet frowned. She did not approve of such drugs. There was no spiritual element to
them; they were purely acrutch to help folk get through the day, and that was a good way to develop an
addiction. If Ghairen asked, she would smply say that she had not dept and reproach him for giving her
sufficient cause for insomnia. She wrapped the twist of paper and put it in adrawer by the bed. Then she
bathed, dressed once morein her confining clothes, and left the room.

To her relief Ghairen was not present at breskfast. The only other occupants of the dining room were the
shiffrey servant and Celana. Alivet regarded her with interest. The girl wore her usua sullen expression,
but there was aglaze of tirednessin her eyes. Alivet entirely sympathized with that, but it did raise the
question of why Cedlanawas so weary this early in the morning. Maybe she' d been having night
escapades of her own. Alivet suppressed awry smile. No onein Ghairen's household seemed ableto
keep to their beds. There was amore sinister explanation, however, which Alivet did not fed up to
contemplating.

“Good morning, Celana,” shesaid, primly.

Celanaglanced at her, but did not reply. Alivet found hersdf startled at the content of that glance. It
contained akind of wary desperation, asif the girl waslonging to reach out, yet did not know how.

“Areyou dl right?’ Alivet asked, in an undertone.

“Cedanaisalittletired thismorning, aren’t you, my dear?’ Ghairen gppeared in the doorway and adozen
cursesran through Alivet’ smind. “She didn’'t deep well last night.”

At least he had given her an opening. Alivet put her head in her hands and rubbed her eyes.
“Neither did 1.”

“Indeed?’ Ghairen’s eyeswidened. “And why wasthat?’

“Nightmares,” Alivet said sourly. “Of death.”

“We are amorbid little gathering this morning. Perhaps | should give you something this evening to help
you deep. We can't have you going al brooding on us, now can we?’



Ghairen was unusudly arch today, Alivet reflected. She forced hersdf to smile.
“I’'m sureit was nothing,” shesaid. “I'll befinetonight. It'sjust that | may bealittle dow in our work.”

“Don’t betoo dow,” Ghairen said, and the avuncular benevolence was entirely absent now. “After dl,
we don't have agreeat ded of time.”

“I'mwell aware of that.”
“May | be excused from my lessonstoday?’ Celana asked abruptly.

“Y oumay not. Y ou must learn discipline, Cdlana. Therewill doubtless betimesin your life when you will
be hungry, thirsty, tired, or ill, and you can let none of these things stand in the way of your work. It is not
an easy lesson, but best that you learn it now while you are till young. Consider Alivet, who has come
here under the mogt difficult circumstances and yet isin the a chematorium every day, working with awill.
Isthat not so, Alivet?’

“I dowhat | haveto do,” Alivet said, “nothing more.”

“As Cdanamust learn. Have you finished your breskfast? Then go to your governess. And tell her that |
should like to see her later, before lunch. | need to discuss a matter with her.”

When she heard this, Alivet’ s skin started to prickle. It suddenly seemed wholly possible that Ghairen
knew of the previous night’ s adventures, and would take Iraguilato task for it. If that was the case, then
she could not permit Iraguilato take sole responsibility. Her thoughts were racing and she forced herself
to put a hdt to her own paranoia. Wait and see. Perhaps it was something el se entirely that Ghairen
wanted to discuss with Iraguila, and it was only her own fears that were leading her to the worst possible
conclusion. Y et she felt that everything Ghairen said to one person was aimed at another, that there were
S0 many layers and complexitiesto his speech that one looked for the meaning behind the words and not
the ostensible intent. She pushed her empty plate away and stood up.

“Let’sget to work, then,” shesaid.

Light-headed though she was from lack of deep, the processes of the morning' s preparations were
soothing and familiar. Alivet went mechanicaly through her work, adding eement upon eement to the
crucible, building up blocks of dchemica materiads. A touch of flame here, the cooling water there, and
then the transfer to the pelican vessdl for the next stage. At least she had work inwhich to lose herself
and was not merdly aprisoner held immobilein acell. That must be true torture, Alivet thought: to St day
after day with only the meaningless repetition of mealsto bresk the monotony. Whereasin her present
Stuation, the end was coming toward her at speed, whether it waslife or death. And that death had at
least been rendered more distant by the dchemidt’ sintervention. The knowledge that she was no longer
facing the threat of atoxic demise was an enormous weight off her mind.

Alivet did not fed that she was a coward. The thought of cringing away from degth did not gpped to her:
she had come too close to the world beyond during the course of the Searches not to know how best to
suppress her fear. No, empty captivity, never knowing when the end might come, would be worse. She
wondered whether thiswas how Inki felt, day after day in the palace of the Lords, yet presumably with
work to keep her busy and tasks to accomplish.

Had Inki managed to carve out some kind of meaningful lifefor herself, despite the immense condraints
imposed upon her? Alivet hoped that thiswas 0, but the memory of her sster’ s empty eye socket



continued to preoccupy her. And what about her aunt Elitta? With asurge of horror, Alivet realized that
she had hardly given her aunt athought since she had come into the clutches of the Poison Master. Had
the anube passed on Alivet’ s message? Was Elittanow in the rdlative safety of the fens, or languishing in
anUnpriest’scdl?

Asif he had read her mind, Ghairen put ahand on Alivet’s shoulder as she bent over the smaller
crucibles.

“Y ou look exhausted, Alivet. Tell me about these nightmares. There might be aremedy for them.”

“I toldyou,” Alivet said. “1 dreamed of death.” And then something—perhaps no more than the
momentum of her previous thoughts—compelled her to add, “And | dreamed of my sigter.”

“What did you dream?’ Ghairen’ svoice waslow, amost hypnotic.

“1 saw her inthe palace of the Lords of Night—shewas as| glimpsed her afew days ago. Her eye was
missng.”

“I see. Wdll, that isahalmark of those who have been touched by the Lords.”

Alivet swung to face him. “1 know that. And some of the Enbonded, once freed, lose their minds, or the
power of gpeech. Many of them have only one eye. They are the lucky ones, the oneswho make it out of
Enbondment. But what does it mean? What happensto their eyes? Do you know? Thereisarumor that
the Lords make Unpriests of them and that iswhy they are allowed to leave servitude.”

Ghairen |ooked genuinely troubled. “I have theories and hunches, not facts. To you, the Lords appear to
be creatures of immense whimsicdity, performing random acts for the sake of Smple amusement. | have
reason to believe that thisis not the case—though it is possibly true of the Unpriests.” He grimaced. “I
don't like such people. They usetheir power irrespongbly, for their own ends.”

Coming from someone who was dlegedly planning to take over her world, Alivet found thisahbit much,
but of course she could not say so. She turned angrily back to the foaming crucible.

“Y ou say that the Lords are not whimsical. What arethey, then?’

“| told you before. They are corrupt. | think that there were once good reasons for everything that they
do—for the Enbonding, for the restrictionsimposed upon the population, even for the blinding. But now
those reasons have atrophied into nothing more than custom and control.”

“But what could the reasons possibly have been? Why should one race assume control over another for
any reason other than power and endavement?’ Might aswell hear how Ghairen would justify himsdif,
Alivet thought.

“To asss them, perhaps? At least in the beginning. A form of benign dictatorship—or maybe not
dictatorship at dl but agenuine effort to help.”

“WEéll, they’ ve been going about it in a strange manner, then,” Alivet snapped.
Ghairen smiled. “I told you—they have become corrupt.”

“And so must be chalenged?”’

“And so must be changed, or sent elsewhere.”

“Changed how?’



But Ghairen did not reply.

“Say we could send them somewhere el se—back to where they come from. What then?’ Alivet asked.
She could not bring hersdf to look him directly in the eye, afraid that he would read her knowledge of his
intentions. Instead, she bent low over the workbench to hide her face.

“Then your people will be freeto follow whatever path they think best,” Ghairen replied, smoothly. “How
are you getting on with those preparations?’

“Wel enough. The structureis holding. This combination of eements seems more stablethan thelast.”
“I'm pleased to hear it. | will stop pestering you with chatter, then, and get on with my own work.”

Heturned to go. Alivet waited until he was out of the achematorium, then went to sit down on the
workbench. Fatigue hit her like a sudden blow. She would not deep, shewould only close her eyesfor a

She awoke to discover that the crucible had boiled dry. An acrid smoke was curling about the ceiling of
the alchematorium and her eyeswere red and watering. A thick resdue remained, coating the crucible
likerudt. Alivet rose, feding stiff and duggish. She wondered what the time might be, but though she went
to the window and drew aside the blind, the chilly light seemed unchanged. Sighing, Alivet picked up the
crucible and examined the residue. It crumbled against the glass in a soft shower. It resembled dried
blood, glittering with golden flecks.

The lessonsthat Alivet had been taught early onin her training, about wasting materias, and a so about
therole of serendipity in scientific investigation, returned to her now.

Carefully, she scraped the residue from the crucible and placed it in the Philosopher’ s Egg. Later, when
she had finished the rest of the testing, she would draw up a schematic for the anadlyss of the resdue.
Chanceswerethat it would proveto be of limited interest, but one never knew.

Asshewasfinishing thelast of the tests, the door of the a chematorium opened and Ghairen regppeared.
“Alivet?Y ou reworking very hard. | expected you a lunch—you must be hungry aswell astired.”

Alivet forbore to remind him that she was locked in the a chematorium, and it depended on Ghairen
himsalf asto what time she was summoned to her medls. She felt sure that he had indeed returned to the
achematorium and found her deeping. Y et the red gaze was as quileless as ever.

“Thank you for your concern,” she said, politely. Wasthat aflicker of amusement in hisface?“Yes, | find
that | am hungry. Perhaps | might take my lunch alittle late?’

“Actudly, it sdready dinnertime.”
“I seem to have let my work absorb me,” Alivet remarked.
“Commendably diligent. Do you have much left to do?”

“No.” It wasn't true: she had aworld of tasksto finish and they were running out of time, but she felt too
weary to proceed and if she carried out any more work today, she was bound to make mistakes.

Ghairen held the door open for her to leave. As she passed through he said, “Alivet? | am well aware of
scientific methodology. Thereisarolefor dreamswithin the practice.”

Was hetdling her that he had caught her deeping and was prepared to forgive her for it? Well, she



would take whatever ground he was prepared to concede.

“Dreams” sad Alivet, pointedly, “are very important.” She did not wait to see him smile.



Tower of the Poisoners, Hathes

Pleading fatigue once more, Alivet asked to be served her dinner in her room and Ghairen agreed. He
seemed mildly disgppointed, but Alivet dismissed this. He could hardly be longing for her company, after
al. Now that the dullness brought on by her afternoon deep had worn off, Alivet was making plans. As
soon as the household was quiet, she intended to go exploring again. But the chance did not come.

She was washing her face in the basin when there was a soft knock at the door.
“Whoisit?’

“It'sme,” Ghairen’ svoice said. The door opened dowly.

“Ghairen? What do you want?’

“Areyou very tired?’

She hesitated amoment too long for conviction. “I’'mdl right.”

“I redize that locking you into your room every night is hardly the act of athoughtful host. | wondered
whether you might liketo join mefor adrink.”

“Here?”
“In my rooms”

It was't so much the prospect of alate-night drinking session with Ghairen that appealed asit wasthe
thought of seeing his rooms and perhaps gaining some further clue asto what wasredly going on. And if
he believed her Hill to be under the influence of the mayjen toxin, he was unlikely to try to poison her

again.
“Very wdl,” Alivet sad.

His eyes widened; she got the impression that he had been expecting her to decline. “ Then come
through,” he said, gesturing toward the door.

Alivet, burning with curiogity, followed him across the hall. Ghairen unlocked the door with asmall black
devicelike apin, which he then placed into alittle case. It vanished into his pocket. Alivet took careful
note as she stepped through the door. A faint light came from a source that she could not immediately
identify. It took amoment before she redlized that it was coming from the plants that lined onewall. They
were ferns, and their fronds glowed with asoft inner radiance. Their light was sufficient to show her that
the room was large, with bookcases dong the opposite wall. The walls themsel ves were paneled,
cresting an impression of gloom. In the center of the room stood a divan, covered in black velvet. Before
it was atable, on which lay acollection of glass globes. Soft rugs lay beneath Alivet’ sfeet. Thisroom
waslike the rest of the gpartment: luxurious yet somber. In the far corner, closeto alarge and ornamental
desk, was another door, and thiswasfirmly shut.

Alivet went over to the table to look at the globes. Each one was exquisite, containing dl manner of glass



creatures. Anemones and sea horses were captured in aquamarine light; salamanders hissed from glass
fireand atiny serpent coiled between the fronds of avitrified fern. When Alivet looked more closdly,
however, she saw that the creatures were real. She took a step back. There was something terrible about
the glass globes; their occupants frozen at the moment of degth.

“They belonged to Arylde,” Ghairen murmured, lighting alamp. “Come and St down.”
Alivet perched primly on the edge of the divan.
“Would you like somewine?’

Alivet hesitated. Caution told her to decline: it was dl very well to drink at dinner, but here in thismore
intimate setting, the prospect made her wary. But it had been along, grimy day and she heard hersdlf say,
“Thank you.”

Ghairen poured aglassfor her and onefor himself.

“It' sareasonable vintage, | think.” He held it up to the light; it was ruby golden in the glass.
“I’m not a.connoisseur.”

Hesmiled & her. “Nether am1.”

Cautioudy, Alivet spped it. The wine tasted smoky and sweet, not particularly strong. But she knew
from painful experience that appearances could be deceptive.

“How’s Celanatoday?’ she asked.

“Aswdl asever.”

“And your other daughters?’

“Rymaiswith her mother. Ladeiné has been studying.”
Alivet despised herself for asking the next question.
“Do thelr mothersvigt often?”

“No,” Ghairen said, with ameasured look. “| rarely see them. Both alliances were palitical. Ryma's
mother isthe daughter of a prominent member of the Soret. Ladeinéisthe child of an heiress. Hathanass
law encourages brief contract marriages. My youngest daughters are the product of such.”

“And your firgt wife?’

“I married her for love.” Ghairen poured more wine, leaned back upon the divan. “Arylde Galu. Shewas
one of the beauties of her generation.” Hefell glent.

“Youmust missher,” Alivet said inadequatdly.
Hisfacewasblegk. “Lifeiscertainly quieter.”
“And you never found out who poisoned her?’

“No. And what about you, Alivet? Do you leave alover behind in Levanah?’ He spoke with care, and it
was only then that she redlized he was dready alittle drunk.



“I don't have alover. A few casud affairs, nothing more. My life hasrevolved around my work.”
“Doyou find it rewarding? Or merely necessary?’

“Both. But it'smeant thet I ve had little time for love.”

“What about Genever Thant?’

“Hewas my employer, not my lover. | hardly think | could have gppeded to him.”

Ghairen smiled again, with more than a shade of bitterness. “ Don’'t underestimate the power young
women can have over middle-aged men.”

“I’ve dwaysthought it was the other way round.”

“Political power, yes. Economic, certainly. Sexua power? That'swhere shadowslie. That’swherethe
tables can be turned.”

He spokeidly, but she knew he waslooking in her direction. She could fedl his gaze boring into her. She
took aquick sip of wine and choked.

“Areyou dl right?” Ghairen edged next to her and patted her on the back. The coughing subsided.
Ghairen did not move away. “1 get the impression you' re not used to wine. Well, wiser to stick to drugs.
Asthe old saying goes, Alcohol provokesfits of madness; opium provokes fits of wisdom.* ”

“Maybe s0,” Alivet said sourly. “But they' re dill fits.” She glanced a him. The mask waswell in place
once more: amusement, challenge, sexud confidence. He reached out and touched the back of his hand
to her face. Then he said, very softly, “Come here”

“Ghairen, | don't think—" Her voicefaltered. That hardly sounded convincing. Only days ago she had
been prepared to strike Hilliet Kightly whereit hurt for just such aproposal. Kightly had been repulsive,
but essentialy harmless. Unfortunately, Ghairen invoked a different set of parameters. Hedid to his
knees beside her and took her hands. Alivet froze.

“| told you about power,” he murmured into her ear. “Which of us has power over the other? Do you
want to find out?’

“I think it'saready obvious” Alivet said. To her dismay her voice sounded high, and alittle frantic. His
breath was warm on her neck. Lightly, hisfingerstraced her hands.

“What if | weretotell you that | find it hard to breathe in your presence? That | can’'t stop looking at
you? That al | can think about istouching you?’ Very gently, he began to kiss her throat.

He was playing games again, she thought, staring grimly over Ghairen’s shoulder, but it had become very
difficult to think. And then he said, “ Alivet. Look a me.” Shelooked into hisface and the mask was
gone. She saw uncertainty, and longing, and need.

“An?

Ghairen took her facein his hands and kissed her mouth. His eyesfluttered closed. He tasted of wine.
She forgot about poison, about Celana. She felt as though she' d been ignited. He touched her breasts
and gasped. Alivet pulled him back onto the divan, her fingerstangled in hisslky hair. Through the
roaring in her head, however, she did not forget the key in Ghairen’ s pocket. She dipped her hand into
his robes and around hiswaist. Iraguila had told her that he wore armor: if thiswas so, he was not



wearing it now. Her hand grazed a soft under-robe, then cool skin. Finally she found the pocket, arching
her hips underneath him in amixture of distraction and genuine response. Ghairen groaned. The key was
in her hand, but then hisfull weight was on her and a determined hand was aready pushing aside her
skirts. Desire was transformed into sudden panic.

“No, stop, stop it!”

Hewasimmediatdly gill. He gave her asingle, searching glance and sat up, breathing hard. “Alivet, I'm
sorry. | thought—never mind. | didn’t mean to push you so fast.” His expresson was rueful.

Alivet stood up shakily. The room was spinning and she put out a hand to steady hersdlf. She was not
aureif it wasthewine, or something in that wine, or just Ghairen.

“Itisn'tthat | don’t want...”
“My timing could have been better,” he murmured.
“I think 1 should go back to bed. Alone.”

After amoment, Ghairen nodded. She could till read the need in his eyes. He rubbed his hands over his
face. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”



Tower of the Poisoners, Hathes

A littlelater, as sheinserted Ghairen’ skey into the lock of her bedroom door, Alivet thought: All my
weapons are small ones. But even smal weapons could be useful, if used in theright way. If her foray
was successful and she did not get caught, she would undertake some further exploration of the
apartment. All those locked doors, sealed secrets. ..

She sole quietly acrossthe halway and paused before Ghairen’ sdoor. If he caught her sidling into his
room, & least she had an excuse: she would ssammer gpologiesfor her earlier flight, tell him she had
solenthekey justin case...

And would you also give himwhat he wants? avoice asked ingde her mind. Thetrouble was, Alivet
thought, it wasn't only Ghairen’ s needs that were preoccupying her. The memory of him was so strong
that he might as well have been standing beside her. She took a breath and opened the door.

The room was quiet and empty. The sight of the divan brought memories back with arush. Tryingto
ignore them, Alivet stole acrossto the far Sde, and inserted the key into the lock of the next door. She
peered through. Thisroom was much smaler and the wallswere a so paneled. A bed stood on the far
sde of the room: Ghairen lay within it, sorawled on his back amid asea of dark robes. One arm was
flung upward and his face was turned toward her. In deep, he looked solemn, even sad. She had to resist
the urge to dideinto bed beside him. Think of poison, thelittleinner voice suggested. Think of murder .
Rductantly, Alivet turned away.

Theroom itself was strangely augtere. Alivet, if she had imagined Ghairen’ sbedroom at dl, had pictured
decadence, but thisroom was spare in its decoration. The only ornament was afigure standing in one
corner: acarving the height of aman. AsAlivet’s eyes adjusted to the light she saw that it had four faces,
looking out to every direction. It was very smilar to the statue that they had seen beneath the Night
Pdace and Alivet’ s kin crawled. There were too many connections between Ghairen and the Lords of
Night for comfort; the pull of desire became somewhat less.

The face turned to the room was male, but at one side Alivet could see awoman’sflowing hair. It was
impossible to say what the other faces might be: they lay in shadow, or behind the figure. Itsarmswere
raised before it, the hands placed together. It was made of aglossy black stone and the dim light of the
ferns touched gleaming specks within the statue, asif it contained mica. Now that she could see more
clearly, Alivet noticed that the air around Ghairen’ s bed was a so shimmering, like looking through a heet
haze. Wéll, it stood to reason that he had some additional form of protection.

She stepped softly back through the bedroom door and into the main room. The desk was of the sort
that rolled open. Very carefully, Alivet drew it down, grateful that she had had the foresight to wear her
gloves. Shedid not like the prospect of leaving fingerprints over the surface of the desk, and who knew
what trgps Ghairen might havelaid.

The desk wasfull of papers. Alivet leafed through them with interest, noting diagrams and achemical
formulas. It seemed that these were Ghairen’ sworking notes. Afraid that they would rustle, she did not
remove them from the desk, but reached to the back of the compartment, feeling for dchemical phids.
She found nothing. So she began to examine the documents. She could just about see by the light of the
ferns, but soon her eyes began to fed strained and the papers meant nothing to her. Just afew more



At the very bottom of the desk lay asmall, folded piece of paper. Alivet pulled it out and opened it up. It
was yet another diagram: a sequence of oblongs and lines. As she was puzzling over this, therewasa
sound from the bedroom. Hastily, Alivet stuffed the paper into her pocket and closed the desk. There
were footsteps coming across the bedroom floor, soft and purposeful. Alivet fled across the room, her
flying feet muffled by the rugs. As she twitched the door open, shelooked back, haf hoping to see him
gtanding there.

But it was Celana. She stood at the entrance to her father’ s bedroom, dressed in anight shift. Shewas
garing directly at Alivet, who froze. Celana’ s mouth turned down, but she made no sound. Turning, she
drifted back into the shadows like aghost and the spell was broken. Alivet sumbled from Ghairen's
rooms and into the hallway, where she closed the forbidden door as quietly as she could behind her.

Back in her own bedroom, she waited for afew minutes, but the halway remained silent. She looked
down at the key in her hand. Might aswell useit now that she had it, though the thought of Smply
crawling into bed and going to deep was most aluring. Alivet’ sfingers closed upon the key. One more
little foray, she decided. Thistime, shewould find out what lay behind the locked door on the other side
of the halway. Once more, Alivet ventured forth.

At fird, the key seemed tiff in the lock, but then the door swung open. Alivet found hersdf in anarrow,
dark passage. It smdled old: ancient materia, musty with dust. The walswere paneled with meta; as she
stepped through, she heard afaint humming and the walls began to glow. There wasjust enough light by
which to see. Alivet hastened onward. The passage twisted and turned, asmall maze in the heart of the
Poisoners Tower. Shetraversed anarrow flight of steps, up, and then down again. At last, afraid that
she might lose her bearings, Alivet came upon two more doors: set opposite to one another, knee-highin
thewdl|.

Arylde Galu. She was one of the beauties of her generation. | married her for love.

The room in which Ghairen dept had been so severe, with no trace of feminine comforts. Had Arylde
dept there, too, or had she occupied her own room? Alivet thought of a shrine, whispering with echoes;
of the glass globes. She thrust the key into the lock of the left-hand door and opened it.

Something loomed out of the darkness, tentacles coiling. Alivet sumbled back with adtifled cry. The
thing sprang after her. She pushed it away. It fdll into the cupboard and was till. After amoment,
shaking, Alivet discerned the outlines of a cleaning device: the bag, the tubes, the brasswhedls. She
dammed the cupboard shut. Perhaps the second door would be more rewarding.

Again, thelock was stiff and the door stuck. No longer caring about long-dead wives, or the threat of
discovery, Alivet gaveit asingle hard shove. It opened. She looked through, into her own room, seen
from the other sde. The passage led right through the gpartment, presumably past the dchematorium
above, then down again. The only mysterious woman in Ghairen's present world was, it seemed, hersdif.

Sun, Moon, Mars, Mercury, Jupiter, Venus, Saturn, Trine, Sextile, Dragon’s Head, Dragons Tail: |
charge you to guard this house from all spirits whatever, and guard it from all disorders, and
from anything being taken wrongly, and give this family good health and wealth.

Inscription on Elizabethan house in Burnley



Mortlake, London Spring 1582

Dee had spent the morning of that fateful day in conversation with aMr. Clerkson, aman who served as
an agent for servers and mediums. Over the past few weeks, Clerkson had paraded a procession of
likely fellows before Dee: roving scholars and runagates, chapmen and cozenors. After recaiving thefifth
such person, gtinking and shifty, Dee had taken the agent aside.

“Look, it cannot be borne, this motley collection of piss-prophets and Kit Callots that you keep bringing
before me. My wife has atongue like averitable shrew, but for once she has been complaining with good
reason.”

“They aredl practiced men,” protested Clerkson.

“Yes, but practiced in what? What good is ascryingman to me if he can sammer no morethan ‘| seea
dark man upon the road when themoon isnew’ or ‘ Thereisadevil in the wainscoting' ? | need firm
answers and a knowledge of the lore behind them. Besides, | do not want to have to lock up the silver
every time such a person comesto the door.”

“Y our reasoning issound,” the agent admitted, with very poor grace.
“Then find me aman who knowswhat heis about.”
“| shal domy best.”

That morning, Clerkson had appeared at the gate with an expression of moon-faced smugness and aman
a hissde.

“This,” said the agent, with the air of one who plucks agold coin from the gutter, “is Edward Tabot.”

Dee regarded the man. He was young, perhapsin his middle twenties, with chestnut hair of afashionable
cut. His color was high, suggesting a choleric disposition, and Dee wasinclined to think that Clerkson
had discounted his stern warnings and brought along some mere roaring boy. But Talbot's manner was
curious. he muttered to himsalf benesth his bregth as he looked about the garden. Puzzled, Dee listened.

“Oh yes, thisisvery fine, most fineindeed: here we have lavender, here white poppy and thyme, to be
planted when the March moon is new. And here thelittle clover of the Trinity and gillyflower...”

He knew his herbs, Dee thought, but did he know anything else? There was a hectic ardor beneath the
young man’s manner that suggested madness, but this was no bad thing in ascryer, whose work was by
its very nature prone to attract those who were touched by the moon. Dee had no quarrel with such Tom
O'Bedlams, but he did have a problem with rogues and Talbot was wearing a strange garment akinto a
cowl, which hid his ears. Dee would have liked alook at those ears, to seeif they had been clipped for
coining.

“Mr. Tdbot,” he said, firmly, and at once Talbot was al attention, like adog that has been called to hed!.
“Shall we venture within? | should like to seeyou at your art.”

Oncethey were insde the study, Dee ushered Clerkson out the door and told him to wait. Then he found



asegt for the young Edward Ta bot, who was gazing around the study with entranced fascination, and
placed the obsidian mirror before him. Tabot’ s eyes grew wide.

“Black asnight and solid asair,” he said.

“Quites0,” Deesad, crisply. “Let usseeif you have as great atdent for seeing beyond theworld's
confines as you have for remarking upon the obvious.”

Tabot gave agreat laugh at this. Then, sobering, he stared into the mirror. He did not undertake any of
the mystical incantations or curious passes so favored by Clerkson’susud clients, nor did hefeigna
trance. He smply looked.

“What do you see?’ Dee asked, urgently.

“| see an archangd, four-faced, spinning upon aglobe,” Tabot replied. Dee found himsalf gripping the
edges of thetable.

“Doesit gpeak?’

“It speaks,” Tabot said. His gaze was asintent as ever, Dee noticed, but there was an odd glaze over his
eyes, akind of milky film with fire behind it. He had never seen such athing before.

“It says,” Tabot went on, and now his voice seemed subtly changed, “that to achieve your goa, you
must consult both Steganographia and The Book of Soyga.”

Dee sank into anearby chair, his hands trembling. He now had both worksin his possession, but there
was no way that Talbot could be aware of this. Both werefilled with Cabalistic invocations, with lists of
spirit names, but he had wondered about the value of The Book of Soyga, which seemed incomplete.

“Ismy Book of Soyga of any usefulness?’ he asked.

“The book was reveded to Adam in paradise by the good angels of God,” Talbot replied. “If properly
congtrued, it revealsthe language of the universeitsdf. But man has made little use of it, for though he
possessed comprehension of its purpose, the knowledge has been logt.”

“Log?”

“Others have taken the high road to the stars, traveling through the small spaces of the universe across
vast distances. | see them: dark-eyed men, with sallow complexions. The angd saysthat they came from
the east, from Araby and Egypt. They have founded colonies and learned much.”

“What does the language do?’ Dee asked in awhisper.

“It opensaway between the worlds. Here, we are upon Makuth—the Earth itself. The language will
grant you passage to the other worlds: to Y esod, Hod, Netzach, and beyond. It does so by means of
mathematica incantations—they are not mere spells, as a cunning witch might summon some spirit to run
errands. Thelanguage of angdsisthelanguage of the universe; its words have the power to make or
unmakeredlity.”

“Donot dl spellsdo this?’

“Spellsare an imperfect copy of thisfundamenta tongue. The language of the universe enables those who
understand it to unpick the fabric of redity, to weave and stitch the universein adifferent way and travel
between the cracks. Such alanguage will be given to you.”



“Y ou spoke of the spheres depicted by the Cabaa. Is my Meta Incognita such aworld?’
Tabot began to stammer, as though speaking in tongues. Dee reached out and gripped him by thewrigt.
“Ansver mel”

“Yes, itissuchaworld. It isthe nearest world in this syslem—I do not know what the angel means, it
cdlstheworld an ‘emanation.’ | do not think that they percelveredity in the same way that we do. They
speak of ‘emanations and "membranes’ to describe the spheres. they appear to see different levels of
existences. But the world of MetaIncognitaisthe onethat the Cabalacdls Y esod. There are others
within the system. The Eastern people have already made a civilization upon one of them, and | see
others, too: strangefolk, no longer men.”

Tabot's eyes were now entirely opague and as Dee watched in horror, asingle tear of blood crept from
the corner of the young man'’sleft eye and snaked down his cheek.

“| can seetoo much,” hecried. “I can see between worlds.”

“Tabot, enough.” Dee leaned forward and snatched the mirror away. “Y ou will do yoursdlf harm—no
more.”

Tabot blinked. The film was gone. He reached ahand to his cheek and stared at the red smear upon his
fingers

“Itishardto seesofar,” he said, wonderingly. “Human eyes are not the same asthose of the angels.
They are adifferent kind of creature atogether.”

“Y ou have done very wdll,” Dee said. Against the more ruthless part of his nature he added, “But |
cannot | et you proceed if thereisrisk of injury.”

Tabot shook hishead. “1 need practiceinthisnew art, that isdl. Thisisnot like the usua manner of
sorying.”

“No,” Dee agreed. “It most assuredly isnot.” And went down into the hal to tell Clerkson that his client
would be hired.

That evening, the sky over London turned to afiery crimson: the color of the garnetsthat folk used to
banish melancholy and restore the spirits. But in this instance, the omens were wrong.

Mortlake, London Winter 1582

Dee locked the door of the study behind him and sank into his chair. He so didiked these arguments;
they upset him for days and they had become increasingly more frequent since the scryer had come into
hislife and household. The young man was amenace, no doubt about it, but unfortunately there could
a0 belittle doubt about his spiritud gifts. Dee needed him, and the man who had been calling himself
Edward Talbot knew it.

Tabot had spent some monthsin Dee' s household, working on the tongue of the angels: the language that
would, if used correctly, unravel and remake the universe itsdlf. It had become atempestuous
relationship: Talbot was dternatively choleric and melancholic, spinning from oneto the other likea



child' stop and mercilessy whipped by his moods. He was never sanguine and rarely phlegmatic; there
was not enough moisturein him, to Deg smind.

Deetook careto put such foods as whey and curds before his guest to induce phlegm, and kept him
away from cabbage and spleen, but it did little good. He had aways been thus, Tabot informed him,
even asan infant. Thissurprised Deg, for as everyone knew, children were both phlegmatic and usudly
tended toward the sanguine as they grew older. Tabot was clearly an exceptiona case and Dee
wondered whether the heat and drynessin him corresponded in some manner to hisfacility for angdlic
converse. Whatever the reason, Tabot was an explosive presence in the household and Jane hated him.

Dee dghed. If Katherine had still lived, perhaps she would not have taken againgt Tabot, for she, too,
had been melancholic. But his new wife, Jane, was young and brisk and prone to marvel ous rages when
she thought that someone might be trying to cozen her husband. And when Deg' s suspicions about
Tabot’ s conviction for forging had been proved correct, Jane had become incandescent with fury.

Dee could not help but appreciate her devotion, but it did not improve the atmosphere. When Talbot had
stormed from the house, crying that he would not be treated thus, Dee had never expected to seethe
young man again. But in amatter of weeks, Tabot was back, dl smiles and enthusiasm, and mentioning
asamatter of passing interest that he had been traveling under an assumed name. Hisreal one, it seemed,
was Edward Keley. Despite searching questions about the deception, the matter had never been
satisfectorily explained.

Now the angry voices of Jane and Kelley could be heard al theway up herein the study, sizzling through
the cracksin the floorboards like wasps. Dee looked around the study in despair: at the globes and
maps, the parchments contai ning the haf-completed annotations of the universa tongue, and sghed once
more. He needed both Kelley and Jane. But there was a good chance that one of them might day the
other before the task of deciphering the universal language was complete. If a gate to another world had
opened before Dee then, he would have sprung through it asthough Heme' s hounds were at hisvery
heels and not looked back.



Tower of the Poisoners, Hathes

Alivet sat on the bed, curaing her own stupidity. The parchment lay in her lap. What would Ghairen do if
he found it was gone? Would he even notice? She picked up the parchment and studied it. It was very
old—she could see the cracksin its surface—but it had been protected with aflexible laminated film,
doubtlessto keep it from falling into pieces. The diagram that it depicted made little sense: an ova indde
atriangle, with linesradiating from it. Struck by an idea, Alivet fetched the book caled Cabala and
leafed throughiit, but at first none of the diagrams seemed to match. But as she wasflicking through the
pages, she came across afamiliar image. Astonished, Alivet let the book fall to her lap. Theimage was
part of yet another diagram: a series of circles connected by lines, and thistime, theimage was the same
as the one on the parchment. But this diagram had pictures.

The lowest circle contained an image of awoman’sface, her hair billowing around it like the rays of the
sun. Fromthiscircle, alineled directly upward to a second sphere, in which was shown a creature with
an anube' sface and four legs. From here, two more linesled out in opposite directions. oneto acircle
containing athing very like ashiffrey, and the second to the image of aplant.

Light was beginning to dawn: both book and parchment alike depicted no random sequence of symbols,
but amap of the worlds. The sphere with the anube was surely Latent Emanation, and the sphere with
the shiffrey must be Hathes. In that case, could the circle with the woman’ sface denote the Origin? Yet it
wasthefifth sphere that had initidly caught Alivet’ s attention, for in this circle was aman, bound to the
shape of across. It was the same image as her pendant. L ettering stood besideit: Tiphareth. Alivet
frowned. Was thisthe name of the man? Patiently, she pored over the next few pages of the book until
she found the word again:

Tiphareth, also called the “ Lesser Countenance,” or Melekh: the King. Its order are the
Malachim, the Messengers. Itsimage is that of the sacrificed god.

Alivet pulled the pendant from her dress. The sacrificed god. Well, the man bound to the cross certainly
looked dead. She puzzled over the pendant and the diagram for alittle longer, until the words of the
book began to blur before her eyes. Then, turning off the lamp, she climbed into bed and lay staring into
the darkness.

Next morning, Ghairen unlocked the door, but did not comeinto Alivet’sroom. He said nothing about
the missing key, nor did he make any reference to the previous evening. He looked both tired and
haunted.

“Good morning,” hesad.
“Good morning.” Alivet felt equally subdued.



“I hope you dept wel?’

“Wdl enough. Thank you.”

They looked at one another for amoment. Ghairen seemed about to say something else, but hesitated.
“I ought to get to work,” Alivet said quickly, to conced her discomfort.

Henodded. “I’ll ask the maid to bring you tea.”

Oncein the achematorium, Alivet took up the Philosopher’ s Egg containing the residue, then picked up
thetall glass container and put it carefully ingde the water-bath. She watched as the water began to heat
up and tiny bubbles started to crystallize around the base of the egg. Looking through the transparent
neck of the egg, she saw that the glistening residue had did down the side to form amolten pool at the
bottom. With these preparations under way, Alivet took an aembic from the equipment cupboard and
filled it haf full of antimony. She set thison astand and lit aflame beneath it. It would be necessary for
both substances to reach the liquid stage together. And then the familiar processes of the alchemical art
would be carried out: dissolution, evaporation, crystallization, digtillation, cacination, and many more.
With the sensation of Ghairen’ stouch till sharp in her memory, she felt asthough she had passed through
asmilar process hersdlf.

Oncethedchemica preparations were complete, she would see what kind of substance resulted. And if
it appeared to be stable, she would test it. The antimony must be watched, however, for it had a
lamentable tendency to ignite. Alivet sat down on anearby stool, tucking her skirts under the workbench,
and waited. She heard the door open behind her, but was too intent on watching the heating antimony to
turn around.

“Ghairen?’ she asked nervoudy. “Isthat you?’
“No,” asmdl voicesad. “It' sme.”

Alivet glanced up, to see Cdlana standing in the entrance to the a chematorium. The girl reached out and
pushed the door shut behind her.

“I saw you last night,” Celanasaid, accusingly. “1n my father’ srooms. What were you doing there?’

“I waslooking for anything that might help me get out of here,” Alivet said. The girl had witnessed her in
plain view, there waslittle to be gained by dissembling and it was certain that Celanawould not believe
any excusethat Alivet had to offer.

“I don't believeyou,” Cdanasad. 1 think you weretrying to kill him.”

“How? He saFifth Grade Poison Master. HE samost certainly immune to anything | could cook up.
Have you told him you saw me?’

“No. Not yet.”

“Areyou goingtotdl him?" Ask a pointless question, Alivet thought.

“That depends.”

“Onwhat?’ Alivet glanced back at the antimony mixture, which was sarting to bubble.

“On whether you promiseto hep me.”



“Celana, why don’t you come and it down?Y ou’ re making me edgy, hovering there in the doorway.”

Celanadid not move. She sad, in an urgent whisper, “Y ou have to help me get out of here. Hekilled my

“Cedana, I'mredly sorry to hear about your mother,” Alivet said inadequately, thinking: Just what is the
truth of this matter ?*But why have you cometo me? 1’ m sure your governesswould help you.”

Miserably, Celanashook her head. “My father has sent her away. He spoke to me last night—he
wouldn't let ustalk to one another or say good-bye. He saysthat sheisnot a hedthy influence.”

“I see” Alivet said, dismayed. With Iraguilagone, she had lost her only aly in Ghairen’s household,
though adubiousaly at that. And what had Iraguila s dismissa to do with the night journey they had so
recently taken? Had Ghairen learned of this?

“She promised to help me,” Cdanasaid. “We were going to escape—she knew of a place we could go,
where we d be safe. Somewhere my father would never find us. Then you came and Iraguila changed her
plans”

That explained some of the resentment that the girl had appeared to fed for her, Alivet thought, noting
that Celana had used the governess' redl name. But there were still many unanswered questions.

“Y our father told me that he was on my world for sometime. Wouldn't that have been theided timefor
you to go! Iraguilaknew ways out of the tower. Y ou could have been long gone by the time your father
returned from Latent Emanation.”

“That wasthe plan,” Celanamuttered. “But then Iraguila discovered why my father was going away. She
said that it was more important for her to stay here. She found out about my father’ s plot to overthrow
therulers of your world and she needed to find out more. She went to the drift-boat to do so. But now
he' ssent her away! | can't stay herefor therest of my life. Y ou haveto hep me.”

Agitated, Celanaran forward and grasped Alivet by the hand. But as she did so, her deeve caught aleg
of the heating tripod, which toppled. The aembic containing the mixture of antimony shattered, grazing
Celana s hand and causing blood to spatter across the work surface. Molten antimony spilled out and a
lick of flame touched Celand strailing deeve. Celana screamed. Alivet seized acloth and, wrapping the
girl init, smothered the blaze. But aline of flame was aready racing along the edge of the workbench.

Alivet reached for Celana, but the girl had stumbled across to the other side of the alchematorium.
Covering her face, Alivet threw hersdf to the floor. The residue exploded, sending atongue of fire high
above her head. Gripping the edge of the workbench, and coughing from the sudden boiling cloud of
smoke, Alivet hauled hersdlf upright.

Cedanawas curled, unmoving, in abal at the far side of the achematorium. Alivet, her hands shaking,
tore off her top-skirt, seized a container of the fire-resistant powder, and dusted it liberally over hersdlf.
Then, swiftly choosing a place where the flames were thinnest, she jumped through. Thefirelicked her
hand as she passed through and the pain was so searing that she cried out. But she was past the fire now,
on the other side of the achematorium, and Celanawas only afew feet away.

Ignoring the painin her hand, Alivet hastily wrapped Ceand strailing hair and face in the protected skirt,
hauled the girl up from thefloor, and put an arm around her waist. The sight of the flameslegping likea
wall from one side of the alchematorium to the other nearly caused her to fdter, but if she lingered they
would both die. The smoke was suffocating. Averting her face, Alivet bolted through thefirewdl, rolling
over and over with Celana benesth her to smother the small flames that had caught the hem of thegirl’s



dress.

And then there were voices, and hands raising Celana up and away. Choking, Alivet lay on thefloor,
unable to move. Flames billowed over her head and were gone with agreat hiss. She smelled asharp,
chemica odor. Then shewas being held against Ghairen’ s robes as he whispered reassurance in her ear.
She buried her facein his shoulder, unsure whether it was his closeness or her own narrow escape that
was making her shiver, and for the moment, no longer caring.



Tower of the Poisoners, Hathes

Alivet was somewhere gifling. Heat enveloped her, bathing her in perspiration. Alivet opened her eyes
and aface swam above her, lizard eyes dight with curiogty.

“You'reawake,” awoman'svoice said. “How areyou feding?’
“I don't know,” Alivet said, and the woman laughed, low and not atogether kind.

“I know you,” Alivet said, for it was the woman from her dream of the parc-verticale, with the striped,
trand ucent skin.

“Of courseyou do. | have visited your dreams. My nameis Gulzhur Elaniel. And you will be coming to
See me very soon.”

“How?’ Alivet asked.
“Through your dreams, of course. How es=?’

“But you're not red.” Alivet was arting to wake up now. Thewoman'sfacewasfading likealeaf in
autumn.

“Come,” Gulzhur Elanid sad, frowning, “you know better than that, Alivet. Y ou know that the truth may
be attained through dreams: the drugged visonsthat plants give you, or smply those that cometo you at
night, when you lie defensdless. Even in degp, you seek out the truth. How much more eagerly will you
seek it out when you are awake? | know about the Search. | know the store your people placein the
roya roads of the unconscious.”

“Ligen—" Alivet started to ask the woman how she knew about the Search, but then Gulzhur’ s glistening
face was gone and she was awake.

“Alivet? Can you hear me?’ Sheknew that voice. Ghairen was leaning over her. Her throat was raw and
dry and her head throbbed like adrum. She was till fully dressed, wrapped in her own skirts as though
mummified. She remembered clinging to him, shaking in hisarms, and she felt the heeat rush to her face.

“I can hear you. Don't shout.” What was he doing herein her bedroom, so early in the morning? Don't
start thinking, Alivet told hersdf.

“I’'m sorry. I’ ve been worried about you.” A cool hand brushed her forehead. Memories of fire and
blood came flooding back.

“Cdana—isshedl right?” Alivet doubled up, coughing.

“Yes, she'sdl right. Her arm is burned and she has a cut hand, and you both bresthed in alot of smoke,
but otherwise you'll befine”

“Has shetold you what happened?’ How much did Ghairen know? Alivet wondered.

“No. | gave her asedative and put her to bed. What was she doing in the alchematorium?’ Ghairen’s



glance was sharp.

“Shejust wanted to seewhat | wasdoing, | think,” Alivet said. It was hardly a convincing explanation,
but Ghairen appeared to accept it.

“I'll talk to her later,” he said. “Are you well enough to get up? There' s something | want to show you.”
“What isit?’
“It' sinthe dchematorium.”

She had not seen Ghairen in thismood before, akind of suppressed excitement, dmost fey. It was as
though the fire had clarified her perceptions, pared her down to the essence of the world. Theimmutable
processes of alchemy: Thisis the phase of crystallization, where dreams start to becomereal .

“Very well,” Alivet ssid. “ Show me.”

She could smell the smoke even before she set foot in the alchematorium. The halway stank of its
sourness. Her throat ached. Ghairen hastened along beside her, his robes stirring up a drift of ash.

“Look at this,” he said, and held open the door.

Alivet stepped through into the a chematorium. Thefire had scorched the wall nearest to the door,
coating it with athick layer of soot. The room reeked of smoke and the smothering odor of the
fire-powder, acloyingly sweet smdll. Alivet put her deeveto her face. The remnants of the crucible that
had contained the antimony mixture lay upon the workbench like shattered, frozen bubbles. But the
workbench itsdf was glistening with alayer of frosted red snow. As Alivet stared, a shaft of sunlight
arched through the window. The substance grew as bright asfire, asif touched by ataper, and Alivet
cried out, momentarily blinded. She put ahand to her eyes. Red sparks flickered across the dark field of
her pam. She turned to see that Ghairen, too, was shielding hisface.

“What isit?”
“I was hoping you could tell me,” Ghairen said.

Together, they drew the blinds down across the windows, but the substance till continued to spark and
gleam. Therewas no need to use alamp. The substance provided an illumination of itsown, like ahegp
of garnetsinfirdight. Alivet took a spatulaand scraped some of it up from the workbench. It was hard
and brittle, akind of crystaline grit.

“I've never seen anything like thisbefore,” she said.

“Neither havel. But you see how it behaves, Alivet?'Y ou see how it holdsthe light?’
Alivet nodded. “I think we may have found your carrier.”

“But what caused it? Wasit the antimony? What exactly wasin that mixture?’

“The residue of the tabernanthe, and antimony. It’ strue that | was working toward a phase of
crystdlization, but | don't see how it could have produced something like this.” But even as she spoke,
Alivet was seeing the dembic shatter and Celand s blood running over the polished surface of the
workbench.

“Theblood,” she said, aoud.



“What?’

“Celanacut herself when the alembic broke. Her hand was bleeding. It was her blood that reacted with
the mixture, not anything | put init. A drop of human blood, a sacrifice to the spirit of the plant.”

“Have you heard of such a process taking place before?’

“No—the use of blood isforbidden in achemy. It'sone of thefirst principles. It' s viewed as black
science.”

“It will need to betested,” Ghairen said. Hisface was astudy in abstracted caculation, and Alivet, to her
dismay, redized what was going through his mind. Would asmall quantity of thisunusua substance be
enough to defeat the Lords, or would they need more? And if they needed more, who would be the one
to supply the blood? Alivet feared for Cdlanaand hersdlf. She said quickly, “I'll test it.”

“Areyou sure?’
“I"'m the one who has the experience with hallucinogens. 1sn't that why you brought me here?’
Ghairen gave her adubious|ook. “Y ou're not in the best of health right now.”

He seemed genuinely concerned for her welfare, but doubtlessit was just that he wanted the best results
from the test. Once again she pushed away the memory of that evening in Ghairen’s bedroom, of his
voice murmuring in her ear. He did not care about her, shetold hersdlf, but was smply trying to lull any
suspicionsthat she might have; seduce her into complicity, or friendship, or more.

“I'll befing,” shesaid, quickly.

Ghairen was obliged to agree. He fetched the shiffrey servitor to clean the dchematorium while Alivet set
about carefully removing the substance from the workbench. It would have to bein asuitable form for
ingestion. Given its antimonic antecedents, Alivet thought that burning avery small amount in abrazier
and inhding the smoke might be the best method. But she did not want to do thetest in the
achematorium, with its current atmosphere of acrid fumes. She said as much to Ghairen.

“Y ou can undertake the test in your own room, or in mine, if you wish. It'squiet; you' Il be undisturbed.”

She made the mistake of looking into hisface. His expression was carefully bland, but she knew she was
not the only one with memories. It would be too tempting to forget about al this halucinogenic scheming
and just sink back down onto Ghairen’ sdivan to lose hersdlf in hisarms. For some reason, however, the
image made her think of Madimi Garland: asautary shock.

“I'll usemy room,” Alivet said.

The coals of the brazier glowed in the darkness, dmost as brightly as the substance that Alivet now
carried insde an dembic: the powder formed of antimony, tabernanthe, blood, and pain. Ghairen was
right, the substance absorbed light into itself and then released it, dispdlling the shadows that clustered
about the room. Now he sat beside her, watching anxioudly.

It seemed that Celana had not yet woken from the sedative. Alivet had asked to visit the deeping girl to
check for herself that Celanawas not badly hurt, but Ghairen had refused.

Alivet, however, had been insstent and at last the Poison Magter, for the sake of peace, had alowed her



through into Celana sroom. It was similar to her own, rich and somber. A scatter of bronze leaves
chased acrossthe walls. Celanalay on the bed, dressed in her shift, with one arm bandaged. She
breathed peacefully and Alivet did not have the heart to disturb her.

“You see?’ Ghairen had said, with atouch of impatience. “Just as| told you.”

“That'sardief,” Alivet had replied. Indeed, it was nothing more than the truth; she would have been
unable to concentrate on the test with the worry of Celanatwinging at the back of her mind likea
toothache.

The brazier was beginning to smolder, sending athread of smoke up into the room and making Alivet's
throat sore all over again. Perhapsit wasn't such agood ideato inhale the stuff, but it wastoo gritty to be
solubleinto atincture and she did not like the idea of injecting the substance. She had seen too many
fellow citizens succumb to the alure of the swamp poppy; the tiny needies with their intricate wooden
handles littered the shores after festivals, but the opium brought little that was new to the Search, though it
was true that it was auseful sedative.

So the brazier it was. Alivet stirred the cods with ametal rod, sending a shower of sparks fluttering up
the sides. She made sure that the four feet of the brazier were firmly planted on the stone base that
Ghairen had provided for the purpose. The last thing she wanted wasto legp up in the grip of atrance
and knock the thing over. One fire was dready too many. A straight-backed chair stood next to the
brazier. Settling herself upon it, Alivet took apinch of the glittering red powder from the aembic with the
tongs and scattered it over the codls.

Given the brightness of the powder, she was careful not to look &t it directly and this proved wise. From
the corner of her eye, she saw the codsflare up, catching the light. Ghairen gave her an encouraging
smile. The room was suddenly as bright as day. Her own cowering shadow marched across the paneled
walls. Theflare died down to amore muted glow, and when Alivet glanced cautioudy &t the brazier she
saw that the coals themsalves were red and sparkling. Alivet took the water-jug and let afew dropsfall
into the heat. The brazier hissed like a serpent and a column of smoke reared up. Alivet leaned into it and
breathed deeply. She repeated the procedure twice more, then sat back.

Her head wasfilled with fumes: she detected the iron scent of blood, but aso adeep, bright sweetness. It
was as though light had been transmuted into smell. Alivet closed her eyes.

Gradualy, by degrees, her body became detached from her consciousness. Alivet left it and dipped
Sdewaysinto theair. It was very easy to leave hersdf behind in thisway, afar smpler matter than the
endless unbuttoning required by her clothes. She looked back and saw her body still seated by the
brazier: primin the redtrictive garments, eyes serendly closed, handsfolded in her 1ap. Ghairen was
leaning forward, studying her face, but making no move to touch her. Alivet turned away from her body
and found that the room had disappeared.

Wherethewall of the Poisoners Tower had been, and the city of Ukesh beyond, she was now gazing
out across afield of gtars. It was the most beautiful sight she had ever seen: suns strung like rubies across
the sea of night, great spinning clouds that were the webs in which those sunswere born. A planet burned
likefire behind her, but she had no timeto look. Great presences swept by, their tails flickering between
athousand points of light. She wasfdling in the wake of an immense being, its gaze fixed on some
impaossible horizon. Comets blazed in its path and spun about its head like tendrils of fiery hair.

Alivet, her mouth open, knew that she was screaming, but there was no sound at dl in thisteeming
vastness. A green world loomed below her, marbled with seas and mountains and plains, veiled in cloud.
| know that place! Shefel toward it—and then something hissed insde her head. Alivet turned and



found she was looking into an immense double countenance: male on one side, femae on the other. Its
mouths were open, it was spitting with hatred. Alivet, after the first shock, recognized the mayjen: the
gpirit of the plant from which—or so the shiffrey alchemist had told her— Ghairen’ s poison had come.

“But you'regone!” cried Alivet, and the mayjen said with ringing triumph, “No, | was given to you.”

It reached out a clawed hand and touched afinger to Alivet’s shoulder. She was spun away with great
force, turning and turning inthe roaring fidld of gars...

... ahd was spat out into an unfamiliar room at apair of striped feet.

At the far end of the earth is Bohemia
A fair and exotic dominion

Full of deep and mysteriousrivers.

KONSTANTIN BIEBL, Protinozci




Outside Prague 1584

Onone sdeof the cart sat Hendrick Niclaes, leader of the Family of Love, fidgeting nervoudy with the
reins. On the other sat Count Nicholas Laski, clad in his customary scarlet garments and peering from the
depths of his magnificent beard. In the back of the cart sat Edward Kelley, talking to himsdlf. They were
hardly the most inconspicuous coterie of alchemists ever to grace the Moravian countryside, Dee
reflected sourly, but there was nothing for it.

For the hundredth time, he wished that he were back in the quiet solitude of the house at Mortlake, with
Jane and the children playing in the garden and the waters of the Thames sending ripples acrossthe
celling. But was the house even there any longer? His brother-in-law’ s letter, received a day ago, had not
been encouraging. What precisely had Fromonds meant by “ransacked”? It was the kind of alarming
word that could signal any amount of chaos. Had Niclaes' Family members managed to rescue the most
precious things: the globes and maps, the measuring instruments and achemical vessdls, or did they lie
broken across the floor? Or were they even now gracing the rooms of one of Deg’ srivals? At least fane
and the children were safe in Krakow. The scrying mirror was secure in the otherwise unreliable hands of
Kelley, and the language of the universe resided firmly within Dee’sown skull; at least they could not
ransack that, not even if his enemies placed him upon the rack.

Do not fret, Deetold himsdlf. Niclaes and the Family are prepared for the journey; they will not
turn back. He remembered the conversation of the previous evening.

“Wewill go to this place, this Metalncognita of yours,” Niclaes had said, mouth set in resolve. “We are
reaching the point where we have no choice. Mark my word upon it, Dee—persecution will grow. We
have aready been chased from the Low Countries, and London itself grows restless as ahound with
fless”

“Thereisawaysthe New World,” Dee had said, with asmile.

“Y es, America—but who isto say that the new world will prove more tolerant over time than the old?
Beddes, | have seen theworld in your glass, shown by angdls, and it isfair enough.” Hefell sllent for a
moment, doubtless recollecting thelittle image of the watery place with the great gate, guarded by
Anubis

“Itisdamp,” said Dee, playing devil’ s advoceate.
“So isHanders, and in London the moistness of the days reaches my bones.”

“And it isdangerous. When Kédley first began to study the Meta Incognita through the black glass, his
eyes began to bleed. It seemsthat looking between worldsis hazardous. It isonly through much diligent
work in placing himself in trance that he is not now blinded. And what of the jackal-headed creatures that
seem to haunt the fens of Meta lncognita? Do you not fear them as demons?’

“I feared so at firgt, but | prayed much on the matter. Also, | have spoken to Brother Edward, and your
scryer has talked with the angel's and informs me that they are as the beasts before the Fall, gentle and
innocent. Besides, if they possessintelligence, who isto say that they shal not join our sect before God?
We have welcomed Turks, after al.”



Sometimes, Dee reflected, Niclaes was almost darmingly open-minded. After that, the conversation had
turned to practica details. how many folk, what materias, what seeds and animasthey should take with
them. And Dee had |learned that Niclaes had made great roads aready into the project, encouraging
members of the Family to learn new and different sKills. It was no longer adream; it was an expedition.
And the north-west passage across the universeitself did exist and would be traveled. Despite his
worries about his house and books, Dee felt the now-familiar pang of excitement. In afew years,
perhaps | ess, the journey would be made. The task they must now work upon involved the summoning:
the opening of agap between the world and the ship promised to them by the angels.

For the moment, they had the assistance of the flamboyant Count Laski. Dee was not entirely sure what
he thought of the Count’ s trustworthiness, but he was becoming used to being uneasy when in the
presence of hisassociates. He told himsdlf that Laski wasafriend of Niclaes', afdlow member of the
Family of Love, and acommitted alchemist. Had he not sponsored the first edition of Paracelsus writings
on the subject, and been welcomed to England as a prince should be? Moreover Laski had money—or
sad that he did—and would be able to provide Dee with dl the achemica equipment he needed to

make the summoning. For that, however, they must travel to Prague.

The journey was dready taking itstoll on Dee. The road was little more than arough track, mile upon
mile, through pinewoods steaming with mist and cloud. August had brought drenching rains. What must it
belikein the winter? Dee wondered. The Vistula River thundered beside the road, an aternating mass of
foam and deep dark pools. Dampness filled the air and crept into Dee’ s bones. If | live to see this new
world, he thought in despair, | shall not live long upon it.

Wistfully, he remembered his dreams of the flying machine, and to raise his spirits, he began to imagine
everything that the Family of Love would be able to accomplish in the new world. Therewould be an
achemica college, free from persecution and academic sneering; flying craft would fill the skies; men
would converse freely with angel's and speak to one another across grest distances. And others had gone
before them, those ancient peoples of the Eagt, to nearby worlds. What manner of people would they
be? The angel had told Kelley that they were greetly learned. 1t will all be well, Deetold himself. It
must be well.

After what seemed to Deeto be a veritable eternity, the cart rolled over aridge and Prague lay below.

“A charming city,” Laski proclaimed from the depths of his beard, as though bestowing some persona
sedl of gpproval upon the place.

“Graciousindeed,” Dee concurred, and indeed, there was much to please him. He liked the narrow
dreets, the high turrets and fanciful plasterwork, which made it seem as though amultitude of fabulous
beasts stalked the lanes, accompanied by skeletons and rams. The cart took them past inns with curious
names. the Spider, the Vulture, the Blue Star.

For amoment, Dee could amost believe that they had aready come to Meta Incognita, that it was years
inthe future with the city of the Family of Love dready built and flourishing. Idly, he toyed with namesfor
the new city. New Prague sounded allittle prosaic. Celestia, perhaps? He must speak to Niclaes of the
meatter; naming athing, Dee knew, brought it closer to redlity, just asthe crystdlization phase of dchemy
could be asssted by incantation.

The cart trundled into awide square and rolled to ahalt. Laski leaped down and hel ped Dee clamber
from the high seat. The moistness of the air was doing nothing for hisjoints; it wasjust aswdll that they
would be staying at the house of aphysician. Asthey made their way across the square, Dee noted a



plethora of characters, clad in costumes as fantastical as Laski’ s blood red garments. Laski nudged him.

“See over there? Old Geronimo Scotta, especially known for hisdiabolical legerdemain. Arrived in town
one day with three red carriages and forty horses. Now he flogs vitriol of Mars and stag-horn jelly from a
market gal.”

“And but for the grace of God and hisangels,” said Dee dryly, “there go I—amarketplace quack.”

Laski snorted. “Nonsense. Thevery air isasaveto your labors. Wait until you see wherewe are

daying.”

Indeed, Dee wasto find the physician’ s house most reassuring. The physician himself, a contact of
Laski’s, had inherited the property from hisfather, of whom Dee had heard.

“Simon Bakdar? A known dchemigt in hisday. And thiswas hishouse?’ He gazed with admiration at
the golden letters, the flowers and fruit and birds that decorated thewals. And ingde, Laski and the
physician took him to see the words that Bakalar had inscribed about hisrooms:

Thislearning is precious, transient, delicate and rare. Our learning is a boy’' s game, and the toil of
women. All you sons of this art, understand that none may reap the fruits of our elixir except try
the introduction of the elemental stone, and if he seeks another path he will never enter or
embraceit.

“Stern words,” said Laski.

“But we do seek another path,” Dee murmured.

Laski clapped him on the shoulder, making Dee wince.
“Andwe shdl echieveit.”

At firg, al went well. Dee swelcome at Rudolf’ s court was dl that he could have hoped for, and the
visionary work with Kelley was encouraging. The maps of the new world, attained by means of the black
mirror, were progressing. In agreement with Kelley, Dee had decided that it would be too dangerousto
commit details of Meta Incognitadirectly to paper, and so they had devised a code, using the achemical
language which Dee used with as much fluency ashe did English. Kdley’ sfirg scrying sesson in Prague
yielded a strange landscape, with grest trees along an estuary; their roots risng up from the till, black
water in atangled mass. Between these roots flickered odd spirds of light, like digphanous veils, from
which Kelley recoiled in horror, saying that they were trying to draw hissoul out through his mouith.

Dee duly noting down the vision, encoded: “A lake of black pitch, from which emerged acresture with a
double head and a serpent’ sbody.” If anyone were to find these writings, they would take them for no
more than an dchemica experiment: Dee sfriendship with Elizabeth’ s soymaster Wasingham had taught
him that it was best to hideathing in plain view.

The next vison was different.

“Kelley?” Dee queried. “What do you see?’



“I see aman—or perhaps heisno man at al, but rather adevil. He has eyeslike the very codsin the
hearth and a smooth Egyptian face, rather pae. A subtle man, | should warrant. He hasthe smile of a
courtier. Thereisawoman with him, or maybe aspirit. They are staring into an dchemica crucible. The
pictureisdistant and very smdl, and it has ahaze, unlike my usua visons. It islike aglimpse of the
future, not of the present. Strange,” Kdley murmured, frowning into the mirror. “1t ssemsto methe girl
has alook of you.”

Dee was about to question him, but then the vision changed again. One moment Kelley was gazing into
the placid surface of the mirror, the next, he was faling back onto the floor and crying out that they were
consorting with devils,

“Edward!” Dee cried. Herushed to Kelley’ s side, but the young man was spitting and hissing asiif
possessed. “What iswrong?’

At last Kelley leaned back againgt the wall, white with shock and revulsion. “ That | should so fdl into a
fit, like any counterfeit crank!”

“Yes, but what happened?

“A spirit hascome! A being in the form of aluminous woman, who told me that the angds with whom we
have been consorting are corrupt.”

“Wait,” Deetold him. “I will call Niclaesand Laski. For thisis something they should hear.”

Kelley, exhausted by his experience, fell adeep with hishead on hisarms, but not before Dee had made
him recount the experience to the others. While Kedlley dept, they sat in the patterned alchemical room
and discussed the matter.

“Spiritsare unchancy beings,” Laski said, with magnificent insouciance. “ Everyone knowsit. They come
and they lie, decaiversdl. It isthe angelsto whom we should be listening.”

“I am not so certain.” Niclaes counsded caution. “For oursaves, perhaps, it is part of the risk of the
matter, we are alchemists al and we know such dangers. But we cannot gamble with other folks souls.
If welead the Family to Meta Incognita and find that we are deceived...”

“Andyou, Dee,” Laski said, when they had wrangled the question between them for sometime. “You
have been mogt slent. What isyour opinion?’

Deelooked at the three men before him: at the flashy Laski, the pensive Niclaes, and the deeping Kdlley,
who, lost in tiredness and ill dreams, suddenly looked no older than aboy.

“Niclaesisright,” Dee said wearily. “We cannot gamble with others' souls. | began this course, gathered
together the expedition. | recal my old friend Richard Chancellor, now lost beneath the cold North Seg,
and what he once said to me: that a captain would give hislife for his crew, for any sailor. So must | risk
my life; | cannot ask you to do the same. Our main task has been to find away to take agreat number of
people to Meta Incognita, but expeditions have dways been pioneered by the few. The mathematics of
the universal language are amost in place. If we can open up the smallest passage to this new world, |
will go thereto seefor mysdf if itissafe”

After along moment, Niclaes said, “ And if you, and then ourselves, should be deceived?’

“Y ou know that the Queen’ s court runs on coded messages, sent between her spies?| shall devisea



codeto deceive the very angels. If | do not return, | shdl find away to send it, by means of the mirror.”



Nethes

Agtonished, Alivet looked up. She was sprawling before the woman from her dream, the striped,
trand ucent person who caled hersdf Gulzhur Elanidl.

“Soyou'rehereat last,” Elaniel said, evidently delighted. She crouched down to look into Alivet’ seyes.
Her black and-silver hair fanned out across the floor. Elaniel smelled of fire, of ash, of death. Before she
could stop her, Elanidl’ stongue flickered out across Alivet’ s cheek. The woman pulled aface.

“You'resour. Lal | didn't expect that.”

“What did you expect?’ Alivet took exception to being insulted, not to mention licked. “Wheream 1?2
How did | get here?’ The floor was smooth beneath her hands. Thiswas not avision, crested by adrug.
Thiswasred.

“I thought you' d be sweet. Like dew.”

“Where am 17" Alivet scrambled to her feet and looked around her. The floor on which she stood was
made of glass, tranducent and gleaming. Alivet glimpsed movement: what appeared to be smal slver fish,
darting away through smoke. There were no walls: only columns made of some pale spongy substance,
Therewas apowerful smell of burning.

“Why, you are a home with me,” Elanidl said, surprised. She sat down cross-legged, and began combing
her slky hair with her fingers. “Y ou are on Nethes.”

“Nethes? But | was experimenting with adrug.”

“I know,” Elanid said, vagudy. “Y ou’ ve found your poison for the Lords, and the mayjen brought you
here. But Nethesis much nicer than Hathes, you know. I'm sureyou'll likeit here”

“You don't understand.” Alivet reached down and shook Elaniel’ s shoulder. The woman’ s skin felt hard
and cool, more like ashell than warm flesh. “1 have to get back. | have atask to accomplish. And what
do you mean, the mayjen brought me?’

“Surdly you understand these things? | thought your people were familiar with hallucinogenicsand
entheogens. | thought you realized that when you take such substances, it isnot just avision that you see,
but parts of the universe’s own fabric: the roads between worlds and suns, along which spiritstravel. It
was down such aroad that you were carried here. Although,” Elanidl added, with afrown, “it isnot
correct to cal them *spirits.” That isa primitive term and does not reflect scientific truth: that each dement
of the universeis dive and possesses its own consciousness. Y ou must know this; you are an achemist.”

“I haveto get back,” Alivet said, desperately. Metaphysics or not, time wasticking onward like the
movement of awaterclock.

“I’'m sure your task can wait,” Gulzhur Elanid said. She sounded dreamy and detached, asthough
nothing was entirely redl.

“No, it cannot wait.”



Belying her vagueness, Elanid’ s hand snaked round with alarming speed and caught hold of Alivet's
wrigt. The glowing eyeslooked directly into her own.

“No, it isyou who do not understand. | tell you, it can wait. Come with me.”

Elaniel’ sgaze was hypnotic. Alivet tried to pull away, but could not. Shefdt likeasmall bird, grippedin
the glance of a dangerous serpent. Her head spun with dismay, yet she found hersdlf following Elanie
meekly between the pillars and into an adjoining chamber. Here, too, there were no walls, only atangle
of fleshy red stalks that coiled around one another to form an impenetrable barrier. But one of these stalk
wallswas broken by an opening, through which an uncertain light cast patterns acrossthefloor.

“Youwill rest,” Elaniel said with dripping sweetness. It was clearly not a suggestion. She reached out and
ran acaressng pam down Alivet' sface. Her hand was hot and dry. Alivet’ s head wasfilled with fog.
She started to lie down upon a spongy protrusion covered in akind of lichen. And then she heard avoice
at the back of her mind. The voice was her own; it spokein awhisper. It said: It is only another drug.
And of all things, you understand drugs, and how to conquer them. You must distance yourself
from her, you must watch her pass over the surface of your mind as if she were nothing more than
a dream. Do not feel fear, do not trouble yourself. Do not become engaged with her presence.

“Thank you,” Alivet murmured. “I think | will rest, perhaps. I'm very tired.” She lay back and pretended
to close her eyes, then curled on her side and made asmal contented sound, al the while hiding in the
back of her own consciousness like a seed. She listened to Elanidl’ s stedthy footsteps withdraw and
opened her eyesjust far enough to see the stalks part and et Elanid through.

When she was sure that the woman was gone, Alivet jumped from the couch and ran to the opening
between the stalks. A wilderness of stone stretched away from the house. Beyond, were sharp peaks of
rock and agreat dull world hanging above the horizon. Sparks of light like hot coals hung unmoving in the
upper air. The smdll of fire grew stronger and Alivet saw amass of lichen roll across the stones, with
flametrickling fromiit. It drifted past a pod the height of aman, formed of a glassy substance that
reminded Alivet of Elaniel’ s own flesh. With arush of sparks the pod caught alight and exploded,
releasing black seedsinto theair. Not awel coming world, Alivet thought, but shewas only afew feet
from the ground. If she could climb through the opening, perhaps she could find away of escape, but this
world seemed so hot...

Alivet went back into the room and snatched up ahandful of lichen. She dropped it through the opening
and immediately it caught fire, releasing a sulphurous smoke. Escape became even less of an option. The
very worlds corresponded to the humors, Alivet thought: Latent Emanation was wet and cold; Hathes
cold and dry; Nethes hot and dry. Somewhere, there must be somewhere warm and wet on which
humans could till live. Perhaps that was the world that Ghairen had called Makuth.

Alivet did down and leaned againgt the wall. She thought of Inki, of Celana: of al the people under the
sway of the Lords of Night. She could not fail now. Shewould try to explore the place, see what Elaniel
might be hiding. She had just reached the pillars, however, when something caught her by the ankles and
dragged her into theroom. Alivet fell heavily to thefloor. Red tendrils had roped themselves around her
boots. She pulled at them, but they tightened, and more crept out across the floor to wind themselves
about her wrigts. Thiswas why Elaniel had been ableto leave her here, then: the very plants were under
her ingructions

Alivet, cursing, tore at the tendrils with her nails but it was no use. She wastrapped, snared tight asafly
inaweb. In addition to this, the room was growing hotter, filled with aheavy, dry warmth that made the
sweat pour down Alivet’ s back beneath her restrictive garments. Fuming, she edged back against the
wall so that she had something to lean againg. She found hersdf thinking of Hathes with something



gpproaching nostalgia. At least Hathes had been a cold world, unlike this drenching hest.

Thetendrils remained around Alivet’ s ankles, so that she was held in a secure red noose. She struggled,
but the grip of the tendrils grew even tighter. And now the growth that composed the opposite wall was
beginning to move, snaking long vines acrossthe floor. Alivet shuffled backward, fearing that the vines
would wrap themselves around her until she lay embamed in aliving cocoon, but the tendrils stopped a
short distance from her feet. Swiftly, they curled together and coiled upward.

It was afew moments before Alivet realized what was happening: the vines were knitting themsalvesinto
acage around her. She struck out, but her wrists were swiftly secured. In avery short while, Alivet sat
imprisoned within aconical mesh of tendrils. There were afew gapsin the cage, through which she could
glimpse the room with the pillars, but she could not move her hands and feet in order to prise them apart.
Grimly, she watched as the vines began to put forth tentative buds, as delicate asrolled parasols. Slowly,
thefirst bud began to unfurl into along golden flower likealily. It wasfollowed by others: Alivet was
secured within aglorious bower that she had little inclination to appreciate.

The perfume of the lilieswas heavy and narcotic. Alivet found her head nodding as she dumped back
againg thewall of the bower. Shefought to stay awake, but as she struggled— following the menta
tricksthat she had been taught in order to pursue the Search—the petals of the flowers spread wider so
that she could see past the fleshy stamens and down into their rosy hearts. The petals flexed: astronger
draught of perfume sailed forth to overwhelm her.

She woke to find Gulzhur Elanid sitting cross-legged outside the bower, which had opened by a crack.
Alivet’ s head fet like a seedpod: stuffed with wool and about to burst. The figure of Elanid flashed now
bright, now dark, as Alivet’ svison pulsed to the pounding of her head.

“Let mego,” she managed to say.
Through the gap in the bower, she saw Elanid amile.

“But | only want to keep you safe. My dear Iraguilahastold me of your penchant for adventuring; |
should hate to see you hurt yourself. Y ou might try to run away, and so burn, or become the prey of
seedpods. Y ou might fal foul of the lichen that entwinesitsdf around the house. And then where would
you be ?No, here you are quite safe, quite secure. Thelilieswill give you marvelous dreamsif you stop
righting them: simply relax and let them do their work. Y ou have nothing to worry about anymore.”

“You don't understand,” Alivet said thickly, echoing her earlier words. “I have to go home. Back to
Latent Emanation. | haveto fight the Night Lords.”

“But of course | could never let you do anything as dangerous asthat,” Gulzhur Elaniel said, and her eyes
opened wide. “If | let you go, | would surely be sending you to your death. Why, when Iraguilafirst
learned of Ghairen’s plan, she was horrified. To use ayoung, innocent girl in such amanner? She
resolved then that she must saveyou.”

“But—Iraguilatried to help me,” Alivet said. A fog seemed to seethe before her eyes, robbing her of
sense. “ She told me that both the Night L ords and the Poison Master could be overcome.”

“Why, Iraguilahas no interest in doing battle with the Lords of Night,” Elaniel said. “ She seeksonly to
limit the damage that Ghairen istrying to wreak. The Lords cannot be chalenged, Alivet. They arethe
universe' sown army, the gatekeepers. The order of al our worlds depends on them. | see that you
understand nothing about them.”

“Explain them to me, then,” Alivet whispered. Her head was swimming and she was no longer sureif this



was the effect of the perfume, or smply of confusion.

Elaniel clapped her hands, asif asked to tell afavorite story to achild. “It isquite smple. All of our
people came to these worlds through a single gate, from the same place. Some, such asmy people and
the Hathanassi, came thousands of years ago. Some—your own folk—have been herefor only afew
hundred. Our ancestors al came from the world named ‘Makuth.” Y ou know it asthe Origin; toits
people, itiscaled ‘Earth’ or smply ‘theworld.” It isaterrible place, wracked by plague and war—the
lowest and worst place of al. But every so often afew people, wiser or more desperate from the rest,
manage to break free of their bonds and find away to summon the sentinels and pass through the gate to
this part of the universe, where there are acluster of inhabitable worlds.”

“The sentinels?’ Alivet asked, but shefdt that she knew what Elanid was going to say.

“Y ou know them asthe Lords of Night. They are those beings who guard these worlds, who permit usto
pass from world to world when we are ready.”

“How do we become ‘ready’ 7’

“Those of uswho livein the longer-established human worlds are wiser than you, most naturally,” Elaniel
said. She spoke kindly, condescendingly, as though Alivet were achild indeed. “We have evolved,
physicaly. And we have evolved, too, through spiritual practice: we meditate, day by day, we pray, we
make offerings to those who are yet higher than ourselves—to the Kherubim, the gatekeepers or
sentinels, who guard us.”

“Y ou worship the Night Lords? They're here?’ Alivet fdlt as though the floor had caved in beneeth her,
the breeth forced from her lungs.

“We welcome them. They watch us, guard us, guide us. They protect us. They are our angels.”
“How do you know they protect you?’

“Why, they tdll usso.” For an ingtant, aflicker of doubt passed over Elaniel’ sfeatures, so swiftly that
Alivet was not certain that she had imagined it.

“But on my world the Lords of Night do terriblethings,” Alivet protested. “They hold people captive as
daves, they are kegping my own sster. They havefolk blinded as punishment, and their servantsrule the
populace asthey please.” But even as she spoke she thought of those folk who chose to remain unseeing
of theLords true nature, who took favors from the Unpriestsin exchange for their protection, who
would hand over other humansto the Lords' creatures for their own gain. The Unpriests themsalves were
human. The thought gave her an entirdly unwanted insight into the nature of Elanidl. She wondered what
thiswoman might really be getting from the Lords.

Elanid put her head on one side and smiled.

“Of course, the Kherubim welcome some of our own people to them. It isan honor to servethem. I'm
sure your folk have misunderstood the Situation. And certainly, the Kherubim wish only to help you.” She
paused, adding kindly, “It’ sdifficult, perhaps, for those of alower spiritual level to understand the
motives of the higher.”

Alivet did not understand what Elaniel meant by “ spiritud,” but she knew when she was being patroni zed.
Shetook a deep breath to quell her rising rage and said, * Y ou say that the Originisaplace caled
‘Earth.’ Isit possibleto travel there?’

“Why should you want to?’



“Let’ssay curiosty.”

“If you could find your way back through a portal and aship, perhaps,” Gulzhur Elanid said. “But you
could have little reason to try. Best you stay here, and learn enlightenment over time, and tdll uswhat you
know of achemy.” A greedy light flickered in Elanid’ seyes: this, then, must bewhy IraguilaUst had
schemed to bring her here. Like Ghairen, the Nethenass too must be in need of information. “1 will take
pleasurein teaching you the Hundred Hymns,” Elanid went on. “ The Prayers of Praising and
Lamentation. Y ou do not belong in thislevel, and so cannot have free rein within it, but that does not
mean that you are incgpable of learning.”

Her voice, filled with adrowsy sweetness, filled the air, just asthe perfume of thelilies had done. Alivet
found both to beintolerable. To make Elaniel go away, she said, as humbly as she could manage, “I will
try to be worthy of your teaching. But | am very tired, and so—"

“Of course” Elanid rosefluidly up from the floor. Alivet could see her peering down through the tendrils.
“Pleaserest. | will return later, with food.” She clapped her handsin ddight.

| am supposed to be her pet, Alivet thought sourly. Nothing more and nothing less. And when sheis
tired of me and | no longer amuse this ‘higher being,” what will become of me then? It was easy to
envisage Elanie forgetting to feed her. Thistime she had no sharp instruments to hand, no achematorium
resources, but there had to be some way of getting out of here...

Alivet settled hersdlf as best she could and began to think.



Nethes

By thetime that Gulzhur Elanid glided back into the room, Alivet had formed the glimmerings of aplan,
but she had no timeto put it into practice. Elanidl touched the vine mesh, and it shrank away to create a
wider net. Alivet could have got her head through the spaces, but nothing more. Shelooked up at Elanidl.
The woman wore along shift, of what Alivet initialy thought to be velvet. Then she saw that the dress
was made of lichen: held together by aweb of vines and starred with flowers. Elanid’ s beautiful face was
dusted with golden pollen. Shelooked as serene as calm water. Alivet hated her.

“Somefolk are coming,” Elanid informed her. “ They wish to seeyou.” She bent and peered through the
mesh of Alivet’sliving cage. “I’' vetold them alot about you.”

“Haveyou.”

“Yes, and they are longing to see you, perhaps even to converse with you alittle, if you are not too
awed.”

“I'll manage.”

“Wonderful,” Elanid said. Softly, she clapped her hands. The cage in which Alivet was held began to
rise, gliding smoothly into the air. Alivet looked up in darm and saw that she was being lifted by acable
of vines, cailing into the mat of dry growth that formed the ceiling.

“What are you doing?’ shecried.
“They will wish to seeyou. Y ou can't expect my visitorsto crouch on the floor.”

Elanid was now standing beneath Alivet. The cage dongated and stretched so that Alivet could stand up.
Shedid o, her joints cracking with relief. Grasping the bars of her cage, shelooked down. Elaniel smiled
up at her and beyond she could see others entering the room. They, too, were clad in lichen and flowers.
Their hair snaked down their backs. Their eyeswere bright and they whispered behind their long hands.
A pungent, smoldering odor filled the room. Alivet’ s skin began to crawl.

“Y ou see?1 told truth. She came here, this morning, transported bodily by the spirit of adrug—avisitor
from theworld of Y ethes”

The Nethenass surrounded Alivet's cage, pulling it down to tweek the bars asde. Their hands came
through the mesh, plucking at Alivet’ s shift. She was sordly tempted to bite, but the hands were clawed
and sharp.

“Stopit!” she snapped. “Leave medone”

Murmuring, frowning, the Nethenass withdrew.

“Sheisunsocid,” one of them said.

“Yes ananimd.”

“And you wish to teach her? Truly, Elanidl, you have agenerous soul.” They clustered around Gul zhur



Elanid, cooing and whispering, until Alivet felt quite nauseated. Not even Ari Ghairen had been so
complacent—and that was an unwise thought, for she found hersaf missng Ghairen with a sharpness that
surprised her. Perhapsif she kept silent and refused to look at them, they might leave her done. She sat
down on thefloor of her cage with her back to the Nethenass and stared grimly toward the window. She
could hear the seedpods exploding, and the crackling of distant fires. The Nethenass whispered and
laughed. Gently, they rocked the cage so that it shook. Alivet paid no attention and closed her eyes so
that she would not have to look at them. She thought about L atent Emanation, concentrating hard.

Whatever the truth of these labyrinthine machinations, she was convinced of onething: if Elaniel and her
friends gpproved of them, the Lords of Night intended nothing but harm. It seemed that Ghairen had
been right after al: if they had once been perfect beings, they were surely now corrupt, and they
corrupted those who touched them, like this bunch of sinigter idiots.

If she could bring about the Lords' downfall, she would do so. If she could bresk out of this prison and
find her way out of here, shewould risk returning to Hathesif she could not find her own world. Even
Ghairen was a better choice than these smpering folk, so convinced of their own righteousness. The
Nethenass, stuck in the honey of their own complacency; the people of Hathes, with therr rigidly
paranoid society and murderous antics, and her own community on Latent Emanation, who had invented
little that was new for ahundred years and whose only form of inquiry remained the Search, which if
Elanid spoke the truth, was nothing more than aretrograde quest for amiserable world.

And Alivet thought: All the worlds are stagnant. We have all become trapped and embedded, like
fliesin river amber. But how are we to transform and break free? How am | going to get out of
here? In the crucible of frustration and anger, however, her thoughts were beginning to crystdlize. She
had come viathe drug. That meant that unless she could find another portal, like the one by which
Ghairen had brought her to Hathes, she would have to use the drug and the roads by which its spirit
traveled to take her home.

She opened her eyesto find that the rustling, twittering visitors had gone away. The bars of her cage had
once more shrunk together, so that her view of the room beyond wasfiltered by tendrils. Hearing Elaniel

returning, she lay hastily down on the cage floor and feigned deep. Digtantly, she heard Elanid’ s coaxing,
cgjoling voice, but eventualy it grew slent. Perhaps she redlly did doze, for when she once more looked

up, the room had grown quiet and dark.

Now, then, wasthetimeto try out her plan. It was, in essence, smple. The tabernanthe had taken her
out onto the road of the unconscious, but the mayjen had kidnapped her. And from what the spirit of the
mayjen had implied, it was not Ghairen who had poisoned her, but Iraguilaand her shiffrey accomplice.
The mayjen was not a proper poison at al, but a hallucinogen, planted like a dangerous seed in the
depths of her being.

If adrug had brought her here, then adrug could take her back again. She needed new dlies—oneto
dedl with the mayjen, and the other to take her back between theworlds. Thistime, Alivet had every
intention of going home.

Sitting cross-legged on the floor of the cage, Alivet reached out and prodded one of the furled blossoms.
At firg, for adismayed moment, she thought the lily might remain tightly shut, but gradudly it began to
unwind, releasing its soporific perfume upon the air. Reacting to her activity, it wastrying to put her to
deep, but rather than attempting to resist it, Alivet bresthed deeply, inhaling the perfume until it filled her
lungs. Thistime, however, she treated the narcotic scent as a potentia friend, rather than an unwelcome
invader. She remembered her long training as an apothecary, her experiencesin the Search. She must
seek to dly hersdlf with the drug instead of fighting it. Persuasion, not attack: that must be the key. Asthe
narcotic perfume sank farther into her veins, Alivet began softly to converse with the drug.



“You arewelcomein me,” shetoldit. “Let melearn from you. Teach mewhat you are.”

Sowly, shefdt the animating spirit of the narcotic begin to uncurl aso, just like its attendant blossom. It
felt fragile and strange, abarely conscious presence, and she redlized that the narcotic’ s spirit, too, must
sgpend mogt of itslifein deep. It waslike talking to adream, something haf real. Deep insde her mind,
she fdt the presence of the mayjen beginning to uncurl, dithering from her subconscious; the enemy
within. How could it not know what she was planning to do? It wasinsde her head, after dl. That meant
that at some point in the not too-distant future, she would have to confront the mayjen, but for the
moment, it could beignored.

“Can you hear me?” Alivet murmured, ingde her head. And after along moment, asmall, sweet voice
said, “1 hear you. Who are you, and what manner of thing?’ It was the voice of the narcotic drug of the
lilies

“I am ahuman. Y our corpored self—the drug that houses your spirit—isinsde my body. It is affecting
me, making me deegpy.”

“And then you can dream!” the spirit said, with akind of exultation.

“| do not want to dream here,” Alivet said, patiently. “It isn't the right place for me. | need a specid place
to dream.”

Shedid not know if the spirit understood, but then it said, “Whereisthis place?’

“It liesoutsde thisroom. Indeed, it isoutside thisworld. If you and | were to dream there, spirit, then our
dreamswould be marvelous. | could show you incredible things, ingde my mind. We would work
together. But not here.”

“Can we go there?’ The narcotic wasintrigued.

“I can’'t. There aretwo other drug-spiritsin me. Oneismy aly, the other ismy enemy. My enemy is
holding me prisoner. Help meto befree of it, and we will travel together.”

“But | have been told to keep you here,” the spirit said, puzzled. “Why should that be?’

“I do not know. Perhaps the person who told you did not redlize that | could dream better elsewhere. |
am sure she meansthings only for the best.”

“Maybethat iss0,” the narcotic mused.

Insde Alivet’smind, the mayjen stirred suddenly, like a serpent that has caught sight of abird.
“Whoisthat?’ the narcotic asked.

“It isan enemy. Can you help me defeset it?’

“I have no wegpons, no toxins. | am adrug of deep, nothing more.”

“Precisdly,” Alivet said. “Put the mayjento deep.”

She could dmogt see the particles of the narcotic seeping deep into her brain: running down its channels,
legping across the connection points that linked thought to thought. She did not know if thiswould work.
It was nothing more than amimicry of the heders' art: to use adrug to fight asickness, or to combat the
effects of another drug.



Using the imaging techniques that she had been taught during her gpothecaria training, Alivet sought to
see what was happening inside her head. She glimpsed the mayjen, its snakdike tail whisking around the
corners of her unconscious, hiding in deep wells of uncertainty, behind the spikes of paranoiaand the
lagunae of guilt. Alivet took abregth. The narcotic particles of the lily dipped after the mayjen, dispersing
into a perfumed cloud which gradudly grew tofill the chambersof her brain. Alivet felt hersdlf diding
away, faster and faster down the dope to deep. But now she could fed the tabemanthe, stirring. She
glimpsed itsface: it looked like Celana. Its eyes were huge and dark.

“No!” she cried to the tabemanthe. “I’ ve got to stay awake—I have to direct you, tell you where to take
rre"

“Do not worry,” the voice of the tabemanthe said, serenely. “1 know whereto go. | have cousinsthere.”

Alivet’ sinner vison was beginning to dim. From the corner of her mind' s eye she saw the figure that
represented the mayjen sink down beneath the influence of the narcotic, curling itstail beneath it and
folding itshandsin deep. It was defeated. But so was Alivet.

“And now | will take you home,” the tabemanthe said.

“Wait!”—but it wastoo late. Alivet felt her body dissolve, transported into the space between the
worlds—and then she was pulled abruptly back into the cage.

“Where areyou going?’ Gulzhur Elanid sad.

Alivet’ seyesflew open. The woman stood in front of her, smiling with terrible sweetness, but inside her,
the drug was continuing to work, momentarily hindered by adrendine.

“You,” Elanie said, “are not going anywhere.” Shelashed out and her fingers caught Alivet’sarm, the
long nailsrazorsharp. Alivet struck out, catching Elaniel on the side of her face. She grasped the woman's
dlken hair and pulled. Elanid emitted ahigh, eerie shriek. Vinesfel from the calling, raveing into anoose.
Alivet ducked. Tendrilsrose up from thefloor, clutching a her ankles. She kicked free and threw herself
at Elanid. The woman was howling, along ululation that was like nothing Alivet had ever heard. It did not
sound like anything from ahuman throat.

As her body made contact with Elaniel’s, the cry abruptly stopped. Alivet had aglimpse of Elanid’sface
benegath her, mouth open, hair streaming into a sudden abyss. The tabernanthe was taking them both
between theworlds. Alivet glanced over her shoulder. Behind her was the room; amass of twisting vines.
Before her gaped the universe.

But let that man with better sense advice
That of the world least part to usisread:
And daily how through hardy enterprise,
Many great Regions are discovered,

Which to late age were never mentioned...

EDMUND SPENSER, The Faerie Queene



Prague 1584

Dee stood in the center of the chamber, dressed inalong plain robe. At the desk sat Kelley with the
mirror before him, dready deep in trance. It was close to midnight. Knedling, Dee drew arough chak
circle about himsdlf, then set about inscribing the ca culations that would open the gap between the
worlds. A skein of mathematica incantations, interspersed with sgils, began to cover the floor around the
circle: thelanguage of the universe, designed to unweave redlity and open gaps between. From the
direction of the desk Kelley said softly, “It comes.”

“Theangd? A if it can comethrough.”

“It says, not yet. The calculations are not yet complete. The formulamust be finished, to rend the vell that
remains between dimensons”

Dee stribbled furioudy, drawing each formulato itslogica concluson. As he did so, he became aware
that the air about him was growing brighter, asthough the sun had come forth a midnight and was
creeping acrossthesll.

“It comes,” Kelley repeated, and now Dee sensed the presence of the angel at his shoulder. His hand
flew above the boards, inscribing formulae, and as he reached the very last equation, the world around
him changed and tore. A small hole appeared in the air, through which a cold wind streamed. As Dee
stared, the hole widened and became arent, ragged and drifting. The angel stood behind it, and Dee
realized that the being’ s previous appearances had been nothing more than a shadow of thisone. The
angdl’ sfour-faced presence was intensdy physicd; it struck him like ablow.

“Comethrough, then,” the angd’ sringing voicesinstructed him.
Dee paused, uncertain. The angel seemed huge and solid, but he could sense movement al around it.

“Y our calculations are imperfect. The portal isnot stable. Step through,” the angel commanded. Dee
took atottering step forward and, after amoment of pure fear, threw himsdlf through therent inthe air.

The chdk circle, the room, and Kedlley himsdf were al gone. Dee stood in an echoing chamber that
hummed like ahive of bees. The angdl towered above him,

“Whereisthis?’
“Thisisthe ship.”

Deelooked uncertainly around him. The place in which they stood was more like an empty hull; he could
seethe great metd ribs of the thing arching over his head, but there was no Sgn of furniture or fittings, no
sea chests or cargo. But why should an angdl need such things? A till smal voiceingde hismind said:
Why would angels need a ship at all ? But of course they did not; it was surely for the convenience of
humans only, who could not travel the roads of the stars as the angels surely did.

“Itisspareand plain,” the angd said, revolving so that he was faced with its female side. Dee wondered
if it had heard histhoughts. “The journey will not take long, but it is hard on humankind.” With that, the
ange touched Dee on the cheek and hefdt himsdf crumpleto thefloor.



Hewoketo find himself in the same place, curled on the meta floor of the ship like achild. He was sore
and tiff, and the humming note of the ship ran through him as though he was a bell that had been struck.
His head splitting, Dee clambered to his feet. The angel was nowhere to be seen. A dim pallor was cast
down from arow of lightsin the roof. This must be the hold of the ship rather than the ship itsdlf, Dee
thought. At least if al went well, there would be room for the Family, who by now numbered some eight
hundred people.

As Dee gtared up into the metal arches of the ship, the angel came back, stepping out of nowhere.
“Wehavearrived.”

“We arethere?’ Dee echoed, stupidly. It seemed so swift, so improbable.

“Follow me”

Dee stumbled behind the angdl to a doorway, which opened asthey drew close. Pae sunlight streamed
in, casting Dee' s shadow behind him, but the angel, he observed, cast no shadow. It drew back, until it
stood behind the door.

“Go,” it said. “Look. Be careful.”

Dee hastened to the door and realized nearly too late why the angdl had given itswarning. They were
hovering some fifty feet above agreat expanse of river and marsh. A flock of birds akin to herons
rocketed up from areed bed and soared past the door. Below, in the shining water, Dee saw a school of
fish flick their tails and vanish into the depths. A strange bulbous shadow cast the reed bedsinto
darkness: it was amoment before Dee redlized that it was the shadow of the ship itsdlf. He leaned
precariously out and squinted up. A great black hull, pitted with craters asif by the pox, stretched above
him. The ship began to move, drifting over an area of land. The earth was dark red and looked fertile;
there were few trees.

“It seemsarich land,” Dee said over his shoulder, somewhat heartened.
“Itwill beyours.”

“What of the jackal-headed men?’

“They keep to the deep delta. They will not trouble you here.”

If the adventurers to the New World can deal with savages, Deethought, so, too, can we. Theair
was fresh and swest, smdlling differently to that of Earth, and the light was different, too: paer, and
seeming to come from another angle. He wondered if Kelley could see what he was seeing, through the
window of the black mirror.

“When we come—if we come—can we bring beasts with us? The Family should like to raise cattle, for
insance.”

“Wedhdl adviseyou.”

“And now, may we make landfall?1 should like to study this place, to see what manner of plantsand
creatures are here.”

“Theshipwill not land.”



Sowly, the door began to hiss shut before Dee' sface.
“Wait! Please, | must see more—" But the door had closed. The ship shivered and hummed.

“The portal you opened will not stay open much longer. Y ou must refine your caculations,” the angel
sad.

“Will you hdp me?
“lwill.”

Thistime, the angd did not immediately send Dee into unconsciousness. Asit was reaching to touch his
cheek, anotelike agreat bell sounded, deep within the ship. The angd spun around and vanished,
leaving Dee rocking back on hishedls.

“Where have you gone?’ he cdled, but there was no reply. Dee walked dowly aong the hold of the ship,
staring up at the metal arches and laminated girders. When he had first stepped into the craft, an idea had
struck him with heretical weight, and now he wasfreeto giveit adegree of attention. If he was honest
with himsdlf, Dee admitted, the notion had been biting at the hedls of hisimagination for some
condderabletime.

Theideawasterrifying, but as Dee contemplated it, it fel seamlesdy into place like the workings of one
of Mercator’ s miraculous asirolabes. Dee was thinking: What if these beings are not angels at all?
What if they are simply other to ourselves, just as the savages of the Americas are other ? Nothing
that Dee had read of the peoplein the colonies of the New World suggested that they possessed less wit
than Englishman or Spaniard, whatever the clerics might say. It had long been De€ s opinion that the
natives of the Americas ssimply pursued different knowledge, in adifferent way.

Tothese* angelic” beings, hereasoned, it is likely that we are as savages: primitive and uncouth,
possessing limited intellect and groping our way toward the light as a flower does toward the sun,
but nonethel ess worthy of attention. And then the stale air of the hold seemed to stir and blow colder,
for Deethought: These beings are as far above us as we are above the Indians, and see how we
have treated the peoples of the Americas. But there had been no sgn from the angdls, or whatever
they might be, that their intentions were hogtile, and they spoke of God with reverence. Y et what if that
was nothing more than an evil lie?

Thedim light pulsed and changed. Dee turned, to see the angd standing behind him. For amomernt, it
looked like something el se entirely. It seemed to have a different shape, monstrous and contorted. Then
the vison was gone and the angel was once more bland and four-visaged. Was that image no more than
amask, to hide horror?

“Tell me” Deesad, very softly. “What manner of being are you?’

He thought he saw aflicker initseyes, but the angel did not reply. Instead, it reached out and hefdt its
cold fingerstouch his cheek. When he next awoke, he was lying on the floor of the chamber in Prague,
with Kdley and Niclaes hovering anxioudy over him.



Hathes

Elanid’ shand was locked around Alivet’ swrist asthey fell, and her touch burned. Alivet struck out, but
falled to didodge Elanid’ sgrip. Against the span of stars, Elaniel’ s serene face was stripped down to a
mask: gaunt and bony like aleaf in autumn, her teeth sharp asthorns. She hissed, and Alivet saw aspiny
tongue protrude. Elanidl spat a her and Alivet turned her head away, but she till felt the acid prickle of
the woman' s saliva spatter across her cheek.

Elanid’ stongue curled up insde her mouth, aworm within the bud. Before she could spit again, Alivet
hauled her imprisoned wrist up to her mouth and gave Elanid’ s hand aswift sharp bite. The hand

opened; Elanid dhrieked. Alivet, fill faling, kicked her away and watched her spin down toward the field
of suns. Soon, she was no bigger than alizard in ameadow of daisies, and then she was gone.

Alivet gasped, but her lungstook inno air. It was as though she were achild again, diving for frogsin the
marsh and staying down too deep and too long. She spread her arms and dived down the silvery road
that the drug was unraveling beneath her. Theterrible cold gave way to asultry blast of heat and Alivet
fell through subconscious space to land heavily on the carpeted floor of her room in Ghairen’ s gpartment.

The breath was knocked out of her. She lay retching on the stones, reveling in the sudden warmth. The
room smelled of the smoke and hot coas from the brazier, with the familiarly acrid chemical tang of the
ar of Hathes. Alivet hauled hersdlf shakily to her feet.

Ari Ghairen said from the shadows. “ So, how was your trip? What of the tabernanthe?’ He spoke lightly,
but she could hear the relief in hisvoice. Alivet soun to face him. Helooked the same as ever, precise
and elegant in the voluminous dark robes, but when shelooked into his eyes, she saw only the fear fading
from them. And Alivet, noting her own foolishness with a distant amazement, flung hersalf upon him. He
had brought her to these nightmare worlds under duress, had held her avirtua prisoner, doubtless had
lied, but he was not Gulzhur Elaniel and a that moment thiswas al Alivet cared about. Ghairen’sarms
tightened around her. Into her ear, he murmured, “Are you al right? What happened to your face?’

“There was awoman. Elanidl. She held me captive on aworld caled Nethes. | got away. She spat at
rre”

“Nethes?’ He held her away for amoment, to look at her, then drew her back. Shefelt no inclination to
ress. “However did you get dl the way to Nethes?’

“The drug took me. Not the tabernanthe. Something else.” When she got amoment, Alivet thought, she
would have plenty to say about IraguilaUst, but it could wait. Ghairen frowned.

“WEe I discussthislater. Her name was Elanid? A Kherubim name, given to her by her masters, most
probably. Y es, they are often filled with bitterness and bile. Y our face is bleeding—if we don't treet it, it
will scar.”

“She said they were enlightened,” Alivet said. She put her hand to her burned cheek and her fingertips
came away touched with blood. Ghairen fetched a cloth and asalve, and gently began to treat the burns.

“Wadll, they are certainly amore advanced form of humanity in certain senses, but unfortunately their gifts



entail that they often have apeculiar disdain for the lower forms, such asyou and me. They spend hours
of their daysin poetry and meditation, and human flesh is served on their menus. They have entered into
symbiosiswith the plant life of their world; you' Il have noted that vegetables are not long on sympathy.
And now,” Ghairen said, looking down at Alivet’s hands as they rested upon hisrobe, “ after your
experiences with the people of Nethes and my erstwhile governess, you will not know what to think, or
who to trust. Can | suggest the lesser evil of mysdf?’

Too tired to protest, Alivet nodded. She did not want him to let her go. The blood on her cheek had
smudged hisrobe.

“Come and st down. By the way, my daughter is up and about, but we have not seen Ust since her
dismissa—which, | now redlize, camerather too late.”

Alivet looked up at that.
“Y ou know who sheis?’

“Ust isnot her real name, nor did | have her father murdered. | looked into it, most carefully, when she
first inquired about the post—occasionally these things dip one’smind, you know. | knew shewasn't
who she claimed to be, but shelaid afalsetrail behind her, posing as the daughter of a prominent
politician, born out of wedlock. That’s common enough here. Having found one concealed scandd,, |
didn’t look for another. But it ssemsthat Ust is a provocateur of the Lords of Night. | was deceived.” He
grimaced. “Not apleasing confesson to have to make.”

“I canimagine”

“From thelittle that you have told me, it seems probable that she has been working with Elaniel. And |
have aso found evidence that sheis connected to ardigious group.” He guided Alivet to the couch.

“The Sanguinants? She had friends among them, but | didn’'t know what they were.”

“The Sanguinants are the religious order | mentioned to you—the remnants of our own manner of
Unpriest class.”

“You said they had been chastened... Maybe they want to bring the Lords back to Hathes, seek to
regain power. The Nethenass aren't the only onesto aly themsaves with humanity’ senemies. The
Unpriestswould hate to see the back of the Lords, and so would the Nine Families. No doubt it isthe
same with the Sanguinants”

Ghairen’sgaze narrowed. “What ese did Ust tell you?’
“That shewanted to help the shiffrey.”

“I see. How much do you know about the shiffrey?”

“That they were once a noble people, living close to nature.”

Ghairen snorted. “ They certainly live close to nature. They’ ve dways been as you see them now. They
hide in burrows and seize the young of riva clansinwhich to lay their eggs. They are very good at
deception, at psychologica manipulation. They caninduce dl manner of impressonsand ideasin the
minds of their prey.”

“Why do you keep the shiffrey as servants, in that case? Aren't they dangerous?’



“The nerve-toxins and hallucinogens that they produce are useful. The maid is milked, on aregular basis,
by aspecid machine. This denudes her of her poisons and keeps her placid. In return, believe me, she
has afar nicer life than she' d be enjoying as a brood-daughter in a shiffrey burrow.”

Alivet wondered about this, but said nothing. She was uncomfortably reminded of the Lords themselves:
perhaps they, too, felt that humans had more pleasant lives under their rule than they would have done
aone. But thiswas not atime for socid analyss. Despite the salve her cheek fdlt as though it was about
to pedl from her face; waves of erratic pain caused her vison to blur.

“Now,” she heard Ghairen say, “I need to know about the tabernanthe.”
She said something, but the words made no sense.

“Alivet? Areyou dl right?’ His voice was sharp with concern.
“Gharen?’

“I'm here, Alivet.”

She reached out. The high paneled walls darkened as pain pulsed through her. Alivet’s head lolled back
againgt the seat; she could not seem to keep it upright.

“She' spoisoned me,” she said. She did not know, now, whether she was talking about Ust or Elanid.
“What did you say, Alivet?’

She echoed her fears, but though she thought she spoke clearly, she could see from the uncomprehending
expression on hisface that Ghairen had not understood her.

“Y ou're not making sense, Alivet. Try not to speak. You cantell melater.”

Alivet nodded. The chill of between-space had long since worn away and she was now feverish and hot.
She could think only of poison. A voice said above her, anxioudy, “Isshegoing to bedl right?” She
thought it was Cdana.

Then Ghairen, spesking camly enough, but with ahint of panic that she could not remember hearing in his
voice before: “I don’t know. Bring me the mennenope and the hathrey.”

Hathrey is a stimulant for the heart, to be used only in cases of terribleillness. It simulates the
power of the sun, drawing life into lifelessness. Gilbert’sHerba echoed through her head: the precise,
dry voice of her ingtructor back homein Levanah.

“And then?’

Shewas gtting in front of the examiner; his eyeglasses pushed up onto hisforehead as he stared & her.
She noted, irrdlevantly, that there was ahole in his earlobe where aring had once been <.

“Mistress Dee? | asked you a question relating to the properties of mennenope.”

“It thinsthe blood,” Alivet said, dowly. “It drives certain toxins from the veins. But it can be dangerous,
causng the lungsto fdter and fail. It must be used in very smdl quantities.”

“Good,” the examiner said, and hisface eongated and grew pae. His eyeglasses melted into bony
sockets; his eyes were the color of the garnet stonesthat she had once found along the shore.



“Y ou've passed the exam,” Ari Ghairen said, and smiled.



Tower of the Poisoners, Hathes

Alivet awoketo find Ghairen sitting by the side of the bed. She stared at him for amoment, wondering
where she was and whether she was dreaming, and then she remembered. Ghairen’ sface had lost its
habitual expression of avuncular concern. He looked gaunt and hungry, as though about to take a piece
out of her. Her fingerstightened around the shet, pulling it closer. But when he spoke, he sounded mild

enough.

“How areyou feding, Alivet? Do you fed well enough to talk?’

“I think s0.”

“I’m sorry to press you so, but | have to know about the tabernanthe. Isit an aly or not?’

Alivet thought back to the face of the drug: its dark, serene eyes and the way that it had taken her so
obligingly out onto the roads of the unconscious. “I think 0. Yes. Yes, it san dly.”

“And you can persuade it to carry thelight that will poison the Lords?’
“I think s0.”

“Then today we' re going home.”

“Home?’ Alivet fdtered.

“To Latent Emanation.” Ghairen stood abruptly, in arush of robes. “ And once we re on the drift-boat,
we' | take the tabemanthe up to the solar deck and you must convince it to absorb the rays of the sun,
hold it aslatent light. Thisiswhereit begins, Alivet.”

The thought of going home was enough to make her throw back the bedclothes and reach for her
clothes.

“I'll leaveyou to dress,” Ghairen said.

“No! Wait amoment.” Sheturned to face him. “Ghairen, listen,” she began, and told him the story of her
visttotheadchemis.

“ She said she was hedling me, removing the poison that Iraguilasaid you had given me. But shewasn't,
was she? She was poisoning me hersdf, with the drug of the mayjen.”

“Iraguila,” Ghairen said, “seemsto have been most enterprising.”

“There' s something | need to know, and rather than more plots and schemes, I'm just going to ask. Are
you planning to have mekilled at the end of dl this?’

The garnet eyes|ooked straight into her own. Ghairen turned and sat down on the edge of the bed. “No.
Why would | 7’

“Because you might want an inconvenient witness out of the way when she had accomplished the task set



for her?’

“| amamurderer, it'strue. But | am not gratuitous, Alivet. | reasoned that your sister would be agood
enough reason for you to help me.” He hesitated. “ Alivet—when the Lords are gone, it isn't death | have
inmind to offer you.” He reached out and took her hand between his own.

“What, then?’ Alivet fdtered. Sheleaned alittle closer to him.
“| was going to offer you ajob.”

“I'll think about it,” Alivet said, darmed by how disappointed shefdt. She hoped it was not revedled in
her voice as she added briskly, “And I’ d gppreciate a health check. To make sure that there are no
additiona poisonsin my system.”

Like love, she thought, but she was not going to say that aloud.

An hour of testslater, Ghairen could find nothing.

“An interesting plan, to implant the mayjen. A spy in your head and acarrier to bring you to Elanidl.” He
dipped her deeve down to cover her arm. Throughout the testing, his touch had been impersona and
sparing, asthough he no longer entirely trusted himself in her presence.

“Why couldn’t Iraguilahave done that hersaf?’ Alivet asked.

“I suspect she lacked the skill. The shiffrey shamen have addicate relationship with the entheogens of this
world, which we Hathanass do not possess. We re much farther from our natural surroundings than you
ae’”

“So there' snothing wrong with me?’ Alivet asked.
“Nothing that | can find.” With which Alivet was forced to be content.

Sheinssted on saying good-bye to Celana before they |eft. It was not an easy parting; the girl clasped
Alivet'sarm with white, desperate fingers.

“Don’t leave me here,” Celanawhispered. Her arm was till swathed in bandages; she looked small and
pale and somehow very reminiscent of Inkirietta

“I haveto,” Alivet said sadly. “But you'll be safer here. Y our father will be with me, after al.”

“It'snot my father I'm afraid of now. It'sIraguila” The girl’ sface crumpled. “My father told me what
shedid to you. | thought she was my friend. But she just used me. Like everyone else”

“I haven’t been using you, Cdana” As she spoke, Alivet remembered Celana s blood spilling out over
the workbench, to make that glittering and unnatural drug. But that had been an accident, and no more of
the girl’ sblood had gone into the mixture. Or had it? Cdanawas so pae...

Alivet took adeep breath.
“Celana—snce the accident, your father hasn’t hurt you in any way, has he?’

Cdlana shook her head.



“Has he ever actudly hurt you? Or—done anything? Touched you in away that he should not have?’
Within the pockets of her skirts, her hands tensed into fistsin anticipation of the girl’ sanswer: not just
dismay for Celana, but for hersdlf. She could forgive Ghairen for many things, but not for that.

“No, never.” Cdanasounded startled, and mercifully indignant. “It’ sjust that I’ ve dways been afraid of
him, ever since my mother died. | knew she never loved him, and there were the contract-wives, after he
married her.” Celana paused. “ She came from one of the music clans. She was so beautiful. Shewas
aways playing the kithera.and she used to sing, too. .. Then, when we went to Loviti, she became sick.
When Iraguila came here, shetold methat it had been my father who had killed her—grown tired of her
and wanted her gone. Iraguila said she had been my mother’ sfriend, you see, that she came hereto find
out what had happened to her. She told me she had found proof of the murder, but that my father’ sdlies
were too powerful and we would never succeed in bringing charges. Wasdl that alie?’

“I have no idea. But it doesn’t entirely make sense, Celana. Couldn’t your father have got adivorce?’
“Of course not. Such disgrace!”

Hathanassi customs, thought Alivet. “Why would hekill her, though? He told me heloved her.”
Celana pondered this. “I don’t know.”

“lsn’'tit possible that your poor mother just died of natural causes?” She had never thought that she
would be gtting here arguing Ghairen’ s case, Alivet thought.

“| suppose so. But Iraguila seemed so sure.”
“How old were you then?’
“l wasten.”

“I see” Alivet said, thoughtfully. Perhaps she had been taking Iraguila Ust' srole as potential assassin too
literdlly. For though the governess appeared to have left her enemy’ s daughter physicaly unharmed, she
had poisoned her nevertheless: with words and ideas rather than chemical toxins. Surely and effectively,
using Ceana s motherless state as her instrument, she had turned Celanaagaingt her father. And now
Cdanawasin the same position as hersdf: uncertain who to trust, the boundaries of her life shifting and

changing.
“Ligen,” Alivet said, and then shetold Cdana about Inki.

“I’'m so sorry,” Ceanasaid. Her mouth turned mournfully downward. “I see why you have to go home.”

“I can’t make you promises, Ceana,” Alivet said. “But if | can come back, | will.”

Ghairen took her down through the tower, retracing the steps that they had taken on that first day, which
now seemed months ago to Alivet. Here was the elevator with its brass trimmings, the mechanism
whirring slently within the depths of the tower. Here was the echoing ha lway, and the dock upon which
the canal quietly lapped. Alivet could hear her footsteps clattering through the hallway, but Ghairen’ sfeet
made no sound, moving as noiseesdy asaghost.

“Where arewe going?’ Alivet asked, though she thought that she dready knew the answer.

“We are returning to the portal. From there, we will go back to Latent Emanation. I’ ve sent amessage to



an anube clan; they arethe only ones| can trust now.” Alivet saw Ghairen’ sfingers closetightly onthe
small case containing the poison.

Earlier, they had worked out how to carry it: placing as much of the powder asthey could in alead-lined
phia and packing it down.

“What shdl wecdl it?’ Ghairen had asked. “I think it should have aname.”

“Well cdl it Blood Tabernanthe,” Alivet said. She had thought of naming the substance “Celanem,” but it
seemed ingppropriate to connect Ghairen’ s daughter with such a powerful new drug.

Now the dappled light of the metal river sent shards and ripples across Ghairen' sface. “ So we begin our
campaign againg the Lords of Night. It will be short, Alivet, and either it will be entirely successful or an
utter failure.”

“How optimigtic areyou?’ Alivet asked before she could stop herself.

“l anascientist,” Ghairen said. “1 weigh evidencewhen | get it.”

“And on this occason?’

“I'venoidea”

The barge was gliding down the cand toward them. Alivet stepped over the sSide, and Ghairen cast off.

It seemed an eternity before they reached the gate tower. Alivet sepped out onto the familiar red marble
dars. Thewals of the parc-verticae hung nearby, eerily tranducent in the early-morning air. Somewhere
insde, Alivet thought, there is a shiffrey shaman living in a burrow, casting dark energies. She
hoped never to set foot inside the place again. Though it did contain some interesting plants. ..

She looked up to see the observation point of the gate tower spiraling above her head, aglass needle
catching the light of the sun. She thought of injections and blood. Behind it, she could see the storm-cloud
shadow of the drift-boat. A group of Hathanass men stood nearby, looking askance at Ghaiten.

“Who arethey?’ Alivet asked.
“Passengers, perhaps.”
“To Laent Emanation?’

“No, to other places. Nethes, perhaps—there is some trade with the Nethenass—or Tisach. Most
probably the latter. The Tisachen are friendly, and their shadow-art is much in demand in wealthier
crcles”

Alivet frowned. “Isthe orbit of Latent aregular sopping place for this ship, then?’

“No. | had to pay.” Ghairen’ sfingersflickered in dismissd. “A great ded, infact. But it's government
money. If we can open up Latent to trade, as the Soret hopes to do, then you will see greater trafficin
Latent’ sorbit. But for now, we are the only ones going to Latent Emanation.”

“Ghairen, when we get there, are we going to go back through the same portal ?’

“There are five portals on your world. Four are located in the Palaces of Night; the other one allows only
entry, not departure. We'll be going back through that one. | don’t want to end up in another Night
Pdace, not after lagt time.”



Alivet, immediatdy interested, said, “Whereisthis porta?’

Ghairen grimaced. “In some swamp somewhere. The anubes patral it regularly, in case of vigitors. | am
counting on it that they will bethere”

Whatever might happen, Alivet thought, she was going home, away from thisarid, dry world with its
strange rivers and piercing air, its poisons and its schemes, and she was never coming back again.

But then aface rose up before the eye of her mind: pale and scared against the dark velvet pillow. Alivet
blinked. It was as though she once more stood before the statue in Ghairen’ sroom, or the anube's
ancient chamber benesth the Palace of Night. Two faces were staring back a her from memory: Celana
and Inkirietta, like two sides of acoin. Oneliving asa prisoner in toxic luxury, and the other amuitilated
servant of the Lords of Night. If she could, Alivet thought, she would save them both.

She and Ghairen walked between the crimson glasswalls of the gate tower and up the stairway to the
platform where the passage to the drift-boat lay.

“Haveyou 4iill got the phid?’ she asked Ghairen, anxioudy.
Hesmiled at her. “Don’'t worry, Alivet. It's quite safe.”

“What if Iraguild s around somewhere?’ Alivet had been keeping an eye out for Ghairen’ serstwhile
governess ever sncethey had left the tower, but apart from the small congregation of passengers, the
early-morning city seemed deserted.

“Sheisnat. | have been kegping track of Iraguilaever since her dismissa. She has goneto ground, it
seems—quiteliteraly, into ashiffrey burrow.”

“And you're sure she' snot here? | don’t suddenly want a poisoned dart in my neck. And what about the
others? The Sanguinants?’

“She has not returned to Ukesh. The Sanguinant temple has been closed: the Soret ordered araid last
night, on my recommendetion. That’ s partly why the city’ s o quiet thismorning.”

Despite these reassurances, Alivet continued to keep awatchful eye upon the passengers. They joined
the queuefor the portal, standing impatiently in line as the passengers for the drift-boat were processed.

“Do you have papers for me?’
“Everythingisin order, Alivet. If we re going to encounter problems, they’ |l be a the other end.”

Now that the prospect of returning to Latent Emanation was finaly becoming redl, Alivet found that she
was more nervous than ever. The thought of buying ashack in the fens and spending the rest of her life
fishing from the veranda was extraordinarily appeding. Inki and Celanaand her aunt could live there,
too...

And Ghairen? She stole aglance at him. Entirely too urbane for lifein aswamp. Alivet gave up her
fantasy with asigh. Besides, Inki was gtill Enbonded, Celanawas traumatized, and Alivet’ s aunt waswho
knew where. Presumably the Unpriests had doubled their effortsto bring the fugitive Alivet to justice
after the eventsin the Night Palace. The thought of her aunt’ s neat house ransacked and riven by
Unpriestswas aterrible one. Once we defeat the Lords of Night, Alivet told hersef, the Unpriests are
going to be the first to go.

Her shoulder blades remained itchy until she stepped through the link to the drift-boat and had once again



taken a seat in the waiting area. She watched the patterned |eaves entwine about her waist with amixture
of impatience and relief. Ghairen was distracted and uncharacterigticaly silent until the boat had risen past
the atmosphere of Hathes. Then heroseto hisfeet.

“Timeto go up to the solar deck. Bring the phid with you.”

The solar deck was perched at the pinnacle of the ship; she could see the drift-boat’ s vast dark hull
curving away below. Hathes hung againgt the star meadows, baleful as an eye. Into her ear Ghairen
murmured, “Y ou have no ideahow much it’s costing for usto stroll around up here. Usudly it’ sreserved
for the upper echelonsaone.”

“Won't people wonder what we re doing?’

“Doubtless. But they’re unlikely to come over and make inquiries. | am a Fifth Grade poisoner, after dl.
Can you tak to the drug?’ Ghairen asked.

“I'll try.” Alivet took the smal burner from her pocket and placed a pinch of the tabernanthe uponiit. “I'll
need alight.”

“Here.” Fireflickered across Ghairen’ s gloved hand. The tabernanthe began to smolder, smoke drifted
upward. “You'd better st down.” He guided Alivet to anearby seet. A group of passengers, enjoying
the view, eyed her nervoudy. Alivet ignored them. With Ghairen’s steadying arm around her shoulders,
she closed her eyes and inhded. And after amoment, it was there. She could see the face of the dly:
inquiry initsgreat dark eyes.

“Itisyou,” the tabernanthe said.
“Yes. Do you remember me?’

“Y ou were with me, moments ago.” A ripple passed over the dly’ sface, like water or heat. “Or wasit
years? | cannot remember.”

“I need you to do something for me. Do you see thissun?’

“Of course”

“I need you to absorb some of itslight into yoursdlf, to take it and hold it. Can you do that?’
“Why must 17"

“To help the bloodlines from which you spring,” Alivet said, holding her breath in case it was the wrong
answer. She had never before worked with adrug that shared acommon origin with humanity. Thealy
seemed to recede within her mind, as though glimpsed through the wrong end of atelescope. Then it was
back.

“I will do asyou ask,” it said. Alivet opened the phid. The substance of the drug lay glistening within. She
placed it in front of the viewing port. Gradualy, asthey watched, it grew brighter, until it shonewith a
light of itsown. Alivet could hear muttering voices behind them.

“That’ senough,” Ghairen said, and closed the phia with a snap. Hathes receded, to become no greater
than the head of aruby pin. A veil did acrossthe viewing port. “Preparing for thejourney,” Ghairen said.
“Nothing to seein No-Space. We should go back down.”

They returned to the depths of the ship. Eventudly, Alivet grew tired of the ragged frustrations of waiting.



Making sure that the phial was safely stowed in her pocket, she found adormitory capsule, hoping that
when she awoke, the drift-boat would have reached her own world. That was one thing that could be
said for theroad of the unconscious: it might be less comfortable, but it was certainly quicker. She dozed,
plagued by shapeless, disturbing dreams. When she woke again, it wasto find Ghairen’ s hand on her
shoulder.

“We vearived,” hesad.

They made their way to the ship’s portal. Again there wasthat brief, eectrifying moment, then Alivet and
Ghairen were stepping through into cool, dim air. A breath of salt breeze drifted through the room. Alivet
ran toward open double doors and found that she was |ooking out across a great expanse of placid
water. It was evening. A smear of sunlight remained on the far horizon and amarsh bird cried plaintively
from the reeds. Water |apped at the edge of the doors. She could see steps leading down beneath the
ripples. There was no other way out besides the portal and the doors.

“l can't seeanyone.”

“The anubeswill come, Alivet. | told you, they patrol regularly.” But for al the confidencein Ghairen's
words, he did not sound entirely sure of himsdlf. They waited, Sitting with their backsto thewall. Alivet
could not stop fidgeting; Ghairen was unnaturdly sill. Eventualy Alivet rose and went to the water’ sedge
to wash her face. She did so cautioudly, but it was good to be worrying about liches and water-children
again, rather than unknown terrors. She stood to find Ghairen behind her. He took her by the shoulder
and pointed into the growing twilight.

“Look. A boat iscoming.”

Alivet could seeit now. It was a pilgrimage boat, like the one that had brought her to Shadow Town. It
glided soundlessly through the reeds. There was a single anube standing in the prow with apole.

“Will hetake usal the way to the Night Palace?’

“He |l take usto the back gates. We' |l have to get into the palace oursalves. We have asingle day. The
Lords hold their banquet tomorrow.”

“How are we going to carry out the poisoning?’
“That is something that your Sster can help uswith.”
“If she' sdill dive”

“If, indeed, sheistill alive,” Ghairen echoed after a pause. The pilgrimage boat knocked gently against
the step and Alivet climbed in. The anube gave her aconsidering look and said, “We will go through the
deep fens, the hintermarshes. Y ou know that they are till looking for you, for the attempted murder of
the aristocrat?’

“Attempted murder? Thegirl died,” Alivet said, taken aback.
“1t seems she hasrecovered.”
“From death? Y ou can't recover from that!”

The anube gave asmooth, rippling shrug. “1 do not know the details, only rumor. All Levanah has been



searched. The Unpriests seek gpothecaries, heders, empirics—anyone whom they find it amusing to
persecute.”

“Has anyone been killed?’ Alivet asked, dreading the answer.

“Many have been taken, from their homesin daytime or midnight. It is not known what has happened to
them.”

“Have you heard of awoman named Elitta? Do you know what has befalen her?’
“I donot.”

The anube spun the pole, sending the boat out into the stream. The place of the portal fell behind. Alivet
looked back to seeit shimmering on the edges of the marsh: two pale pillarsrising like bones out of the
water. Ghairen sat hunched in the stern, saying nothing. Alivet did aong the boat to sit beside him.

“Ghairen, just tdl me onething. Wasit you who poisoned Madimi Garland?’
“No. Why would | have done?’
“To force meinto avulnerable postion?’

“Y ou were dready in avulnerable enough position, because of Inki. | told you, Alivet. | don’t go around
poisoning everyone.” She saw the glint of asmilein thetwilight. “Waste of resources. Do you believe
me?’

She wanted to. Perhapsit was time to change the subject.
“How long will it take before we get to the Night Palace?’ Alivet asked the anube.
“Itwill beawnhileyet.”

Alivet settled back against the side of the boat and closed her eyes, reassured by the familiar salt-weed
odor of marsh and water, the rustling of rushes, the sudden hiss of dragonflies. If we were free of the
Lords and the Unpriests, think what we could do with such a world. She was not used to such
hopes; it was strange, to consider afuture further than the next scrambling god of surviva.

Astheboat glided on, Alivet began, for thefirst time, to consider what aworld free of the Lords might
belike. When Ghairen had initially raised the possibility, she had not thought very far beyond Inki’s
release, and the vague promise of aworld where people could do what they pleased without fear of
reprisal. Now she redized that they needed much more than that. The Unpriests and the Lords were not
the sole source of woein theworld: think of fat Hilliet Kightly, snatching a her with greasy hands. If the
Unpriests were deposed, there would be plenty of monsters-in-the-making to take their place. And was
Ghairen himsdlf one such monster? Hathes was no paradise, after al, and when he spoke so promisingly
of opening up her world to the trade-routes, was he not hoping only for more people to poison, more
clientsfor nation?

We have been stagnating, Alivet thought, mired in our fens. Even the Search, that great quest for
meaning, now seemed only to look backward, and Alivet now wondered whether this was not why the
Unpriests had turned aliteraly blind eye toward it; that it kept the citizens of Levanah preoccupied and
digtracted from the future. It seemed now that the Origin was aworld like any other, and from what she
had seen of Hathes and Nethes, it appeared that Latent Emanation wasto be preferred, even if it did
dlegedly liefarther down the ladder of human evolution. Given Gulzhur Elanid, that would seem to be no
bad thing. It isn’t where we come from that matters. It's where we're going.



But wherewasthat? If we had our own drift-boat, Alivet mused, we, too, could go exploring. We
could trade drugs and books and metals and ideas. Transformation is the true goal of alchemy,
after all. Why should we not transform ourselves? If the Lords could be disposed of, the people of
Latent Emanation could have their own boat, assuming that Ghairen did not stand in her way. The shiffrey
may have lied about some things, but perhaps not about al. She might have to ded with Ghairen when
the time came, and she had no idea how to go abouit it. Her thoughts turned back to the drift-boat.

Dreams of an eight-year-old, escaping into flight... And she redlized, too, that the appeal that the Search
held for her was not so much the quest for alost origin, it was the notion of traveling. Drugs or dreams or
drift-boats; the means did not matter. A boat would need a captain, someone versed in the realms
beyond theworld. Well, Alivet had been beyond that world on two occasions now, which she wasfairly
sure was twice more than any of her fellow citizens. And acitizen of Hatlies had offered her gainful
employment.

“Ghairen?’ she said doud. “What qudifications do you need to fly adrift-boat?’

“It takes about three years, so I'mtold. There' satower on Hathes dedicated to the art, but not many
job opportunities, given that there are only about nine of the things that anyone knows of. Why do you
ak?

“If the Lords were gone, we could take their boat.”

“Thinking of traveing, Alivet?’

“I wasthinking of trade. Can you hire peopleto crew these things?’
“Y ou could try. Look. Ther€ sthe causeway.”

A narrow band of lamps bisected the twilight air, far ahead. The boat turned, snaking through the rushes.
Far above Alivet’ s head, the bulbs of the rushes stirred in the boat’ s passage.

“Ghairen?’ Alivet whispered. “ Do the Lords set snaresin these marshes? What if we run into one?’

“Of course. There are net traps and wires strung al through these reed beds. But they’ re known to the
anubes. That'swhy we are taking thisroute.”

The bulk of the Night Palace hung above them, petals of darkness that turned the surrounding sky into a
deep, trand ucent indigo. An attern gave adesolate cry out across the marsh, making Alivet jump. The
boat rocked.

“It'sonly abird,” Ghairen said, inwarning.

“It gartled me.” Now that they had amost reached the palace, Alivet could no longer distance herself
from her fears. What if Inki was already dead, thrown into the marsh like akitten in a sack? Asthey
glided up to the meta pilingsthat supported the vast structure of the palace, she found that she was
holding her bresth. She looked up at the platform, which towered hundreds of feet above the water. It
reminded her of the architecture of Hathes: afrighteningly inhuman scale. Dim shapes rocked and bobbed
in the water ahead and Alivet clutched at the Sde of the boat before she redlized that they were the
tethered craft of the Unpriests. The pilgrimage boat did into a corner of shadow and stopped. It was so
dark that Alivet could not see her hand in front of her face. Cold fingers touched her own, guiding her
hand upward until she could fed metdl.

“It' saladder,” Gharen murmured into her ear.



“Where does it go? Up into the palace?’

“Yes butit'salong climb.”

“Then I'll need aknife”

“I'’'m planning to avoid the Unpriests. Thisis areconnaissance, not abattle.”
“Itisn't for the Unpriedts. It sfor me.”

After abemused moment, Alivet felt something heavy being pressed into her hand. She touched the
blade, assessing its length, then hacked off the hated skirt until the material svung around her knees.

“Good thing it sdark,” Ghairen said, evidently realizing what she was doing.

“I'm keeping the knife. Just in case.” Alivet tucked it into her belt and swung herself up onto the ladder.
“1 hope you have some idea of what to do once we reach the top.”

“Yes. Theladder will bring us out into the food store. From there, we head for the kitchens.”
“Thekitchen?| suppose you have poisoning in mind?’
“Y es, but not immediately. Start climbing.”

Alivet did s0, feding her way from rung to rung. She looked down once, but could see nothing except the
faintest glimmer of light on water. Perhapsthiswasjust aswell, though if Hathes had given her anything, it
was a head for heights. The metal was dick and difficult to hold. Shetried not to think of faling. From
this height, the water would swallow her like astone, but that was another thing not worth thinking about.
Alivet continued to climb and her fingers grew chilled and numb. Hathes seemed athousand years away.
The world contracted to damp air and colder metal and the rustling of Ghairen’ s robes as he followed
her. She heard awhisper from the darkness.

“Mind your head. We're nearly at the top.”
“How do you know?’
“I know how many rungsthere are. I’ ve been counting.”

Just where had Ghairen gained hisinsde information? His knowledge had surely come from Inkiriettaand
the anubes. If either of them wasto be used as any kind of decoy duck... Alivet reached above her head
and discovered aflat metd pandl. She gave it an experimenta push. It was loose.

“Push it upward and to one side. But be careful.” Ghairen’s voice was sharp with anxiety. Alivet thought
of Unpriestswaiting above the hatchway like dragonfly larvae, ready to strike and snatch. “Here,”
Ghairen added. She reached down and felt something smooth being placed in her hand. “ At the top of
thisdevice, thereisabulb. If anyone' sthere, pressthe bulb and turn your head awvay. Don't breathein.”

“Andit will kill them?’
“I"'m hoping no one sthere.”

Alivet shifted the pray to amore convenient position and pressed on the pandl. It did up. Therewas no
movement in the darkness beyond. Cautioudy, Alivet hauled herself through into an arctic space. She
stood, shivering, as Ghairen came to stand beside her.



“Where are we?’ She reached out. Her fingers met ablock of something cold and smooth, likeice or
glass, but the room smelled of nothing et all.

“Inthe food store. Darkness and evening, congedled into ice. The opposite of latent light. Thisiswhere
the Enbonded can go—there is another room, beyond this point, behind agreat metal door. In there, a
different kind of food is kept: the dark energy on which the Lords must feast, every year or o, to
maintain their sructure. It stoxic to humans; it rots the bones.”

“ And one of those feastswill be tomorrow?’
“That' swhy we're here.”

“How are we going to make them ingest the poison? Won't it be obviousto them?” Insdeitsphid, the
blood tabernanthe surely glowed and gleamed; Alivet could not see how it would be possibleto hideit in
aream of darkness. Perhapsif shekept it cold...

“Y ou will need to consult its spirit. And we aso need to find the kitchens.”

Alivet heard the faint sound of a door opening, then felt Ghairen’ s hand around her wrist. They dipped
through the door into ametal passageway, then up aflight of erratic stepsthat did not appear to have
been designed for human feet. Another passageway, another door, and then Ghairen drew to ahalt. He
seemed in no hurry to let her go. Above the sudden pounding in her head, Alivet could hear alow
susurrus of voices.

“Thekitchens?

“If my mapiscorrect, yes.”

He led her through into anearby chamber, where there was asmal opening high on awall.
“Alive, if I liftyouup...”

Acutely conscious of her mutilated skirt, and Ghairen’ s hands around her waist, Alivet let herself be
hoisted up until she could peer through the window. She was|ooking directly down into the kitchens, lit
by abank of grest furnaces. Enbonded servants scurried to and fro, bearing platters of glassand ice. This
must be the substance that she had seen in the Stores, the raw materia from which the delicacies of the
Lordswere made. Alivet remembered Madimi Garland, sipping a sorbet of night and diding down into
desth, and a shiver ran through her. But from what the anube had said, the girl had not died &fter dl...

“Alivet? What can you see?’
“There are agreat many people down there. It sabusy kitchen.”

“Canyou seeyour sster?” Ghairen’ stone was urgent, but Alivet had aready been scanning the dim
facesbelow.

[13 NO_”
“Areyou sure?’
“Ghairen, she snowhereto be seen.”

“I’m going to let you down,” Ghairen said, and brought her to the floor. She could see hisface in the wan
light that filtered through the window. He seemed even paer than usud.



“Where do you think Inki is?” Alivet whispered.

“If sheign’'tin her usud placein thekitchens, I’d imaginethat sheisin an Unpriest’scell.”

Or dead. She could seeit in hisface. It was not an option she wanted to confront without hard evidence.
“Do you know where the cdlls are?’

“No. | know the part of the palace that Inki knows, and | aso know the anube’ stunnel and the porta
location, but that’ s about it.”

“Then our best chance of getting Inki out—of getting al of them out—isto defest the Lords.” She
thought for amoment. “And that means|’ll haveto take Inki’ s place in the kitchensin order to carry out
the poisoning, won't 17

“Admirably succinct. It'slikely to work. Y ou' retwins, after dl, and they won't have seen her for awhile.
Y ou could say, in the guise of Inki, that the Unpriests|et you go because they thought you might be
needed for the banquet. Besides, the kitchen isadark place and there are agreat many apprentices. As
long as no one gets agood look a you—"

“What about the eye? If | tie something around my head, perhaps?’
“Andyou |l have to keep that tattoo hidden.”

“Butif | pretend my hand’ s been injured, they might not let me work. They must have hygiene
regulations. We'll just haveto chanceit.”

With the knife Alivet dashed her clothesinto rags until no one could have told what their provenance
might have been. She ran the knife dong her arm, wincing as afine edge of blood appeared, and sopped
it up with alength of her skirt. Ghairen tied the bloodied rag about her head and Alivet stripped the
gpothecary’ sringsfrom her hair. That hurt more than the cut, as though her self had been taken from her,
but then it occurred to her that she would willingly give up more than her sdif if it would save her sgter.

“Look after them,” she said to Ghairen.
“I'll keep them safe.” For once, he did not smile. “Inki’ s hair is shorter than yours.”

“Cut it, then.” She stood still while Ghairen hacked &t thelong plait with the knife. Then Alivet tangled her
hair and said, “WelI? Will | pass?’

“It’ sthe best we can do. Find out what the plans are for the banquet, and start work on the poison.
You'll probably need to keep it informed, aswell. Talk toit, tell it what' s happening.”

“You doredizethat I'm not atrained chef?’
“Why isthe profession of gpothecary held to be most suitable for women?”

“Becauseit’ sjudt like cooking,” Alivet answered. Thistime, it was her turnto smile. “ Ghairen, what will
you be doing when I’ m down there?’

“Watching you.”
“If you went to look for Inki—"

“I'll seehow theland lies,” Ghairen told her. He handed her the phid of blood tabemanthe. “ Alivet. Be



careful.” Heleaned across and kissed her hard and quickly on the mouth. When Alivet found her voice,
she heard hersdlf say, “You, too.” She kissed him in return. Then she went through the door.

Sand still you ever-moving spheres of heaven,

That time may cease and midnight ever come.

CHRISTOPHER MARLOWE,

The Tragicall History of Dr. Faustus




London 1595

“It grows colder,” Niclaes said, and shivered.
“Do you speak of the season, or thetime?’ Dee answered.

“Of both.” Niclaes wrapped his arms about himsalf and drew closer to the fire. “ There have been agents
abroad, seeking word of the Family. The Queen grows older; she becomes like Saturn at theyear’s

“Seeking to devour her young?’

“There are plots everywhere she turns. Why should she not be afraid? And these young men she has
around her—the sons of old men who knew her when she hersdlf was agirfl—they arelike jackals
around agreat dying beast, awaiting the moment when they can sidiein and seize their pound of flesh.”

“An unhappy metaphor. | doubt the Queen would be flattered by it.”

“You and | foresaw these days, Dee. Y ou foresaw it when you returned from Meta Incognita, and spoke
to me of your grave doubts. | remember that we prayed.”

“I remember that we prayed, too. And went on planning.”

Niclaes sighed. * Y es, because the devil we know might be worse than the devil we do not. We are being
squeezed from England like a pip from a Seville orange.”

“Thereare other choices” Dee sad, quietly. “ There have been other choices dl thistime.”

“I know. But what are they? Back to the Low Countries, who have treated us worse than the English?

Onward to the New World, which is being carved from pole to pole by dissenters and schemers? We

might purchase a hundred years or so, but the New World will turn into the old soon enough. No, Dee,
better that we take our chancesin this Meta Incognita of ours.”

“And what of your soul?’

“We have spoken of thisdready. | trust in the Inner Light, Dee. Even consorting with devils cannot blow
itout. Itisnot acandle, smal in the universal winds. It turns dways toward God. | have cometo see that,
andtotrust it.” He glanced at Dee and though Niclaes was no longer ayoung man, hiseyes shonein the
light of thefire. “ Areweready?Isit time?’

“Almost. | have been consulting with the—angels.” If Niclaes noticed the pause, he did not comment
upon it. Dee continued, “1 seek to sow necessary rumors. Edward Kelley’ s death will be announced ina
month or so. | have spread the word that | shall be going north, to take up apost there. | have friends
herewho will let it dip that my wife and children are dead of the plague. In truth, they shdl go into hiding,
and | shdl not belong after them. In the meantime, otherswill take on my name: just asthe Merlin of
ancient days was said not to be one man, but many. Dr. Dee will be seenin al manner of placesinthe
yearsto come, except in the one place that matters. We will take the mirror with us. Meta Incognitawill
be logt to the Earth. No persecution will follow us, we will close the door and deal with whatever lieson



the other sde”
“I have” Niclaes sad, “made smilar arrangements.”

“Then we are ready.”



Pdace of Night, Latent Emanation

There were lamps set along the walls of the corridor that led to the kitchen, but the illumination that came
from them was splintered and dim. Alivet hurried through thistledown light with the phid of tabernanthe
clutched close to her heart, hoping not to turn a corner and come face-to-face with an Unpriest. The
cover of the phia was cool againgt her skin. As she reached the door of the kitchen she hesitated. She
could hear the roar of the furnaces, smell athousand complex odors of blood and juices and darkness.
Then she stepped through the door.

At firgt, no one seemed to see her. Alivet sidied along thewall toward the darkest corner of the kitchen,
until shewas brought short by a bellow of rage.

“You! Apprenticel Sneaking toward the candies, are we?’

A cadaverous bulk loomed above her. Alivet saw atall man, his black apron covered with clots of
something thick and sticky. She opened her mouth to mumble something and wasimmediatdly struck by
an idea. She pointed to her tongue, made gagging sounds.

“Inkirietta?’ The chef rocked back on his heds.

Dumbly, Alivet nodded. Everyonein theimmediate vicinity turned around and stared at her. She had
rarely felt so exposed.

“What happened? Did they let you out? | thought they promised you thirty days. They must have grown
tired of your constant sniping and complaining.”

Alivet touched her tongue once more.

“Can’'t speek?” The chef gave aroar of laughter. “Well, that’ Il make achange. At least we'll be spared
the sound of your voice from now on. Let’ shopeit's permanent, eh?’

Inkirietta, Alivet thought, clearly, you have aggravated this man beyond reason. I’m proud of you.

“Still, at least you' re another pair of handsfor the banquet. Take off those filthy rags and get started.
There sa spare set of clothesin the storeroom.”

Glad to get out of sSght and earshot, Alivet found the store. She fastened the black dress, which seemed
much too large, around hersdlf and tucked what remained of her hair beneath the smoke-colored hat. In
the mirror, her pinched, paeface, half covered by the bloodied bandage, seemed a picture of furtiveness.
She went back into the kitchen and was impatiently motioned toward a corner.

“Over there. Start chopping. Y ou know what to do.”

Stepping around the corner of thetable, Alivet picked up aknife and started to work. She glanced up
once, to thelittle window high above the kitchen, but if Ghairen was still concealed there, she could not
see him. It appeared that the ingredients for the banquet’ s desserts and pastries had been assembled the
day before. Surreptitioudy, Alivet watched her fellow apprentices to see what they did; it wasagood
thing that Inki had apparently been relegated to the basic tasks. There were many covert glancescast in



Alivet’ sdirection, which sheignored. Shetried to ook miserable and oppressed. It seemed to be
working.

Over the course of the next few hours, Alivet began to get afed for how the kitchen operated. The head
chef jedloudy guarded the ration of candles; everyone e se had to work in the red glow of the ovens or
smply by touch. No one spoke.

A boy dropped atray and was smacked across the cheek. Threatsto cal the Unprieststo deal with the
offender cameto nothing, but Alivet caught aglimpse of the child’ s face when the chef had finished with
him and it was white and stark, too frightened to cry. Alivet swallowed her anger and deduced that it was
not unknown for the Unpriests to be so summoned.

Opening the icebox, Alivet' s neighbor took out a container and placed it on the table. She opened it
carefully and handed it to Alivet.

“Here. It'sthe night essence. It'sto go in the sorbets.” In an undertone, the girl added, “1nki? Areyou al
right?” Her voice was full of pity and concern and Alivet could have hugged her. It seemed that Inki had
at least onefriend in the kitchens, and this gave her hope. She gave adull nod. If the girl thought that her
mind had been affected, she might take care to give Alivet more precise ingtructions about the
preparation of the food.

The container, which was painful to the touch and numbed her fingers, wasfull of glassy dark ice,
possibly from the seas near Latent Emanation’ s southern pole, aplace that Alivet knew only from legend.
Perhaps the anubes brought it in their pilgrimage boats. If that was so, she wondered how they kept it
cold. Theice seemed to hold its own glow; it was dmost green. With asharp scalpdl, Alivet touched the
edge of the sheet of ice, so that it plit and cracked into anest of divers. Following the directions of the
girl beside her, Alivet arranged the shards of ice in the center of each of the sorbet dishes, then reached
back insde the icebox for the ingredients of the sauce. The girl beside her touched the controls of the
portable generator that stood at the end of the table, and a containment field crackled up around the
workplace.

It seemed, from what Alivet’ s neighbor then told her, that a complex, subtle accompaniment was planned
for the ampleice: atouch of fragrant Cepherian River darkness, gathered close to midnight, redolent of
spiced smoke. Placing the darknessin abowl, and careful to keep within the containment field, Alivet
added apinch of flavors as directed: twilight from Shadow Town, warm and clouded, with ahint of star
anise. Then atouch of evening from the deep fens, water-clear and cool. Alivet stirred dl of these
elements nine times with an ebony spoon, then poured the swirl of darknessinto asilver pan and lit the
chilly flame benegath it. The darknesswas half solid, swirling around the end of the tongs, and Alivet
marveled at it. But strange asit was, it was not so different from drug-making, after dl.

She waited, frowning, asadrift of smoke began to rise from the sauce. Casting it in aspira around the
little columns of ice, Inki’ sfriend clapped her handsimperioudy for the serving saff to take it into the
dining hal, where the Lords of Night were waiting. The staff carried specid platters, about which the cold
lightning of containment fields snapped and played. The head chef looked up, once, asthe processon
passed by, and gave asingle grudging nod of approval.

Having dispensed with the appetizers, the responsbility for the meal passed on to the head chef for a
time, while Alivet and Inki’ sfriend busied themsel ves with the desserts. Alivet hoped to get the chanceto
take the phia from her pocket and dip it into the icebox, but the head chef had got some of the other
gpprentices out of hisfevered way by sending them over to work in Alivet’s corner. Frustrated, Alivet
got on with her own tasks, still under the direction of Inki’ s friend. She prepared fondants of gloom,
sorbets of shadows, and sherbets of dusk, each one gathered from the unseen corners of Latent



Emanation. Findly Alivet wiped her weary hands on her apron and stepped back to admire her
handiwork. Behind her, the booming voice of the head chef said, “Not bad. Perhaps there’ s some
promisein you after dl.”

Alivet jJumped like atortured hare and gave alittle cry.

“Found your tongue?’ The head chef thrust his cadaverous face close to that of Alivet. “Nervous, are
we? Been doing something you shouldn’t? Been gobbing in the fondants again?’

Alivet bridled slently, but she wondered just what havoc Inki had previoudy managed to wregk in the
kitchens. Asmuch as possble, Alivet hoped.

“Get over there, girl, when you' vefinished. | want some help in scrubbing the floors.”

The head chef’ s head jerked in the direction of the gpprentices and they scrambled after him ashe
ambled back toward the cold crimson glow of his own territory. Heart pounding, Alivet sdled into the
corner, retrieved the phia from her pocket, and did it undernegth the floor of theicebox. The phia was
till warm. It seemed to radiate its own heat, and Alivet wasrelieved when at lagt it was safely out of
sght. Then she went to where the head chef was waiting and began to rinse the stone floor clean of
blood, but she kept thinking about the poison lying initscasing of ice.

Oncethe kitchens were quiet, and everyone had |eft for the night, Alivet planned to rescue the phid
containing the blood tabernanthe. She would speak to the dlly, ask it how best it might be concealed.
And then shewould begin to cook: aspecia dish for the banquet of the Lords of Night. Over the course
of the next few minutes, however, she redlized with despair that it might be too late to even think about
executing her plan. The Unpriests had arrived.

They dithered down the kitchen stairs, boot-hedls clicking on the expensivetiles. Alivet risked aglance,
and the nape of her neck grew cold. The peoplein this group were no ordinary Unpriests. Their long
coats borethe Lords own inggnia, and there was awoman with them, dressed in black velvet breeches
and alesther cuirass. A single dark pearl dangled from one ear, like abead of jet. Her right eye was
hidden behind athick dark lens. Her head swiveled from side to side. The woman made Alivet fed
hollow and numb, so she stared grimly down at the floor as the Unpriest passed. The language that she
spokewas archaic, formal, and barely intelligible; she enunciated dowly, evidently for the benefit of the
head chef who, as a mere servant, might not be expected to understand her.

“The Unchurch has had word that an attempt isto be made on the lives of the Lords of Night, by
nonpersons, by dream-sellers, by ghosts. The servants must submit to be searched.”

Alivet cursed slently. It had to be Gulzhur Elanid, if shewas4ill dive, or Ust and her Sanguinant friends;
they must have sent awarning to the Lords.

“An attempt on—7?" The head chef’ sthin face quivered in shock. “ By whom?”’
“I told you. Nonpersons. Those who deny darkness, who seek That whichisNot.”
“By what means?’

“Unknown,” the Unpriest said stiffly, then conceded, “by mysdlf, at least. The Lords, of course, know al,
but in their dark wisdom they have not divulged the answer to one aslowly as myself and were | to know
that answer, | would be no morelikely to divulgeit to you. Now. Prepare to be searched.”

A brass tube began to spiral outward from her eye, glistening with oil. At the end of it wasthe round lens.
The woman raised her head to the level of the head chef’ s face, and passed her gaze down his body from



the crown of his head to histoes.

“Areyou afrad, chef?’

To Alivet’ssurprise the chef said, “ Yes. | am afraid. | have been afraid ever sincel can remember.”
A thin charcoa brow arched above the lens. The woman said, “Indeed? Of what?’

Boldly, the chef answered, “ Of not matching the expectations of the Lords of Night. Of not meeting the
sandardsthat | myself set to servethem.”

“Youtdk likean artist,” the woman said, brows ill raised.

“I am an artist, madam,” the chef told her. Perhapsit was the bravery of sheer terror, Alivet thought, or
perhaps the man had long since been touched by madness. “I am an artist of culinary color and its
absence, amaster of texture and shade, of monochrome uniformity. | drain the ddicaciesthat | prepare
of the touch of light and fire and brightness that is bestowed upon them by the flames on which they are
conjured into being, so that the palates of the Lords of Night may not be seared for one moment by the
tiniest spark of light.”

The woman bowed her head in mocking acknowledgment. “Well, then, | am honored. But you must il
be scrutinized.”

She raised her head once more and the lens rotated aong its appointed track. The woman put her head
on one side, studied the chef.

“Y ou absorb light, you say? Y ou purify the foods of darkness?’
“l do.”

“I had not thought that the life of a pastry chef would be so fraught with hazard. Take care that you visit
the Unpriests more regularly, to purge your soul of traces of light as effectively asyou purify the foods

that you prepare.”

Fascinated, Alivet nonetheless stared straight ahead, afraid of attracting undue attention, but she glimpsed
from the corner of her eye the chef’ s cadaverous form, surrounded for amoment by black energy, an
auraof unlight. One by one, the woman passed the device a ong the rows of apprentices. darkness
crackled and snapped. At last she reached Alivet. She stared at her for amoment, and Alivet raised her
reluctant gaze. She could see nothing in the Unpriest’ sface. One eye was entirely concealed behind the
thick obsidian lens and the other looked dead.

Shesad, caressingly, “ Stand straight. Y ou seem darmed, girl. Areyou afraid?’

Alivet nodded. Something long and thin whipped from the tube that held the lens and lashed Alivet across
the face. The impact spun her around and she sprawled backward, stunned. The Unpriest said, “I asked
you aquestion.”

“She cannot speak,” the head chef hastened to say. “Y our illustrious colleagues did something to her
tongue. They were quiteright, | must say. The girl hasthe mouth of aviper.”

“Yes,” the Unpriest said, congderingly. “Now that you mention it, | think | have seen her before in one of
the cells. | did not realize she had been released, but there are so many of them... Onelosestrack.”

The Unpriest turned away. Therest of the kitchen was searched methodically, and Alivet’ s heart skipped



and hopped as an investigation was made of her work area, including thelittle icebox. The Unpriest
lingered as she examined the pastries and sorbets, and Alivet hid a bruised smile as she saw the sedthy
fingers creep out and flick apiece of brittleicing into the Unpriest’s mouth. But the phial of blood
tabernanthe remained secure. The woman headed for the stairswith an angry flounce and Alivet inclined
her head until the beetle-click of boot-heels betrayed her absence.

No one said aword after the Unpriests visit, except for the head chef, who turned to Alivet and
snapped, “Y ou. Have you finished?’

Alivet shook her head, pointed to the floor, then to the work surface. Shetried to emit a sense of
quivering misery, which wasn't too difficult.

“Sow, aren’'t you?’ The chef grinned. “Better finish what you haveto do, then.”
When he had gone, Inki’sfriend leaned over.

“Inki? Do you want meto stay and help you?” As she spoke, she stole afearful glance toward the chef
and Alivet redized that there would be a punishment awaiting the girl if she remained too friendly with the
troublemaker. That fear suited Alivet’s own purposes, however. She shook her head and gestured to the
door.

One by one, the apprentices | eft the kitchen. Alivet hovered over her tasks, dicing and molding and
freezing, until the head chef uttered a curt good night, along with ingtructionsto lock up. Alivet listened
carefully asthe chef’ s footsteps pounded up the stairs and the door dammed behind him, then sheranto
the icebox and took out the phial. She dropped it on the table and flicked open thelid, then stared for a
moment at the sparkling crimson dust. The color of blood, Alivet thought. The color of life.

She separated a pinch of the substance and dropped it into the dim fire of anearby stove. The
tabernanthe smoked upward.

“Meagain,” she said, when the face of the ally once more appeared wonderingly before her.
“I hold light,” thedly said. “But | am cold.”

“I' know. | need to hide your substance in something, so that the light does not show. How may |
accomplishthis?’

“Cut mewith utmost fineness,” the dly said. The effects of the smoke were wearing off; the dly’ sface
was growing thin and tranducent in her mind’ seye. “ Cut methin.” Then it was gone.

Working quickly, Alivet took her sharp knife and began to chop, her hand moving faster and faster with
an gpothecary’ s practiced speed until the tabernanthe was segmented into tiny lines, too fine to emit the
contained, betraying light. Then Alivet began her fina greet work, the last work which, if al went well,
shewould ever perform in the palace of the Lords of Night. She started to place the substance into the
sorbets. At last she passed her hand over the surface of the chopping block and found only aminute
sugar diver, glowing red like asplinter of glass. Alivet looked at the splinter for amoment, then she put it
back into the phia and put the phia in her pocket. Findly, she dipped everything into the darkest
recesses of theicebox, to wait theretill morning. As sheturned to leave, she fancied that when she next
opened the door of theicebox, the box itsalf would have begun to glow.

Then she went back up the stairs, to the small chamber. At firgt, with athud of her heart, she thought that
Ghairen was gone or had been taken, but then she saw him standing like aghost in the shadows.

“It went well?” he whispered. “I’ ve been watching you.”



“Well enough, | think.”
“| saw the Unpriests. Was there any trouble?’

“No more than usud. They underestimate the Enbonded.” Alivet gave abitter smile. “Never trust
mim-mouthed girlswho keep slent, Ghairen.”

“I'll remember that. But now it' sto our advantage. I'll take you to the dormitory.”
“No, | want to try to find Inki.”

“If you're caught,” Ghairen said forcefully, “asyou might well beif the others notice you' re gone, then we
might aswell throw everything we ve worked for into that swamp. If she' s dead, then nothing can help
her. If she'salive, she can last another day.”

“ But—”

“Alivet, | think | have cometo know you alittle. Y ou do not seem to make a habit of acting before you
think. Don't do so now.” Hishand brushed her face.

Alivet could seethe sensein this, but she did not likeit. Reluctantly, she went to the dormitory with
Ghairen. But as she stepped through the door, she realized that there might be away to go in search of
Inki after al. Onethat would not entail leaving her bed.

Also Travellersin the Night, and such as watch their Flocks...are wont to be compassed about
with many strange apparitions... yet sometimes they make so great and deep impression into the
Earth, that the place they are used to, being onely burnt ‘round with extreme heat, no grass will
grow up there... The inhabitants call this Night Sport of these Monsters, the Dance of Fayries.

OLAUSMAGNUS,
De Gentibus Septentrionalibus,

Historia, 1658 trandation




Y orkshire 1595

Together, faces hidden in their cloaks, Dee and hiswife, Jane, left the safe house that the Family was
using in York and headed for the moor. Dee had dways regarded science as indoor work, but there
were too many folk for even the grestest hdl: athousand and one men, women, and children, from the
citiesof London, Prague, and Amsterdam. Dee saw many facesfor thefirst time; some, from their dress
and manner, he recognized to be Jews. Two of the families were Spanish Moors: tal men, perhaps
brothers, and children with dark, grave faces. Dee thought, Thisisindeed a marvelous work, that
unites so many different creeds. The Church should learn from the Family, not shut us out.

It was cold on the moors and Dee shivered in spite of histhick cloak. He saw members of the Family
exchanging smdl, conspiratorial smileswith the others. Here, at least, al were brothersand ssters, and
Dee knew that whatever befell them during the course of this night, there would be no going back. They
would be dead, or Beyond in Metalncognita. And when they reached that world, Dee told himsdlf, they
would have the chance to make the world anew, and they would not waste it in greedy squabbling and
murder as those who had ventured to the Colonies had done. They would take the best of the old and
the best of the new and weld them into aseamlesswhole.

Hethrust his doubts of the angelsto the hidden chambers of hismind. Whatever befalls us, wherever
we go, we must never forget where we are from and what we leave behind. We carry it within our
hearts: our love of God, our need for a better world, and we must never forget.

He kissed Jane, saying, “I have preparations to make. Do not worry. | will seeyou later.” God knows,
she had made enough sacrificesfor his sake. He pressed the crucifix that had been hismother’ slast gift

to himinto her hand and then he was striding up the hill toward Niclaes and Laski, who even now were
lighting the grest braziers, fashioned from gold and silver and bronze, that stood at the four quarters of the
crowd. And asif they had been rehearsing for months, the gathering of the Family drew into the center of
thecircle.

Though there was no moon, it was abright night. The milky stars spilled out across the moor and seemed
to sparklein the grass. Dee heard Kéelley begin the chant, calling the names of the worlds Beyond:
“Yesod, Hod, Netzach, Tiphareth...” Strange names, Dee thought, though they would be familiar to the
Jews amongst the crowd. “ Geburah, Chesed, Binah, Chokmah, Kether...” We will not be going so far,
the angd had told him. No human can look beyond Tiphareth and live.

A wind was growing up across the moor, stirring Dee' s cloak. The crowd murmured oncein asingle
voice and then fell silent. Dee clutched at his cloak and the wool sparked and clung to his skin. He knelt
besdethe light of abrazier and began to write, inscribing the Sigils of the language of the universe upon a
parchment. He had indeed improved the caculations. As he wrote, the Sgils and formulae spun away
from the page and spiraled up into the air, to hang glowing above the grass.

Something was coming over the moor, blotting out the stars. People cried out, aman closeto Deelost
his nerve and tried to bolt, but there was aline of light around the crowd, holding them in. The crowd
surged toward the center. Dee looked briefly up, saw another Presence in the southern quarter, gliding
up over the moor, then something was descending. Dee |ooked up, mouth agape. It was a great
waterworn stone, or perhaps abowl, its smooth sdes gleaming in the starlight and striking bronze



reflections from the lamps. It was the ship. A fourth angelic form appeared at the last quarter in the north
and Deefelt hismind being wrenched out of al proportion. He looked down into stark madness.

Sowly, likethe hand of God, the thing did down from the sky.



Pdace of Night, Latent Emanation

The apprentices dept on palletsin a cold, damp room above the kitchens. Most were adeep when Alivet
entered—which, she reflected, was just aswell. She found a spare pallet along the wall and curled up,
telling hersdlf that thiswas no more than another Search. Thistime, she would not bum the drug into
smoke. She had another method in mind. Taking the phia from her pocket, she removed the splinter of
sugared blood tabernanthe and put it in her mouth. It exploded like sherbet, an unnatura candy fizzing on
the tongue. Alivet waited, feding her mouth grow numb. At first there was no response from the universe
around her. And then, very faintly, something answered.

“Who cdls?’ it sad. Alivet had theimpression of agreat, swelling voice and shewas seized with a
sudden terror that someone might hesr it.

“Hush,” shewhispered ingde her mind. “ Spesk softly.” The voice hummed in her veins, causing her heart
to pound.

“Who cdls?’
“ am Alivet. You know me.”

She had theimmediate impression of something vital and aive, aquick, glittering figure. Taken ordly, the
figure of the dly seemed to take adifferent form, but then it turned and she was |ooking into its dark
gaze. Now, however, she found herself looking at the mental image of atall figure, red asaruby, the skin
flayed away s0 that she could see the tracery of muscle and sinew. Gleaming hair poured down its back.

“Y ou have disseminated my essence,” it told her. “1 wait to reconfigure.”

“It won't be along wait. In the meantime, | need your help, to find my sister.” She stepped acrossthe
imaginary space and took the spirit by the hand. The spirit looked down dubioudly at their linked fingers.

“Takemewith you,” Alivet whispered.

The next moment, they were gliding swiftly through hals and passages. She saw now that the Palace of
Night wasfar vagter than she had imagined. They passed through halsin which suns glowed in firework
clusters and tars poured like waterfals down the walls. The possibility of finding Inki in thisimmengty of
space seemed suddenly remote.

They cameinto aroom where an armillary sphere sat upon atable, and as Alivet drew nearer, she saw
that the jeweled planets were redl: she could witnessthe glow of cities across their nightsides, count sees,
and mountains. She wanted to stay and look, but the spirit swept her by. A second room, a second set of
spheres.

“Look,” the spirit said. “These are our worlds.” Theworlds of the Cabaahung in the lambent air, each
separated by avell of dust. Alivet saw awhite and blue planet like amarble, then adim azure ball that
she knew to be Latent Emanation. Red Hathes, ash-gray Nethes, and a pale gleaming world which the
spirit recognized as Tiphareth and whispered the namein her ear. Beyond Tiphareth, however, the
worldswerelost in clouds.



“And that’ sthe Origin,” Alivet said in fascination, staring down at thelittle marbled world. 1t did not seem
to be part of the same system, somehow: it wavered and changed as she peered at it and she saw that
thisworld and her own were separated by an immense gulf, ajagged edge of night.

“That iswherewe come from,” the spirit said, pointing to the marbled world. “ A world in another part of
the universe, linked to these worlds by agateway. | remember,” thedly said, and Alivet knew that it
spoke the truth. Memory, passed down in the human bloodline; stored in the genetic fibers of the species.

The spirit pointed at the floor, which seemed to be made of stone, or perhaps it waswood, or
earth—Alivet could not tell. The Night Palace was too strange for her to take in; her mind was creating
familiar images to cope with the inexplicable. But over the floor crept something like aflock of beetles.
Alivet bent her head to look more closely and saw that they were none other than the Lords.

“When thefirst groups of humans cameto theseworlds,” the spirit said, “from Babylon and Egypt,
seeking the lands of the dead, al went well. The Lords themsalves traveled fredly between their
dimension and this one—until the Lordsbe' came corrupt, ensnared in thismore physical relm. Over
time, even their appearance atered and they could no longer return to their own dimension. They sought
to do ashumans did, to keep daves. But you were not stolen away by the Lords; you choseto come. A
group of occultists, who had aready found an opening to the crossing, chanced upon ancient technology.
They summoned the Lords, brought them through to Earth, and then sedled the route behind them.

“But the one who did the summoning, who learned to speak the language of the universe—he was your
ancestor, Alivet. | know this. | have the knowledge of al human blood. He was your many times
great-grandfather: the magus mathematician Dr. John Dee.”

“My ancestor brought us here?’

“He was responsible for the last group of humans who made the crossing between the stars. The
descendants of their leaders are now the Nine Families. But Dee quarreled with them when they reached
Latent: encouraged by the Lords, they sought power for themselves.”

“It seemsto me he till did usagreat wrong,” Alivet said.
“Perhgps. He did what he thought wasright, a thetime.”

“And now | dowhat | believeto beright, dso. But you can free usfrom the Lords, or so Ghairen
believes. Thelatent light which you now hold will day them, he says, or dispatch them back to their own
dimension.” She could fed her grip starting to dip as the blood tabernanthe faded from her bloodstream.
The paace contracted around her, sunswinking out like mayflies, moons fading from the skies of night.
She stood for amoment in asmal paneled room, and then it was gone and she was back on the pallet,
gtiff and cold and dreaming no longer. She had seen auniverse of wonders, but she till hadn’t found Inki.

Next day, slent in her corner of the kitchen, Alivet waited. She had dept in snatches, waking once with a
shock, convinced that a Night Lord had been standing over her, but there was nothing there. Very early
in the morning, when just afew of the apprentices were yawning their way to the washing area, Alivet
had checked the small chamber above the kitchen. Ghairen was nowhere to be seen. The day had been
spent in helping the chefs prepare an endless parade of dishes for the banquet, which even now was
taking place within the depths of the Palace of Night.

Now Alivet watched as the dishes of the main course were carried upstairs. The head chef had excelled
himsdf. The foods he had prepared were rarefied to their finest extreme: all blood and essence. Alivet



did not like to think where such food came from, but she doubted that it had been produced by the
meat-racks in the city. Wild things, she thought, reared in the degp swamps of the delta, hunted down.
The notion reminded her uncomfortably of her aunt. The water-clock moved on. The seemingly endless
parade of dishes was borne from view. At lagt it wastime for dessert.

Alivet hovered anxioudy asthe sorbets, each one with its pool of night around the
tabernanthe-incarnadined ice, were taken upstairs by the serving staff. She remembered the spirit of the
blood tabernanthe: that red, vivid figure. Have | done enough to help you? she asked silently. Will you
free us from the Lords?—but there was no reply. She could not just wait down here until al chaos
broke loose; she had to know what was happening. Where was Ghairen? And where was Inki?

Alivet waited for afrozen moment until she was certain that the attention of the head chef was elsewhere,
and then she dipped after the servers. Her footsteps rattled on the stairs, but no one looked up. Alivet
followed the serversinto the hall. Apart from apair of Enbonded at the far end of the hallway, their numb
gaze fixed on the great bronze doors, it was empty. Alivet hastened to the dining hal, her footsteps
muffled by the carpet. The Enbonded were il looking toward the doors, but now Alivet could see that
therewas atiny crack between the door frame and the wall. She sidled behind thewall curtains, put her
eyeto the crack, and waited.

Inside, it wasamost dark. A faint phosphorescence illuminated the high, echoing vaults of the hall.
Beneath, the shadowy presences of the Lords of Night dined on the last of the mesat essences. There
must have been ahundred of them. Each Lord was different, asif snatched from avariety of nightmares.
Alivet could seethe great arch of ammonite skulls; the twisting spinesthat curved like untrimmed
fingernails. Their carapaces betrayed hints of indigo and jade, overlain with aveneer of darkness. She
saw theroll and dide of their lambent eyes, trained to other dimensions, but now fixed purely upon the
world around them. She thought of the blood tabernanthe. She thought: You are nothing more than
beetles under my heel . Somehow, however, the notion was not convincing.

Human Enbonded moved among the Lords like automata. They were dressed asfinely asthe Unpriests
themsdves: in giff, intricate folds of silk that swung asthey waked. Their hair was hidden beneath bronze
hoods, which coiled out behind them likerams horns. They wore gloves, with artificid talons. The
aesthetics of such formality were beyond her, unless one held the uncomfortable clothes and the weird
hoods to be evidence of arefined, obscure sadism.

There was a susurrus of anticipation as the desserts were passed around the hall by the silent serving
gaff, who then trooped away. Alivet, her hearing fine-tuned by anticipation, heard the tiny crack asthe
first sllver spoon touched the firgt sorbet; then another, and then another. There was the grinding crunch
of mandiblesuponice. Alivet took atrembling bresth. The Lords, moving as one, each swallowed a
single spoonful of blood tabernanthe. The world hung, suspended in time, like a globe upon an armillary
sphere. She thought of the light of a sun, absorbed and hidden, ready for release. The memory of a
crimson figure danced inside her mind. Alivet breathed out.

And thefirst Lord exploded.

The blood tabernanthe dectrified every filament of the Lord s body beforeit flared up into agreat
column of brilliance. The metal doors of the dining room were blasted from their hinges and flew down
the halway like leaves. Alivet, thrown back against the wall, could see nothing but the shattered form of
the Lord branded upon her retinas, but she could taste the light which streamed out from the dining hall:
the hard, clear sunlight of mountain peaks, the roseate depths of sundown over ocean; the golden,
glittering brightness at midsummer noon, and behind them al the taste of human blood and human
memories.



She dimly saw that, exposed to light, asecond Lord was transformed into a pillar of flame, then another,
and then dl of them. It had worked. The Lords were gone up infire, snatched up by the poisonous drug
30 carefully concealed in darkness and ice by the skillful hands of Alivet. Werethey dying, or becoming
transformed? And into what? But she could not stay and witness her triumph; the brightness was too
much to bear. Afraid for what remained of her sight, Alivet turned. Hands gripped her shoulders and
Alivet struck out.

“Alivet! It sme,” Ghairen said. Hisvoice wasragged.
“Where sInki?Did you find her?’

“I found the cdlls. | couldn’t see your sigter. Alivet, we ve got to get out of here. Thewhole paaceis
beginning to fracture.”

“No! I'm going to find Inki.” Alivet wrenched free of Ghairen’ s protective hands. “ Tell me wherethe
cdlsare.” She could hardly see. She reached out, groping, and found thewall curtains.

“Alivet, listen—" Ghairen sounded utterly exasperated, but Alivet did not care.
“Where arethe cells?”

There was asplitting, rending sound, like an immense tree struck by lightning. Alivet blinked upward. A
crack was running the length of the calling.

“All right!” she heard Ghairen say above the tumult. “We |l go together.”

Hetook her hand and they stumbled down the halway. Alivet’ svision began to clear. The hdl split down
itslength and the carpet rolled up like atongue. Alivet was hurled againgt the wall. Ghairen pulled her
back onto the shifting floor.

“Down the gtairs.”

A twigting spira led down into the depths of the Night Paace. Alivet, by now amost entirely lost, caught
sght of the dormitory through agaping hole in thewall and redlized that they were closeto the Sairs
leading down to the kitchens. The metal panels pedled away from the wall like riverbirch bark and fell to
thefloor. Alivet fell. Ghairen pulled her upright. The wall to her left collapsed in ashower of shards,
through the gap, she glimpsead the marshes beneath agreen twilight sky.

“Why isit collgpsing?’ she shouted as they bolted down the Sairs.

“Release of energy from the Lords' physica bodies. Y ou were lucky not to have been killed—I went to
the kitchen to find you and you weren't there.”

“| wanted to see what would happen. Why didn’t you tell methey’ d explode like that?’
“I didn’t know,” Ghairen admitted. “| thought they might just demateridize.”

They had reached the bottom of the stairs. Alivet looked back to see that the walls of the staircase had
now peeled away: the spira led up into a shattered ruin. Sky poured through the broken roof of the
Pdace of Night.

“Where are the Lords now?”

“I don’'t know,” Ghairen said. Hisforesight and planning seemed to go no further than the disintegration
of the Lords. Perhaps he had never redly beieved that they would be successful.



“Wherearethe cdls?’

“Down there.” Ghairen pointed. Alivet looked down onto an iron wakway, running along a series of
cages. Each cage wasroughly the height of aman: an externa skeleton of bars and straps. Blood
gleamed in the seething light and for abrief moment Alivet seemed to seethered spirit of the tabernanthe,
head raised in grief and exultation. She brushed past Ghairen and ran down the steps to the walkway.

“Inki? Where are you?’

Thefirst cellswere empty, but eyeslooked out at her from the darker cdlls along the walkway.
“Inki?’

And avoice answered: “I’m down here.”

Alivet looked down to see a sea of pae faces staring up through agrille in the walkway. One of
them—one-eyed but defiant—was the face of her Sster.

“Inkiriettal” Alivet fel to her knees and started pulling at the grille. Ghairen dropped beside her to help.
Using theknife asalever, they prised up the nails and lifted the grille. Between them, they hauled Inki
through the gap. Alivet threw hersdf at her Sdter.

“Sigter Inkirietta Dee,” Ghairen said behind her. “Good to see you again.”

“I knew you'd come,” Inki said. “Both of you.” The wakway shuddered once, like an animal straining
againg itschains. The empty cages broke away and fell from the walkway, splashing down into the
marsh. Other prisoners, wan and dazed, were coming up through the gap to stand on what was now a
fragile platform, jutting over the water. The remains of the palace, a huge and complex ruin, rose before
them.

“Go through thewallsl” Ghairen shouted. “ Over there, toward the causaway.”

Alivet turned. In the water below, dark thrashing shapes were beginning to congregate. Alivet drew Inki
moretightly to her Sde and turned to follow the prisoners.

“Don’'t you want to say good-bye?’ someone said. The voice was shilant, and familiar. Alivet spun
around. And there was IraguilaUst, covered in ash and holding aneedle to a prisoner’ sthroat.

“Iraguila,” Alivet said, and then she recognized the prisoner. It was then that she redized that Ghairen had
not been the only one to watch and plan.

“Aunty!” Inki cried.

Alivet’saunt Elittawas smaller and older than she remembered, her gray hair disheveled and her clothes
torn. She struggled, but Ust touched the needle to her throat and Elitta grew ill.

“I don’'t want her,” Ust hissed. Her face was distorted with fury. “I am a Sanguinant. | want the architects
who brought down my masters. Y ou first, and then him. Step forward.”

Alivet looked cautioudy around. She and Inki stood between Ghairen and Us; if hetried one of his
poison-at-a-distance tricks, it would miss the governess and fal on them. She stepped forward, within
reach of the needle. Ust thrust Elittaaway and lunged at Alivet’ sthroat, but Alivet dodged. Grasping
Ust’ swrist, she seized the woman by the arm and bent it back, but as she did so, shelost her own
footing on the trembling platform. Alivet and Ust fell over the Sde and into the marsh.



Ust wastorn from her grasp the moment they hit the water and vanished benegth its churning surface.
Alivet fdt arasping, suckered thing wrap itself around her like avine. She, too, was pulled down, into a
forest of weeds. The weeds clung, wrapping themselves around her arms and throat, and gripping her
anklesin arazor embrace. A swirl of mud flew up to blind her.

She thought of the thing that had fallen from the anube’ s pole to seize the Unpriests and drag them down.
She struck out with the knife, dashing at the weeds, and broke free. But even as she struck upward from
the surface, the current seized her and took her down into deep water. Her lungs were bursting, but
grangdly, it reminded her of the Search. The depths were serene, light filtering dimly down. She thought
that perhapsit would be best to go withiit, let herself be carried out on the current, but then that small
cold voice at the back of her mind, that served her so well during the Searches, said: You are drowning.
Snvim! And Alivet swam up, past agresat jutting outcrop of rock, and into the air.

Just as she broke the surface, she was hauled back down. Rank water once more filled her mouth and
thistime she tasted blood. Iridescent light filled the weter; she saw agreat mouth and eyes like lamps,
then the sudden vision of Iraguila s head, torn off at the neck. Iraguilalooked sartled, asif surprised
behind akeyhole. Something wrenched at Alivet’ s ankle and she was gripped from behind by a sinuous,
strong form. Her vision went black, she lashed out, but then she was dragged out of the water and over
the sde of a pilgrimage boat. The anube who had rescued her was close behind.

Alivet lay gasping on the boards like a beached fish. Far above her head, she saw atrio of anxious faces
peering over the Sde of the platform. Ghairen’ s lips moved; he was calling to her but her earswere full of
water and she could not hear him past the ringing in her head.

“I'mdl right,” shethought she said.

The shattered remains of the Night Palace filled the Sky, animmense latticed ruin, lit by aghostly column
of light that twisted and turned and knitted itsalf into ashining coil. As Alivet watched, atiny hole of
nothingness broke open the air. The coil swept forward, questing like a serpent, then poured through the
hole, which widened briefly to form acrack. Through it, Alivet glimpsed familiar forms: four-faced,
spinning beings. One of them looked back and she met its eyes. She could not interpret what she saw
there: dation, despair? But then the crack closed behind the host with an audible snap.

“The Lords have gone,” the anube said, sounding no more than faintly interested. Perhaps the Lords had
been seeking such openingsal aong, Alivet thought; minute cracks between dimensions through which
they could escape, once freed of their corrupted physical form. And if ahuman looked through such a
thing, would it be enough to blind them?

Alivet sat up. Fighting was taking place within the ruins. She saw agroup of Enbonded, tiny asbirdsin
the rigging of the wreckage, swarming down toward agroup of Unpriests. There was the sudden flare of
awebgun, followed by arain of debris asthe Enbonded retaliated. Alivet watched as the two groups
flowed together. Unpriests and Enbonded fell from the platform like ripe fruit, to be swallowed by the
marsh. Unhurriedly, the anube steered the boat toward what remained of the ladder, where three figures
were dready climbing down.



If mankind had to choose between a univer se that ignored him and one that noticed himto do him
harm, it might wed choose the second. Our own age need not begin congratulating itself on its
freedom from super tition till it defeats a more dangerous temptation to despair .

E.M.W.TILLYARD,

The Elizabethan World Picture

Latent Emanation, Month of Ice

Alivet’s hands rested on old wood, bleached by st and light. She looked out over the fens, tranquil now
beneath the winter sun. A thin skin of ice frosted the water underneath the deck of the cabin, trapping the
reeds. She could seethe slvery form of afish, idling in the cold water under theice. Thisweeather should
please Ari Ghairen, Alivet thought. It would become as chilly as Hathesitsdlf very soon, now that the
Month of Dragonflieswas past and the winter had begun. Certainly he seemed in no hurry to depart, now
that he had sent for Celana. She would be arriving soon, on the next drift-boat to visit Latent Emanation.

Acrossthe fens, far on the edge of the horizon, the shattered remains of the easternmost Palace of Night
wasjust visble. Only acouple of days, and dready it looked like the most ancient of ruins. The other
three palaces remained; there was tak of moving the university into one of them, or perhaps a pleasure
complex smilar to Port Tree. Now that Latent Emanation would be welcoming vistors from elsawhere,
there seemed plenty of scope.

Inside, Alivet could hear the voices of Inki and her aunt, arguing over the best way to prepare rush
fennd. Inki, it appeared, had plans. There would be no question, she had said firmly, of Alivet sacrificing
anything to take care of her; she was quite capable of looking after herself. She did not want to become
an apprentice gpothecary or go and live in Shadow Town, even if they could afford it, or any of the grand
dreamsthat Alivet had entertained on her behalf. She would open arestaurant, she had told Alivet, in one
of the now-vacant Night Palaces.

“After dl,” shehad said, “it isn't asthough | don’t know my way around the kitchens.”

And Alivet, stlanding openmouthed, had no option but to agree.

Behind her, the veranda door opened, letting out a breath of heat. Alivet turned, to see Ghairen.
“It' stoowarminthere)” hesaid. “And | think I'min theway.”

“You'renot intheway out here,” Alivet told him, rather tiffly.

“Thank you, Alivet.” He gave her asdelong look of mock gratitude.

“Tell me something. Did you ever redly beieve we d succeed?’



“| did not dareto think of such athing. If I'd failed thistime, the Soret would have had me nated.”
“ Assassinated?”

“That iswhy | couldn’t wait another year. When the previous attempts ended in disaster, the Soret gave
mean ultimatum.”

“Why did they choose you, and not another Poison Master?’

“Because | am supposed to be one of the best. And also, | don’t know if you remember my telling you
this, but my daughter Ryma s mother isthe child of amember of the Soret. There was some—ill fedling,
when we separated. It has crossed my mind on more than one occasion that certain members of the
ruling class might have wanted an excuse for meto fail.” He frowned. “It wasn't so much the prospect of
death that | minded, asthe professond humiliation.”

“But why didn’t you tdl me?’

“I didn’t want to put you under any more pressure. If you knew that my head was destined for the block
if wefailed, then where would that have left you? Of course, | didn’t know you thought | wasto be your
murderer.”

So he had only been trying to protect her. All the mysteries, the secrets, for her own benefit. Did that
mean that the incomplete seduction was less of an attempt to use her than something genuine, something
red? Alivet found herself smiling. But if the Soret had S0 ruthless an approach to their own people, then
did that make them any better than the Lords? What plans did they redlly have for Latent Emanation?
Out of thefrying pan, Alivet thought, and into what fire?

“Where do you think the Lords are now?’ she asked.

“Back intheir own dimension, | hope. They must have been so frugtrated. Their home within view,
through those minute rents between dimensions, and they could no longer reachit. Unitil thelight inthe
tabernanthe blasted darkness apart.”

“And that glimpse through therift: the four-faced beings. Wasthat the Lords' true form, or just another
way of perceiving them?’

“WEll never know.” Ghairen’sface was grim. “When | sent word to Celana, | told her to get rid of that
statue in the bedroom. | know you saw it,” he added, before she could interrupt. “Y ou seem to have
been most enterprising in your midnight wanderings.”

“I had to be, given that you locked mein my room.”
“It wasfor your own protection.”

But if he had not suspected Ust until it was dmost too late, who had he been protecting her from? Did he
think Cdanamight have tried something unpleasant, during the course of her own * midnight wanderings’?
Even if Ghairen was by no means the mongter she had feared, and even if Celana s own terrors had been
ladtored, it wasafurther hint of adisturbing family dynamic. If we should ever share a bed, Alivet
thought, | think | will insist on one of those forcefields, just in case.

“Why was the statue even there?’” she asked.

“A reminder. It'sold. It came from a Sanguinant temple. At first, | used to liethere and look at it and
make surethat | did not deep too easily until the Lords were gone. Later, of course, it became



unnecessary. | have not dept well since the Soret issued their ultimatum.” He paused and she knew that
he did not want to talk about the Lords anymore. “It’squiet out here. Very peaceful .”

“More peaceful than the city, anyway.” Alivet grimaced. “A bloodbath, | heard. People hunting down
Unpriests, scoresbeing settled...”

“Perhapsit’ sfor the bet. Latent can start again, with aclean date. All revolutions are founded in blood.”

“Inki told me that the Unpriests were those of the Enbonded who showed a particular loyalty to the
Lords, who would plot and scheme and sacrifice their fellows.”

“Even after they themselves had suffered—forced as punishment to peer into another dimension, blinded
asaresult. They used it as abadge of honor, | believe. People who have been abused seek power
wherethey can get it.”

“I can’'t mourn them too much.”
“Unpriestsaren’t the only plotters, though. Just look at your former employer, Genever Thant.”
Alivet stared a him. “What about Genever Thant?’

“I spent the morning making inquiries about Thant and the‘ murder’ victim. If my information is correct,
Madimi Garland will be marrying him aweek on Marsh Day.”

1] WI,H?’

“Madimi Garland is not dead, just asthe anubetold us. Y ou certainly did not kill her. It ssemsthat on the
night that | approached you in Port Tree, my plotting met someone ese's. While you were out of the
fume room, Genever Thant gave Madimi adose of a poison called merope, used by the anubesin their
spirit journeys. As|’m sure you know, it comes from the spotted toad of the fens. It has two stages. At
fird, it causes unconsciousness, and then, if asuitable catalyst is gpplied, it mimics death. And the catalyst
isasubstance found in the most common brand of smelling salts. When you held them under Madimi’s
nose, you plunged her into coma.”

“But the gpothecary found no trace of it, only asmesar of darkness on the handkerchief.” That must have
been from the sorbet, Alivet redized. “ And why would Genever poison hisown client?’

“So that the blame would fal on you.”

“Why should Genever seek to blame me? | never did anything to him.” Alivet was conscious of a
growing outrage. After al the trouble she had goneto in order to be a supportive assstart. ..

“| doubt whether it was personal. Y ou were convenient and expendable, that’ s all. After you ran away,
Genever went to the Unpriests and informed them that you had made an attempt on Madimi’slife. | don’t
know what story he used to account for this, but whatever it was, they believed him. They aso beieved
him when Genever told them that he could cure Madimi, who at that point waslying cold on amortuary
dab. The family gathered round, tragic and weeping; Genever scattered afew drops of an antidote upon
the motionless girl and afew minutes |ater, like the heroine of afairy story, she opened her eyes and sat
up. | imagine it was extremey dramatic. In fact I’'m thinking of offering Genever aposition in the Tower
of the Poison Clans, since he seemsto have demonstrated such an aptitude for the art. Anyway, having
achieved thismiracle, I'm sure you can imagine the result. Madimi’ sfamily pressed gifts and money upon
their savior, which Genever modestly turned down. That was probably enough to make an
impressionable, traumatized, and exceedingly wedthy heressfdl inlovewith him. Asl say, the
wedding’son Marsh Day.”



Alivet, after adumbfounded moment, said, “1 hope there’ sno longer awarrant out for my arrest?’

“With the Unpriests gone, | doubt it.” He drew closer as she stood by the verandarail and Alivet found
hersdlf acutely aware of his presence, and of the sexua menace benegth the civilized facade.

“Alivet. Where do we go from here?’

“I think we should start making alist of exportable products, between Latent and Hathes. Then, secure
theLords drift-boat, wherever it is. Procure cargo. And | intend to grow my hair.” She was aware that
shewas babbling.

Ghairen Sghed. “1 had taken note of your single-mindedness. It was partly why | enlisted your help in the
first place, s0 | suppose I’ ve only mysdlf to blame. | was not referring to our economic options, as|
suspect you are aware.” He took her by the shoulders and turned her to face him. “Wasit what
happened between usthat night? Did | frighten you?’

“I scared mysdlf. | haven't had much time for men. Only for drugs and my work.”

“But now you have dl thetime you want,” Ghairen said. He looked pensively down at her. “We work
well together, it seemsto me. The drug-maker and the Poison Magter.”

He has a point, she thought. Her heart sailed up at the thought of alife with him. It would never be dull.
But she foresaw shoas and rapids ahead: there was the entire question of hiswork, after al. She did not
want to be aparty to nation and murder. How far could love transform aman? Alchemy was
surely esser.

“We complement one another,” Ghairen went on. “And besides,” he looked up, with asharp red gaze
and she caught her breath at what sheread in hisface, “it's more than that for me.”

“Ari, | aman dchemist and an apothecary. Y ou cannot rush an experiment, without unpredictable
consequences. Alchemy so often resultsin nothing more than lead. Conjunction of the wrong substances
can result in explosions, too.”

“And conjunction of the right substances?’

“Then,” Alivet said, and reached out to him, “if you' re very lucky and very careful, sometimesyou can
get gold.”
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