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      As soon as Duke Orsea realized he’d lost the battle, the war, and his country’s only hope of survival, he ordered a general
            retreat. It was the only sensible thing he’d done all day.

      One hour had made all the difference. An hour ago, when he’d led the attack, the world had been a very different place. He’d
         had an army of twenty-five thousand men, one-tenth of the population of the Duchy of Eremia. He had a commanding position,
         a fully loaded supplies-and-equipment train, a carefully prepared battle plan, the element of surprise, the love and trust
         of his people, and hope. Now, as the horns blared and the ragged lines crumpled and dissolved into swarms of running dots,
         he had the miserable job of getting as many as he could of the fourteen thousand stunned, bewildered, and resentful survivors
         away from the enemy cavalry and back to the relative safety of the mountains.
      

      One hour to change the world; not many men could have done such a thorough job. It took a particular genius to destroy one’s
         life so comprehensively in so short a time.
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      “When so many fantasy sagas are tired, warmed-over affairs, a writer like K. J. Parker is more of a hurricane than a breath
         of fresh air.”
      

      — Dreamwatch
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      “The quickest way to a man’s heart,” said the instructor, “is proverbially through his stomach. But if you want to get into
         his brain, I recommend the eye-socket.”
      

      Like a whip cracking, he uncurled his languid slouch into the taut, straight lines of the lunge. His forearm launched from
         the elbow like an arrow as his front leg plunged forward, and the point of the long, slim sword darted, neat as a component
         in a machine, through the exact center of the finger-ring that dangled from a cord tied to the beam.
      

      It was typical of Valens’ father that he insisted on his son learning the new fencing; the stock, the tuck, the small-sword
         and the rapier. It was elegant, refined, difficult, endlessly time-consuming and, of course, useless. A brigandine or even
         a thick winter coat would turn one of those exquisite points; if you wanted to have any chance of doing useful work, you had
         to aim for the holes in the face, targets no bigger than an eight-mark coin. Against a farm worker with a hedging tool, you
         stood no chance whatsoever. But, for ten years, Valens had flounced and stretched up and down a chalk line in a drafty shed
         that hadn’t been cleaned out since it was still a stable. When he could hit the apple, the instructor had hung up a plum,
         and then a damson. Now he could get the damson nine times out of ten, and so the ring had taken its place. Once he’d mastered
         that, he wondered what he’d be faced with next. The eye of a darning-needle, probably.
      

      “Better,” the instructor said, as the point of Valens’ sword nicked the ring’s edge, making it tinkle like a cow-bell. “Again.”

      It was typical of Valens that he suffered through his weekly lesson, face frozen and murder in his heart, always striving
         to do better even though he knew the whole thing was an exercise in fatuity. Fencing was last lesson but one on a Monday;
         on Wednesday evening, when he actually had an hour free, he paid one of the guardsmen four marks an hour to teach him basic
         sword and shield, and another two marks to keep the secret from his father. He was actually quite good at proper fencing,
         or so the guardsman said; but the tuck had no cutting edge, only a point, so he couldn’t slice the grin off the instructor’s
         face with a smart backhand wrap, as he longed to do. Instead, he was tethered to this stupid chalk line, like a grazing goat.
      

      “That’ll do,” the instructor said, two dozen lunges later. “For next week, I want you to practice the hanging guard and the
         volte.”
      

      Valens dipped his head in a perfunctory nod; the instructor scooped up his armful of swords, unhooked his ring and left the
         room. It was still raining outside, and he had a quarter of an hour before he had to present himself in the west tower for
         lute and rebec. Awkwardly — it was too small for him at the best of times, and now his fingers were hot and swollen — he eased
         the ring off his right index finger and cast around for a bit of string.
      

      Usually, he did much better when the instructor wasn’t there, when he was on his own. That was fatuous too, since the whole
         idea of a sword-fight is that there’s someone to fight with. Today, though, he was worse solo than he’d been during the lesson.
         He lunged again, missed, hit the string, which wrapped itself insultingly round the sword-point. Maybe it was simply too difficult
         for him.
      

      That thought didn’t sit comfortably, so he came at the problem from a different angle. Obviously, he told himself, the reason
         I can’t do it is because it’s not difficult enough.

      Having freed his sword, he stepped back to a length; then he leaned forward just a little and tapped the ring on its edge,
         setting it swinging. Then he lunged again.
      

      Six times out of six; enough to prove his point. When the ring swung backward and forward, he didn’t just have a hole to aim
         at, he had a line. If he judged the forward allowance right, it was just a simple matter of pointing with the sword as though
         it was a finger. He steadied the ring until it stopped swinging, stepped back, lunged again and missed. Maybe I should have
         been a cat, he thought. Cats only lash out at moving objects; if it’s still, they can’t see it.
      

      He cut the ring off the cord with his small knife and jammed it back on his finger, trapping a little fold of skin. Rebec
         next; time to stop being a warrior and become an artist. When he was Duke, of course, the finest musicians in the world would
         bribe his chamberlains for a chance to play while he chatted to his guests or read the day’s intelligence reports, ignoring
         them completely. The son of a powerful, uneducated man has a hard time of it, shouldering the burden of all the advantages
         his father managed so well without.
      

      An hour of the rebec left his fingertips numb and raw; and then it was time for dinner. That brought back into sharp focus
         the question he’d been dodging and parrying all day; would she still be there, or had his father sent her back home? If she’d
         left already — if, while he’d been scanning hexameters and hendecasyllables, stabbing at dangling jewelry and picking at wire,
         she’d packed up her bags and walked out of his life, possibly forever — at least he wouldn’t have to sit all night at the
         wrong end of the table, straining to catch a word or two of what she said to someone else. If she was still here.… He cast
         up his mental accounts, trying to figure out if he was owed a miracle. On balance, he decided, probably not. According to
         the holy friars, it took three hundred hours of prayer or five hundred of good works to buy a miracle, and he was at least
         sixty short on either count. All he could afford out of his accrued merit was a revelatory vision of the Divinity, and he
         wasn’t too bothered about that.
      

      If she was still here.

      On the off chance, he went back to his room, pulled off his sweaty, dusty shirt and winnowed through his clothes-chest for
         a replacement. The black, with silver threads and two gold buttons at the neck, made him look like a jackdaw, so he went for
         the red, with last year’s sleeves (but, duke’s son or not, he lived in the mountains; if it came in from outside, it came
         slowly, on a mule), simply because it was relatively clean and free of holes. Shoes; his father chose his shoes for him, and
         poulaines, with their ridiculously long pointy toes. He promised himself that she wouldn’t be able to see his feet under the
         table (besides, she wouldn’t still be here), and pulled out his good mantle from the bottom of the chest. It was only civet,
         but it helped mask the disgraceful length of his neck. A glance in the mirror made him wince, but it was the best he could
         do.
      

      Sixty hours, he told himself; sixty rotten hours I could’ve made up easily, if only I’d known.

      Protocol demanded that he sit on his father’s left at dinner. Tonight, the important guest was someone he didn’t know, although
         the man’s brown skin and high cheekbones made it easy enough to guess where he was from. An ambassador from Mezentia; no wonder
         his father was preoccupied, waving his hands and smiling (two generations of courtiers had come to harm trying to point out
         to the Duke that his smile was infinitely more terrifying than his frown), while the little bald brown man nodded politely
         and picked at his dinner like a starling. One quick look gave Valens all the information he needed about what was going on
         there. On his own left, the Chancellor was discussing climbing roses with the controller of the mines. So that was all right;
         he was free to look round without having to talk to anybody.
      

      She was still here. There was a tiny prickle of guilt mixed in with his relief. She was, after all, a hostage. If she hadn’t
         been sent home, it meant that there’d been some last-minute hitch in the treaty negotiations, and the war between the two
         dukedoms, two centuries old, was still clinging on to life by a thread. Sooner or later, though, the treaty would be signed:
         peace would end the fighting and the desperate waste of lives and money, heal the country’s wounds and bring the conscript
         farmers and miners back home; peace would take her away from him before he’d even had a chance to talk to her alone. For now,
         though, the war was still here and so was she.
      

      (A small diplomatic incident, maybe; if he could contrive it that their ambassador bumped into him on the stairs and knocked
         him down a flight or two. Would an act of clumsiness toward the heir apparent be enough to disrupt the negotiations for a
         week or ten days? On the other hand, if he fell awkwardly and broke his neck, might that not constitute an act of war, leading
         to summary execution of the hostages? And he’d be dead too, of course, for what that was worth.)
      

      Something massive stirred on his right; his father was standing up to say something, and everybody had stopped talking. There
         was a chance it might be important (Father loved to annoy his advisers by making vital announcements out of the blue at dinner),
         so Valens tucked in his elbows, looked straight ahead and listened.
      

      But it wasn’t anything. The little bald man from Mezentia turned out to be someone terribly important, grand secretary of
         the Foundrymen’s and Machinists’ Guild (in Father’s court, secretaries were fast-moving, worried-looking men who could write;
         but apparently they ruled Mezentia, and therefore, by implication, the world), and he was here as an observer to the treaty
         negotiations, and this was extremely good. Furthermore, as a token of the Republic’s respect and esteem, he’d brought an example
         of cutting-edge Mezentine technology, which they would all have the privilege of seeing demonstrated after dinner.
      

      Distracted as he was by the distant view of the top of her head, Valens couldn’t help being slightly curious about that. Everyday
         Mezentine technology was so all-pervasive you could scarcely turn round in the castle without knocking some of it over. Every
         last cup and dish, from the best service reserved for state occasions down to the pewter they ate off when nobody was looking,
         had come from the Republic’s rolling mills; every candle stood in a Mezentine brass candlestick, its light doubled by a Mezentine
         mirror hanging from a Mezentine nail. But extra-special cutting-edge didn’t make it up the mountain passes very often, which
         meant they had to make do with rumors; the awestruck whispers of traders and commercial travelers, the panicky reports of
         military intelligence, and the occasional gross slander from a competitor, far from home and desperate. If the little bald
         man had brought a miracle with him (the ten-thousand-mark kind, rather than the three-hundred-hour variety), Valens reckoned
         he could spare a little attention for it, though his heart might be broken beyond repair by even the masters of the Solderers’
         and Braziers’ Guild.
      

      The miracle came in a plain wooden crate. It was no more than six feet long by three wide, but it took a man at each corner
         to move it — a heavy miracle, then. Two Mezentines with grave faces and crowbars prised the crate open; out came a lot of
         straw, and some curly cedar shavings, and then something which Valens assumed was a suit of armor. It was man-high, man-shaped
         and shiny, and the four attendants lifted it up and set it down on some kind of stand. Fine, Valens thought. Father’ll be
         happy, he likes armor. But then the attendants did something odd. One of them reached into the bottom of the crate and fished
         out a steel tube with a ring through one end; a key, but much larger than anything of the kind Valens had seen before. It
         fitted into a slot in the back of the armor; some kind of specially secure, sword-proof fastening? Apparently not; one of
         the attendants began turning it over and over again, and each turn produced a clicking sound, like the skittering of mice’s
         feet on a thin ceiling. Meanwhile, two more crates had come in. One of them held nothing more than an ordinary blacksmith’s
         anvil — polished, true, like a silver chalice, but otherwise no big deal. The other was full of tools; hammers, tongs, cold
         chisels, swages, boring stuff. The anvil came to rest at the suit of armor’s feet, and one of the Mezentines prised open the
         suit’s steel fingers and closed them around the stem of a three-pound hammer.
      

      “The operation of the machine…” Valens looked round to see who was talking. It was the short, bald man, the grand secretary.
         He had a low, rich voice with a fairly mild accent. “The operation of the machine is quite straightforward. A powerful spiral
         spring, similar to those used in clockwork, is put under tension by winding with a key. Once released, it bears on a flywheel,
         causing it to spin. A gear train and a series of cams and connecting rods transmits this motion to the machine’s main spindle,
         from which belt-driven takeoffs power the arms. Further cams and trips effect the reciprocating movement, simulating the work
         of the human arm.”
      

      Whatever that was supposed to mean. It didn’t look like anybody else understood it either, to judge from the rows of perfectly
         blank faces around the tables. But then the key-turner stopped turning, pulled out his key and pushed something; and the suit
         of armor’s arm lifted to head height, stopped and fell, and the hammer in its hand rang on the anvil like a silver bell.
      

      Not armor after all; Valens could feel his father’s disappointment through the boards of the table. Of course Valens knew
         what it was, though he’d never seen anything like it. He’d read about it in some book; the citizens of the Perpetual Republic
         had a childish love of mechanical toys, metal gadgets that did things almost but not quite as well as people could. It was
         a typically Mezentine touch to send a mechanical blacksmith. Here is a machine, they were saying, that could make another
         machine just like itself, the way you ordinary humans breed children. Well; it was their proud boast that they had a machine
         for everything. Mechanizing reproduction, though, was surely cutting off their noses to spite their collective face.
      

      The hammer rang twelve times, then stopped. Figures, Valens thought. You get a dozen hits at a bit of hot metal before it
         cools down and needs to go back in the fire. While you’re waiting for it to heat up again, you’ve got time to wind up your
         mechanical slave. Query whether turning the key is harder work than swinging the hammer yourself would be. In any event, it’s
         just a trip-hammer thinly disguised as a man. Now then; a man convincingly disguised as a trip-hammer, that’d be worth walking
         a mile to see.
      

      Stunned silence for a moment or so, followed by loud, nervous applause. The little grand secretary stood up, smiled vaguely
         and sat down again; that concluded the demonstration.
      

      Ten minutes after he got up from the table, Valens couldn’t remember what he’d just eaten, or the name of the trade attaché
         he’d just been introduced to, or the date; as for the explanation of how the heavy miracle worked, it had vanished from his
         mind completely. That was unfortunate.
      

      “I was wondering,” she repeated. “Did you understand what that man said, about how the metal blacksmith worked? I’m afraid
         I didn’t catch any of it, and my father’s sure to ask me when I get home.”
      

      So she was going home, then. The irony; at last he was talking to her, and tomorrow she was going away. Further irony; it
         had been his father himself who’d brought them together; Valens, come over here and talk to the Countess Sirupati. Father had been towering over her, the way the castle loomed over the village below, all turrets and battlements, and he’d
         been smiling, which accounted for the look of terror in her eyes. Valens had wanted to reassure her; it’s all right, he hasn’t
         actually eaten anybody for weeks. Instead, he’d stood and gawped, and then he’d looked down at his shoes (poulaines, with
         the ridiculous pointy toes). And then she’d asked him about the mechanical blacksmith.
      

      He pulled himself together, like a boy trying to draw his father’s bow. “I’m not really the right person to ask,” he said.
         “I don’t know a lot about machines and stuff.”
      

      Her expression didn’t change, except that it glazed slightly. Of course she didn’t give a damn about how the stupid machine
         worked; she was making conversation. “I think,” he went on, “that there’s a sort of wheel thing in its chest going round and
         round, and it’s linked to cogs and gears and what have you. Oh, and there’s cams, to turn the round and round into up and
         down.”
      

      She blinked at him. “What’s a cam?” she asked.

      “Ah.” What indeed? “Well, it’s sort of…” Three hours a week with a specially imported Doctor of Rhetoric, from whom he was
         supposed to learn how to express himself with clarity, precision and grace. “It’s sort of like this,” he went on, miming with
         his hands. “The wheel goes round, you see, and on the edge of the wheel there’s like a bit sticking out. Each time it goes
         round, it kind of bashes on a sort of lever arrangement, like a see-saw; and the lever thing pivots, like it goes down at
         the bashed end and up at the other end — that’s how the arm lifts — and when it’s done that, it drops down again under its
         own weight, nicely in time for the sticky-out bit on the wheel to bash it again. And so on.”
      

      “I see,” she said. “Yes, I think I understand it now.”

      “Really?”

      “No,” she said. “But thank you for trying.”

      He frowned. “Well, it was probably the worst explanation of anything I’ve ever heard in my life.”

      She nodded. “Maybe,” she said. “But at least you didn’t say, oh, you’re only a girl, you wouldn’t understand.”

      He wasn’t quite sure what to make of that. Tactically (four hours a week on the Art of War, with General Bozannes) he felt
         he probably had a slight advantage, a weak point in the line he could probably turn, if he could get his cavalry there in
         time. Somehow, though, he felt that the usages of the wars didn’t apply here, or if they did they shouldn’t. Odd; because
         even before he’d started having formal lessons, he’d run his life like a military campaign, and the usages of war applied
         to everything.

      “Well,” he said, “I’m a boy and I haven’t got a clue. I suppose it’s different in Mezentia.”

      “Oh, it is,” she said. “I’ve been there, actually.”

      “Really? I mean, what’s it like?”

      She withdrew into a shell of thought, shutting out him and all the world. “Strange,” she said. “Not like anywhere else, really.
         Oh, it’s very grand and big and the buildings are huge and all closely packed together, but that’s not what I meant. I can’t
         describe it, really.” She paused, and Valens realized he was holding his breath. “We all went there for some diplomatic thing,
         my father and my sisters and me; it was shortly before my eldest sister’s wedding, and I think it was something to do with
         the negotiations. I was thirteen then, no, twelve. Anyway, I remember there was this enormous banquet in one of the Guild
         halls. Enormous place, full of statues and tapestries, and there was this amazing painting on the ceiling, a sea-battle or
         something like that; and all these people were in their fanciest robes, with gold chains round their necks and silks and all
         kinds of stuff like that. But the food came on these crummy old wooden dishes, and there weren’t any knives or forks, just
         a plain wooden spoon.”
      

      Fork? he wondered; what’s a farm tool got to do with eating? “Very odd,” he agreed. “What was the food like?”

      “Horrible. It was very fancy and sort of fussy, the way it was put on the plate, with all sorts of leaves and frills and things
         to make it look pretty; but really it was just bits of meat and dumplings in slimy sauce.”
      

      To the best of his recollection, Valens had never wanted anything in his entire life. Things had come his way, a lot of them;
         like the loathsome pointy-toed poulaines, the white thoroughbred mare that hated him and tried to bite his feet, the kestrel
         that wouldn’t come back when it was called, the itchy damask pillows, the ivory-handled rapier, all the valuable junk his
         father kept giving him. He’d been brought up to take care of his possessions, so he treated them with respect until they wore
         out, broke or died; but he had no love for them, no pride in owning them. He knew that stuff like that mattered to most people;
         it was a fact about humanity that he accepted without understanding. Other boys his age had wanted a friend; but Valens had
         always known that the Duke’s son didn’t make friends; and besides, he preferred thinking to talking, just as he liked to walk
         on his own. He’d never wanted to be Duke, because that would only happen when his father died. Now, for the first time, he
         felt what it was like to want something — but, he stopped to consider, is it actually possible to want a person? How? As a
         pet; to keep in a mews or a stable, to feed twice a day when not in use. It would be possible, of course. You could keep a
         person, a girl for instance, in a stable or a bower; you could walk her and feed her, dress her and go to bed with her, but.…
         He didn’t want ownership. He was the Duke’s son, as such he owned everything and nothing. There was a logical paradox here — Doctor Galeazza would
         be proud of him — but it was so vague and unfamiliar that he didn’t know how to begin formulating an equation to solve it.
         All he could do was be aware of the feeling, which was disturbingly intense.
      

      Not that it mattered. She was going home tomorrow.

      “Slimy sauce,” he repeated. “Yetch. You had to eat it, I suppose, or risk starting a war.”

      She smiled, and he looked away, but the smile followed him. “Not all of it,” she said. “You’ve got to leave some if you’re
         a girl, it’s ladylike. Not that I minded terribly much.”
      

      Valens nodded. “When I was a kid I had to finish everything on my plate, or it’d be served up cold for breakfast and lunch
         until I ate it. Which was fine,” he went on, “I knew where I stood. But when I was nine, we had to go to a reception at the
         Lorican embassy —”
      

      She giggled. She was way ahead of him. “And they think that if you eat everything on your plate it’s a criticism, that they
         haven’t given you enough.”
      

      She’d interrupted him and stolen his joke, but he didn’t mind. She’d shared his thought. That didn’t happen very often.

      “Of course,” he went on, “nobody bothered telling me, I was just a kid; so I was grimly munching my way through my dinner
         —”
      

      “Rice,” she said. “Plain boiled white rice, with noodles and stuff.”

      He nodded. “And as soon as I got to the end, someone’d snatch my plate away and dump another heap of the muck on it and hand
         it back; I thought I’d done something bad and I was being punished. I was so full I could hardly breathe. But Father was busy
         talking business, and nobody down my end of the table was going to say anything; I’d probably be there still, only —”
      

      He stopped dead.

      “Only?”

      “I threw up,” he confessed; it wasn’t a good memory. “All over the tablecloth, and their Lord Chamberlain.”

      She laughed. He expected to feel hurt, angry. Instead, he laughed too. He had no idea why he should think it was funny, but
         it was.
      

      “And was there a war?” she asked.

      “Nearly,” he replied. “God, that rice. I can still taste it if I shut my eyes.”

      Now she was nodding. “I was there for a whole year,” she said. “Lorica, I mean. The rice is what sticks in my mind too. No
         pun intended.”
      

      He thought about that. “You sound like you’ve been to a lot of places,” he said.

      “Oh yes.” She didn’t sound happy about it, which struck him as odd. He’d never been outside the dukedom in his life. “In fact,
         I’ve spent more time away than at home.”
      

      Well, he had to ask. “Why?”

      The question appeared to surprise her. “It’s what I’m for,” she said. “I guess you could say it’s my job.”

      “Job?”

      She nodded again. “Professional hostage. Comes of being the fifth of seven daughters. You see,” she went on, “we’ve got to
         get married in age order, it’s protocol or something, and there’s still two of them older than me left; I can’t get married
         till they are. So, the only thing I’m useful for while I’m waiting my turn is being a hostage. Which means, when they’re doing
         a treaty or a settlement or something, off I go on my travels until it’s all sorted out.”
      

      “That’s…” That’s barbaric, he was about to say, but he knew better than that. He knew the theory perfectly well (statecraft,
         two hours a week with Chancellor Vetuarius), but he’d never given it any thought before; like people getting killed in the
         wars, something that happened but was best not dwelt on. “It must be interesting,” he heard himself say. “I’ve never been
         abroad.”
      

      She paused, considering her reply. “Actually, it’s quite dull, mostly. It’s not like I get to go out and see things, and one
         guest wing’s pretty like another.”
      

      (And, she didn’t say, there’s always the thought of what might happen if things go wrong.)

      “I guess so,” he said. “Well, I hope it hasn’t been too boring here.”

      “Boring?” She looked at him. “I wouldn’t say that. Going hunting with your father was —”

      “Quite.” Valens managed not to wince. “I didn’t know he’d dragged you out with him. Was it very horrible?”

      She shook her head. “I’ve been before, so the blood and stuff doesn’t bother me. It was the standing about waiting for something
         to happen that got to me.”
      

      Valens nodded. “Was it raining?”

      “Yes.”

      “It always rains.” He pulled a face. “Whenever I hear about the terrible droughts in the south, and they’re asking is it because
         God’s angry with them or something, I know it’s just because Dad doesn’t go hunting in the south. He could earn a good living
         as a rainmaker.”
      

      She smiled, but he knew his joke hadn’t really bitten home. That disconcerted him; usually it had them laughing like drains.
         Or perhaps they only laughed because he was the Duke’s son. “Well,” she said, “that was pretty boring. But the rest of it
         was…” She shrugged. “It was fine.”
      

      The shrug hurt. “Any rate,” he said briskly, “you’ll be home for harvest festival.”

      “It’s not a big thing where I come from,” she replied; and then, like an eclipse of the sun that stops the battle while the
         issue’s still in the balance, the chamberlain came out to drive them all into the Great Hall for singing and a recital by
         the greatest living exponent of the psaltery.
      

      Valens watched her being bustled away with the other women, until an equerry whisked him off to take his place in the front
         row.
      

      Ironically, the singer sang nothing but love-songs; aubades about young lovers parted by the dawn, razos between the pining
         youth and the cynical go-between, the bitter complaints of the girl torn from her darling to marry a rich, elderly stranger.
         All through the endless performance he didn’t dare turn round, but the thought that she was somewhere in the rows behind was
         like an unbearable itch. The greatest living psalterist seemed to linger spitefully over each note, as if he knew. The candles were guttering by the time he finally ground to a halt. There would be no more socializing that evening, and
         in the morning (early, to catch the coolest part of the day) she’d be going home.
      

      (I could start a war, he thought, as he trudged up the stairs to bed. I could conspire with a disaffected faction or send
         the keys of a frontier post to the enemy; then we’d be at war again, and she could come back as a hostage. Or maybe we could
         lose, and I could go there; all the same to me, so long as…)
      

      He lay in bed with the lamp flickering, just enough light to see dim shapes by. On the opposite wall, the same boarhounds
         that had given him nightmares when he was six carried on their endless duel with the boar at bay, trapped in the fibers of
         the tapestry. He could see them just as well when his eyes were shut; two of them, all neck and almost no head, had their
         teeth in the boar’s front leg, while a third had him by the ear and hung twisting in mid-air, while the enemy’s tusks ripped
         open a fourth from shoulder to tail. Night after night he’d wondered as he lay there which he was, the dogs or the pig, the
         hunters or the quarry. It was one of the few questions in his life to which he had yet to resolve an answer. It was possible
         that he was both, a synthesis of the two, made possible by the shared act of ripping and tearing. His father had had the tapestry
         put there in the hope that it’d inspire him with a love of the chase; but it wasn’t a chase, it was a single still moment
         (perhaps he couldn’t see it because it didn’t move, like the ring hanging from the rafter); and therefore it represented nothing.
         Tonight, it made him think of her, standing in the rain while the lymers snuffled up and down false trails, his father bitching
         at the harborers and the masters of the hounds, the courtiers silent and wet waiting for the violence to begin.
      

      The peace won’t last, they said. They gave it three months, then six, then a year; just possibly three years, or five at the
         very most. Meanwhile, Count Sirupat’s third daughter married the Prince of Boha (bad news for the shepherds, the lumber merchants
         and the dealers in trained falcons, but good for the silver miners and refiners, who were the ones who mattered), and his
         fourth daughter married her third cousin, Valens’ fourth cousin, the Elector of Spalado.
      

      Father celebrated Valens’ nineteenth birthday with a hunt; a three-day battue, with the whole army marshaled in the mountains
         to drive the combes and passes down to the valley, where the long nets were set up like lines of infantry waiting to receive
         a cavalry charge. On the morning of the third day, they flushed a magnificent mountain boar from the pine woods above the
         Blue Lake. One look at the monster’s tusks sent the master hurrying to find the Duke; it’d be nothing short of treason if
         it fell to anybody else. But the Duke was right up the other end of the valley; he came as quickly as he could, but when he
         got there the boar had broken through, slicing open two guardsmen and half a dozen hounds, and was making a run for it across
         the water-meadows. If it made it to the birch forest on the other side of the water, they’d never find it again, so if the
         Duke didn’t want to miss out on the trophy of a lifetime, he was going to have to address the boar on horseback. As far as
         Valens’ father was concerned, that wasn’t a problem; he galloped off after the boar, leaving his escort behind, and caught
         up with it about three hundred yards from the edge of the forest, in a small dip littered with granite outcrops. The boar
         didn’t want to stop and turn at bay. It could see safety, and all it had to do was run faster than a horse. The Duke managed
         to slow it up with an arrow in the left shoulder, but the thought of bringing down such a spectacular animal with the bow
         didn’t appeal to him in the least. Anybody could drain its strength with half a dozen snagging hits and then dispatch it tamely,
         like a farmer slaughtering the family pig. The Duke needed it to still be dangerous when he faced it down the shaft of a number
         four spear, or else it’d be a waste. So he urged on his horse and managed to overtake it with fifty yards or less to go. The
         boar was slowing down, favoring its wounded side, as he surged past it and struck with his lance. The strike was good, catching
         the boar just behind the ear and killing it outright. But in order to get in close he’d pulled his horse in too tight; when
         the boar dropped, the horse couldn’t clear it in time and stumbled, throwing its rider. The Duke fell badly, landing in a
         nest of granite boulders. His shoulder was smashed and so was his right eye-socket, and when he tried to get up, he found
         he couldn’t move. The dogs had caught up by then and swarmed over him to get to the boar; behind them came the front-riders,
         who saw what had happened and tried to lift him, until his roars of pain frightened them and they put him down again. It was
         dark by the time a surgeon arrived from the castle, and the lamps wouldn’t stay lit in the rain and wind. Later, they said
         that if they’d got to him earlier, or if the huntsmen hadn’t tried to move him, or if the surgeon had been able to see the
         full extent of the damage, it might have been different; as it was, there was very little they could do.
      

      Valens wasn’t there when it happened. He’d stayed back from the main hunt, pretending he had a headache; then, just after
         they’d driven the square spinney, he’d been knocked down by an old fat sow nobody had realized was there. As it happened he’d
         suffered nothing more than a bruised shin and a mild scat on the head; but by then he’d had about as much of his extended
         birthday as he could take, and lay groaning and clutching his knee until they’d loaded him on the game cart and driven him
         back to the castle. When they brought Father home, Valens had been lying on his bed reading a book (a twelve-thousand-line
         didactic poem about beekeeping). Everyone was sure his father was going to die, so Valens was hustled down into the courtyard,
         where they’d rigged up a tent so they wouldn’t have to risk taking the Duke up the narrow spiral stairs of the gatehouse.
      

      “It’s not good.” The Chancellor’s face was streaked with rain, drops of water running off the spikes of hair plastered to
         his forehead. Like tears, Valens thought, but really only rainwater. “Truth is, the doctor can’t say how bad it is, not without
         a proper examination; but I think we should assume the worst.” He looked harassed, like a man late for an appointment who
         has to stop and chat with someone he daren’t offend. “Which means there’s a great deal to be done, and not much time. The
         main thing, of course, is to secure the succession.”
      

      It was as though he was talking a different language. “I don’t understand,” Valens said.

      The Chancellor sighed. “No, I don’t suppose you do. Listen. You’re nineteen, so in law you’re still a minor. That means a
         three-year regency. So, who’ve we got? There’s rules about this sort of thing, obviously, but the fact is that they don’t
         count for all that much when power’s at stake. All it takes is a little bit of panic, and all hell’s going to break loose.”
      

      While he was still talking, Valens’ mind had jumped ahead. It wasn’t something he’d ever considered — because Father would
         live forever, naturally — but now that the concept had been planted so violently in his mind, he was bright enough to see
         the implications. If there was a free-for-all power struggle in the Duchy, there were three obvious contenders: his cousin
         Count Licinius, commander of the Guards; his step-uncle Vetranio, commissioner of the mines, generally acknowledged as the
         main representative of the mining lobby; his cousin Count Torquatus, after Father the biggest landowner in the Duchy. Licinius
         had an army, but he was a cautious, unimaginative man, unlikely to take drastic action unless he felt himself threatened.
         Torquatus and Vetranio loathed each other, both on a personal level and as representatives of the wool trade and the mines;
         as such, either of them would be prepared to do whatever was necessary to stop the other getting power, and the easiest way
         of doing that would of course be to assume it themselves. If Vetranio won the race, Valens wouldn’t give much for his chances
         of seeing his twentieth birthday. Vetranio was third in line of succession after his own nephew Domenicus, a seven-year-old
         boy that nobody would ever miss. With him and Valens out of the way, Vetranio would be Duke by right. He had thirty thousand
         silver-miners at his disposal, as against Licinius’ six hundred Guards; Torquatus could maybe raise ten thousand men from
         the mountain pastures, but by the time they were mustered it’d be all over.
      

      “What about you?” Valens asked. “Would you do it? Please?”

      The Chancellor looked at him through a curtain of rain. “Me?”

      “Yes, you.” Valens stepped forward. He was shorter by a head than the older man, and as he looked up the rain stung his eyes.
         “If Father appoints you as regent before he dies, you’ll be able to command the Guards. You can replace Licinius, arrest Vetranio,
         before they’ve even heard about this. With both of them out of the game, Torquatus will bide quiet and we’ll be home and dry.”
      

      “I don’t know,” the Chancellor said. “I’d be taking a hell of a risk. And besides, what if he won’t do it? Appoint me, I mean.
         Or supposing he doesn’t wake up —”
      

      “Listen.” Valens caught him by the arm; it was thin and flabby under the heavy wool robe. “You and I go in to see him, with
         the doctor and a couple of your people you can trust. We come out a minute or so later and make the announcement.” I shouldn’t
         have to explain all this, he thought; he’s supposed to be the politician. “The doctor and your clerks will be the witnesses.
         It doesn’t matter a damn what actually happens, if we’re the only ones who know.”
      

      The Chancellor looked away. Valens could see he was on the point of panic, like someone who’s afraid of heights stuck up a
         ladder. Too frightened, he might well decide he’d be safer giving his support to someone with rather more power than a nineteen-year-old
         kid. “It’s all right,” Valens said firmly. “This is something that’s just got to be done, that’s all. If we’re quick and firm,
         there won’t be any trouble. Go on; it’ll all be fine.”
      

      There was a long moment. Valens could see the Chancellor was past thinking rationally; he was waiting to fall, or be pushed,
         into a decision. “Here’s the doctor coming out,” Valens said. “Get him, and two of your clerks. Go on now.”
      

      The Chancellor nodded and did as he was told. Valens watched him talk to the doctor, saw him nod his agreement — and only
         then did it occur to Valens to wonder whether the doctor had any news, whether his father was alive, dead or dying. He pushed
         the thought out of his mind (because there was nothing he could do about that particular issue, but the succession had to
         be dealt with, and there wasn’t anybody else to do it) and watched the Chancellor beckon over a couple of men — Valens knew
         them by sight, didn’t know their names — and whisper to them. One of them looked worried, the other showed nothing. He went
         to join them.
      

      “Ready?” he said.

      The Chancellor nodded; the doctor tried to say something, but nobody was listening. Valens led the way into the tent.

      His father was lying on a table; the clever folding table they took out for the after-hunt dinner, on which they laid out
         the best joints of newly butchered meat. From the doorway he looked like he was asleep; a step or so closer and Valens could
         see blood, the splintered ends of bones sticking out through incredible red gashes. For just a moment he had to fight to stay
         in there, with that mess.
      

      “Dad?” he said softly.

      “He can’t hear you.” The doctor’s voice, very nervous and strained. “He passed out from the pain a few minutes ago. I don’t
         know if he’ll wake up again.”
      

      Valens closed his eyes for a moment. “What’s the damage?” he said.

      The doctor came a little closer. “For a start,” he said, “broken skull, collarbone, three ribs, left forearm; but that’s not
         the real problem. He’s bleeding heavily, inside, and he’s paralyzed, from the neck down. There’s several possible causes for
         that, but I don’t yet know which it is.”
      

      “You don’t know?” Valens repeated.

      “I’m sorry.” The doctor was afraid, that was it. Understandable; but it would only get in the way. “Until I can do a proper
         examination…”
      

      “I understand,” Valens said. “And I know you’re doing everything you can. Meanwhile, we need your help.” He turned to look
         at the Chancellor. “Does he know what he’s got to do?”
      

      The Chancellor dipped his head slightly. “They all do,” he said.

      “Right.” Valens looked away from the body on the table. “Then let’s get on with it.”

      In the event, there was no trouble at all. Count Licinius was in bed when a platoon of his own Guards brought him the letter
         and escorted him, gently but firmly, to a guest-room in the castle; it was perfectly pleasant, but it was on the sixth floor
         of the tower, and two men stood guard outside it all night. Vetranio made a bit of a fuss when the Guards came for him at
         his villa on the outskirts of the city. He had guards of his own, and there was an ugly moment when they started to intervene.
         A sword was drawn, there was a minor scuffle; Vetranio lost his nerve and came quietly, ending up in the room next to Licinius,
         though neither of them knew it until they were released a week later. By then, the doctors were pleased to be able to announce
         that the Duke had come through the dangerous phase of his injuries and was conscious again.
      

      For Valens, that week was the longest of his life. Once Licinius and Vetranio were safely locked up and everything was quiet,
         he forced himself to go back down to the courtyard and into the tent. He freely admitted to himself that he didn’t want to
         go. He had no wish to look at the horrible thing his father had turned into, the disgusting shambles of broken and damaged
         parts — if it was a cart or a plow, you wouldn’t bother trying to mend it, you’d dump it in the hedge and build a new one.
      

      There were many times during his vigil in the tent when he wished his father would die and be done with it. It’d be better
         for everyone, now that the political situation had been sorted out. He knew, as he sat and stared at his father’s closed eyes,
         that the Duke didn’t want to live; somewhere, deep down in his mind, he’d know what had happened to him, the extent of the
         damage. He’d never hunt again, never walk, never stand up, feed himself; for the rest of his life, he’d shit into a nappy,
         like a baby. He’d fought more than his share of wars, seen the terror in the eyes of men he’d reduced to nothing as they knelt
         before him; he’d far rather die than give them this satisfaction. In fact, Valens recognized, he could think of only one person
         in the world who wanted him not to die, and his reasons were just sentiment, nothing that would survive the brutal interrogation
         of logic. At some point in the first twenty-four hours he’d fallen asleep in his chair; he’d had a dream, in which he saw
         Death standing over the table, asking his permission to take his father’s life away, like clearing away the dishes after dinner.
         It seemed such a reasonable request, and refusing it was a foolish, immature thing to do. You know I’m right, Death’s voice
         said softly inside his head, it’s the right thing to do and you’re being a nuisance. He’d felt guilty when he ordered Death
         to go away, ashamed of his own petulance; and meanwhile, outside the door, he could hear Licinius and Vetranio and Torquatus
         and the Chancellor and everybody else in the Duchy muttering about him, how if he couldn’t even take a simple decision like
         this without coming all to pieces, how on earth did he imagine he would ever be fit to govern a country? He felt the leash
         in his hand, the thin line of rope that tethered his father’s life to the tangled mess of bones and wounds on the table. If
         he let go, it’d all be just fine, it’d be over. He was only hanging on to it out of perversity, contrariness; they should
         come in, take it away from him and give it to a grown-up…
      

      When he woke up, his father’s eyes were open; not looking at him, but out through the tent doorway, at the sunlight. Valens
         sat up, stifled a yawn; Father’s eyes moved and met his, and then he looked away.
      

      I suppose I ought to say something, he thought; but he couldn’t think of anything.

      (Instead, he thought about his prisoners, Licinius and Vetranio, locked up like dogs shut in on a rainy day. Were they pacing
         up and down, or lying resigned and still on the bed? Had anybody thought to bring them something to read?)
      

      He was still trying to find some words when the doctor came in; and he carried on trying to find them for the next four years,
         until his father died, in the middle of the night, on the eve of Valens’ twenty-third birthday. But all that time Valens never
         said a word, so that the last thing he told his father was a lie: I won’t go up to the round wood with you this afternoon, I’ve got a splitting headache coming on. Not that it mattered; if he’d been there, his father would still have ridden ahead after the boar, the outcome would have
         been the same in all material respects.
      

      Someone had thought to have the boar flayed and the hide made into a rug; they draped it over the coffin when they carried
         it down to the chapel for burial. It was, Valens thought, a loathsome gesture, but Father would’ve appreciated it.
      

      Valens was duly acclaimed Duke by the representatives of the district assemblies. There was a ceremony in the great hall,
         followed by a banquet. The Chancellor (Count Licinius, restored to favor; his predecessor had died of a sad combination of
         ambition and carelessness the previous spring) took him aside for a quiet word before they joined the guests. Now that Valens
         was officially in charge of the Duchy, there were a few niceties of foreign policy to go through.
      

      “Now?”

      “Now,” Licinius replied emphatically. “Things are a bit complicated at the moment. There’s things you should be aware of,
         before you go in there and start talking to people.”
      

      Badly phrased; Licinius was an intelligent man with a fool’s tongue. But Valens was used to that. “You didn’t want me to have
         to bother my pretty little head about them yesterday, I suppose?”
      

      Licinius shrugged. “The situation’s been building up gradually for a long time. When it all started, you were still — well,
         indisposed. By the time you started taking an interest again, it was too involved to explain. You know how it is.”
      

      “Sure.” Valens nodded. “So now you’re going to have to explain it all in five minutes before I go down to dinner.”

      Licinius waited for a moment, in case Valens wanted to develop this theme. The pause made Valens feel petty. “Go on,” he said.

      So Licinius told him all about it. Count Sirupat, he said, had kept strictly to the letter of the peace treaty that had been
         signed when Valens was sixteen. There hadn’t been any trouble on the borders, and there was no reason to suppose he wasn’t
         entirely sincere about wanting peace. But things weren’t all wine and honey-cakes; Sirupat had seven daughters —
      

      “I know,” Valens interrupted, a little abruptly. “I met one of them once; it was when the treaty was signed, she was here
         as a hostage.”
      

      Licinius nodded. “That was the fifth daughter, Veatriz. Anyway, shortly after your father had his accident, my predecessor
         made a formal approach to Sirupat for a marriage alliance. In his reply, Sirupat —”
      

      “Just a moment,” Valens interrupted. “Marriage alliance. Who was supposed to be marrying who?”

      Licinius had the grace to look away. “One of Sirupat’s daughters. And you, obviously.”

      “Fine.” Valens frowned. “Which one?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Which one of Sirupat’s daughters?”

      Licinius frowned, as if this fascination with trivial details perplexed him. “The fifth or the sixth,” he said. “The older
         four had already been married off, and there’s some interesting implications there, because —”
      

      “The fifth or the sixth.”
      

      “They’re both pleasant enough, so I’ve heard. Anyway, Sirupat gave his agreement in principle, as you’d expect, because it’s
         the obvious logical move. Before anybody had made any definite proposals, I took over as Chancellor; which shouldn’t have
         made the slightest bit of difference, obviously, but suddenly Sirupat wasn’t answering my letters. Next thing we hear, he’s
         negotiating a marriage with his sister’s eldest son, Orsea.”
      

      “Orsea,” Valens repeated. “You don’t mean my cousin Orsea, from Scandea?”

      “Him,” Licinius said. “Well, you can imagine, we were a bit stunned. We all assumed it was just tactical, trying to get us
         to up our offer, so we decided to take no notice. I mean —”
      

      “I remember when he came to stay, when I was a kid,” Valens said. “I suppose he was a hostage too, come to think of it. I
         just assumed he was here because he’s an off-relation. But we got on really well together. I’ve often wondered what became
         of him.”
      

      “Not much,” Licinius said. “He may be related to our lot and their lot, but really he’s nothing more than a small-time country
         squire; spends his time counting his sheep and checking the boundary fences. But if he were to marry Sirupat’s daughter, that’d
         make him the heir presumptive, when Sirupat goes on —”
      

      “Would it? Why?”

      Licinius pulled a face. “It’s complicated. Actually, I’m not entirely sure why; I think it’s because the first three weren’t
         born in the purple, and the fourth came along while the marriage was still nominally morganatic. Anyhow, there’s a damn good
         reason. So in practice, Sirupat was practically appointing him as his successor.”
      

      “Assuming the marriage goes ahead,” Valens pointed out. “And if it’s just a bargaining ploy…”

      “Which is what we’d assumed,” Licinius said. “But apparently we were wrong. They were married last week.”

      For a moment, Valens felt as though he’d lost his memory. Where he was, what he was supposed to be doing, what he was talking
         about; all of them on the tip of his tongue but he couldn’t quite remember. “Last week,” he repeated.
      

      “Bolt out of the blue, literally,” Licinius said. “No warning, no demands, nothing. Just a report from our ambassador, not
         even formal notification from the Court — which we’re entitled to, incidentally, under the terms of the treaty.”
      

      “Which daughter?” Valens said.

      “What? Oh, right. I’m not absolutely sure. I think it was number five; which’d make sense, because they’ve got rules over
         there about the order princesses get married in. But if it was number six, the effect’d still be the same. Now I’m not saying
         it was meant as a deliberate provocation or an act of war, but —”
      

      “Can you find out?” Valens said. “Which one it was, I mean.”

      “Yes, all right. But like I said, it’s not really important. What matters is, Sirupat has effectively rejected our claim —
         some might say the treaty itself — in favor of some nobody who just happens to be a poor relation. In basic diplomatic terms
         —”
      

      “Find out which one,” Valens cut him off. “Quickly as possible, please.”

      He could see Licinius getting flustered, thinking he hadn’t got across the true magnitude of the political situation. “I will,
         yes. But if you’re thinking that’s all right, I’ll just marry number six, I’ve got to tell you that’d be a grave miscalculation.
         You see, under their constitution —”
      

      “Find out,” Valens said, raising his voice just a little, “and as soon as you hear, let me know. All right?”

      “I’ve already said yes.”

      “That’s splendid.” Valens took a deep breath. “That’ll have to do as far as the briefing goes, we can’t keep all the guests
         waiting.”
      

      Licinius had his answer within the hour. Yes, it was the fifth daughter, Veatriz, who’d married Count Orsea. Licinius’ scribbled
         note reached Valens at the dinner-table, where he was sandwiched in between the Patriarchal legate (a serene old man who dribbled
         soup) and a high-ranking Mezentine commercial attaché. Consequently, he read the note quickly, tucked it into his sleeve and
         carried on talking to the legate about the best way to blanch chicory.
      

      The next day, for the first time since his father’s accident, he announced a hunt. Since everybody was unprepared and out
         of practice, it would be a simple, perfunctory affair. They would draw the home coverts in the morning, and drive down the
         millstream in the afternoon. The announcement caused some surprise — people had got the impression from somewhere that the
         new Duke wasn’t keen on hunting — and a great deal of anxious preparation and last-minute dashing about in stables, kennels
         and tack rooms. Any annoyance, however, was easily outweighed by relief that things were getting back to normal.
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      “The prisoner has suggested,” the advocate said, “that his offense is trivial. Let us examine his claim. Let us reflect on
         what is trivial and what is serious, and see if we can come to a better understanding of these concepts.”
      

      He was a nondescript man, by any standards; a little under medium height, bald, with tufts of white hair over each ear; a
         round man, sedentary, with bright brown eyes. Ziani had known him for years, from committees and receptions and factory visits,
         had met his wife twice and his daughter once. From those meetings he’d carried away a mental image of a loud, high voice,
         someone brisk and busy but polite enough, an important man who knew the strategic value of being pleasant to subordinate colleagues.
         He knew he was some kind of high Guild official, but today was the first time he’d found out what Lodoico Sphrantzes actually
         did.
      

      “The prisoner, Ziani Vaatzes,” the advocate went on, “admits to having created an abomination. He admitted as much to the
         investigator who inspected it. He signed a deposition confessing that the thing was made by him, and agreeing in detail the
         departures from Specification. In this court, he has acknowledged his signature on that deposition, and conceded that he said
         those words to that investigator. But he stands to his defense. He pleads not guilty. His defense…” Advocate Sphrantzes paused
         to shake his head. “His defense is that his admitted abomination was only a little one, a minor deviation. It was, he tells
         us, a slight modification, an improvement.”
      

      A little buzz of murmuring went round the semicircle of the public gallery, like half a ripple from a stone dropped in water.
         Sphrantzes let it run its course before he went on.
      

      “Very well then,” he said. “Let us consider the details. As regards the construction of automata and mechanical toys, Specification
         states that the lifting mechanism for the arms shall be powered by a clock-spring seven feet six inches long, one quarter
         of an inch wide and fifteen thousandths of an inch thick, with a generous permitted tolerance of three percent for length
         and width, and fifteen percent for thickness. Furthermore, it states that the gear train conveying motive power from the spring
         to the shoulder assemblies shall comprise five cogs of ratios forty, thirty, twenty-five, twelve and six to one. Furthermore,
         it lays down that the thickness of such cogs shall be three eighths of an inch, and that each cog shall ride on a brass bushing.
         I ask the clerk to verify that my summary of Specification is correct.”
      

      The clerk stood up, nodded and sat down again.

      “So much, then,” Phrantzes went on, “for Specification. Let us now turn to the investigator’s report concerning the abomination
         created by the prisoner. Investigator Manin, as you have heard for yourselves, discovered that the spring used by the prisoner
         was nine feet three inches long, five sixteenths of an inch wide and ten thousandths of an inch thick; that the gear train
         contained not five but six cogs, the sixth being in ratio of four to one; that the said cogs were seven sixteenths of an inch
         thick, and their bushings were not brass but bronze. In short, we have unequivocal proof of not one but three distinct and
         deliberate deviations from Specification.”
      

      Advocate Sphrantzes paused for a moment to stare ferociously at the dock; then he continued. “Three distinct deviations; so
         much, I think we can safely say, for the argument that it was only a little abomination, a trivial departure. Now, if the
         prisoner had argued that he is an inept metalworker, incapable of observing a tolerance, that might be easier to accept —
         except, of course, that we know he is no such thing. On the contrary; we know that he holds the rank of supervisor in the
         Foundrymen’s and Machinists’ Guild, that he has passed all twelve of the prescribed trade tests and holds no fewer than eleven
         certificates for exemplary work, one of them for hand-filing a perfect circle to a tolerance of one thousandth of an inch.
         But he makes no such claim in his defense. No; he admits the work, and accepts the report. He accepts that each deviation
         bears directly on the others; that the longer, thinner spring affords more power to the gears, in consequence of which a sixth
         gear is added and the width of the cogs is increased to augment bearing surface, with harder-wearing bushes to handle the
         additional wear. All this, he claims, he did in order to make a mechanical toy that could raise its arms above its head; in
         order, members of the committee, to improve on Specification.”
      

      No murmurs this time. Absolute silence.

      “To improve,” Sphrantzes repeated slowly, “on Specification. May I invite you to consider for a moment the implications of
         that intention.
      

      “When our Guild was first established, fought for by our ancestors and paid for with their very blood, it was agreed that
         in order to maintain the reputation for excellence enjoyed by our work throughout the world, it was essential that we draw
         up and rigidly adhere to an agreed specification for everything we make. That specification, represented by the Guild’s mark
         stamped on each piece, has for three hundred years served as an unimpeachable guarantee of quality. It means that anybody
         who buys Guild work can be categorically assured that the piece is made strictly in accordance with the best possible design,
         from the best possible materials, using the best possible practices and procedures by the finest craftsmen in the world. It
         is that guarantee that has made our Guild and our fellow Guilds throughout Mezentia the unrivaled masters of industry and
         by default given us a monopoly of mass-produced manufactured goods throughout the known world. That, members of the committee,
         is not a trivial matter. On the contrary, it is the life blood of our city and our people, and any offense against it, anything
         that calls it into question, is an act of treason. There can be no exceptions. Even an unwitting slip of the hammer or the
         file is an abomination and punishable under the law. How much worse, then, is a deliberate and premeditated assault on Specification,
         such as we have seen in this case? To claim, as the prisoner Vaatzes has done, that his abomination represents an improvement
         is to assert that Specification is susceptible to being improved upon; that it is fallible, imperfect; that the Guilds and
         the Eternal Republic are capable of producing and offering for sale imperfect goods. Members of the committee, I tell you
         that there can be no defense of such a wicked act.”
      

      Again Sphrantzes paused; this time, Ziani could feel anger in the silence, and it made the muscles of his stomach bunch together.

      “The prisoner has claimed,” Sphrantzes went on, “that the abomination was not intended for sale, or even to be taken outside
         his own house; that it was built as a present for his daughter, on her birthday. We can dispose of this plea very quickly.
         Surely it is self-evident that once an object leaves its maker’s hands, it passes out of his control. At some point in the
         future, when she is a grown woman perhaps, his daughter might give it away or sell it. At her death, if she retained it till
         then, it would be sold as an asset of her estate. Or if the prisoner were to default on his taxes or subscriptions, the contents
         of his house would be seized and auctioned; or it might be stolen from his house by a thief. It takes very little imagination
         to envisage a score of ways in which the abomination might come to be sold, and its maker’s intentions made clear by a cursory
         examination of its mechanism. The law is absolutely clear, and rightly so. There need be no intention to sell or dispose of
         an abomination. The mere act of creating it is enough. Members of the committee, in the light of the facts and having in mind
         the special circumstances of the case — the gross and aggravated nature of the deviation, the deliberate challenge to Specification,
         above all the prisoner’s rank inside the Guild and the high level of trust placed in him, which he has betrayed — I cannot
         in all conscience call for any lesser penalty than the extreme sanction of the law. It grieves me more than I can say to call
         for the death of a fellow man, a fellow Guildsman, but I have no choice. Your verdict must be guilty, and your sentence death.”
      

      The nondescript little man bowed respectfully to the bench, gathered the tails of his gown and sat down on his stool behind
         his desk. Ziani noticed that his feet didn’t quite reach the floor, and dangled backward and forward, like a small child in
         a classroom. Somehow, that seemed an appropriate touch. Even now, here in the Guildhall with everybody staring at him, he
         couldn’t help believing that it all had to be some kind of elaborate tease, like the jokes played on apprentices (go and fetch
         the left-handed screwdriver); an initiation ritual, before he was allowed to eat his dinner at the chargehands’ table.
      

      Also at the back of his mind was another question, one that buzzed and buzzed and wouldn’t go away: how had they known what
         he’d done, where to find it, what to look for? As far as he could remember (and he’d thought of little else the past month,
         in the darkness of his cell) he hadn’t mentioned it to anybody, anybody at all. But the investigator had gone straight to
         his bench, to the box under it where he kept the finished bits of Moritsa’s doll; he’d had his callipers and gauges ready,
         to take the necessary measurements. Ziani hadn’t said a word about it at work — even he wasn’t that stupid — or mentioned
         it to his friends or his family. Nobody had known; but here he was. It’d be annoying to die with a loose end like that not
         tidied away. Perhaps they’d tell him, before it was over.
      

      The committee had stopped whispering; it hadn’t taken them long to make up their minds. Ziani didn’t know the man who stood
         up, but that was hardly surprising. Even the foreman of the ordnance factory didn’t get to meet the great men of the Guild.
         The guard caught hold of Ziani’s arm and pulled him to his feet. He couldn’t look at the great man.
      

      “Ziani Vaatzes,” he heard him say, “this tribunal finds you guilty of abomination. In light of the gravity of your offense,
         we hereby sentence you to be strangled with the bowstring, and we decree that your head shall be displayed above the gates
         of the department of ordnance for thirty days, as a warning to others. These proceedings are concluded.”
      

      As they led him back to the cells, he sensed something unusual in the way they reacted to him. It wasn’t fear, but they were
         keeping their distance, touching him as little as possible. Disgust, maybe; but if that was what they were feeling, they hid
         it well. They’d been overtly hostile toward him before the trial, when they brought him his food and water. There wasn’t any
         of that now. Compassion, possibly? No, definitely not.
      

      He’d had his three guesses, it was annoying him, and a condemned man doesn’t have to worry about getting into trouble if he
         annoys his warders. He stopped.
      

      “Look,” he said. “What is it? Have I just grown an extra head?”

      They looked at each other. They weren’t sure what to do. The older man, a northshoreman by the name of Bollo Curiopalates,
         who’d made a habit of accidentally-on-purpose kicking Ziani on the shins when he brought him his evening meal, pulled a wry
         face and shrugged.
      

      “No offense, right?” he said. “Just, we never met one of your lot before.”

      “My lot?”

      “Abominators.” Bollo shrugged. “It’s not like murderers and thieves,” he went on, “it’s different. Can’t understand it, really;
         what’d make someone do a thing like that.”
      

      Curiosity, then; and the diffidence that goes with it, when you’re staring at someone and they stare back. He could try and
         explain, but what would be the point? A man with a cause, now, a true abominator, would seize this chance of converting one
         last disciple, possibly lighting a candle that would never go out. Ziani had no cause, so he said, “Evil.”
      

      The warders looked startled. “You what?”

      “Evil,” Ziani replied, as blandly as he could. “I was in the market one day, years ago now, and there was this man selling
         lamps. They were cheap and I needed one, so I bought one. Got it home, unscrewed the cap to fill it up with oil, and this
         thing came out of it. Like a puff of white smoke, it was. Well, I must’ve passed out, because the next thing I remember was
         waking up, and it was pitch dark outside the window; and ever since then I get these terrible uncontrollable urges to do really
         bad, wicked things. Absolutely nothing I can do about it, can’t control it, just have to go with the flow. And look where
         I’ve ended up.” He sighed. “My life ruined, just like that. Only goes to show, you can’t be too careful.”
      

      The warders looked at him for rather a long time; then Bollo said, “All right, move along,” in a soft, strained voice. At
         the cell door, he said, “That was all just a joke, right? You were just being funny.”
      

      Ziani frowned. “Don’t be stupid,” he said. “I’m going to die in an hour or so, why the hell would I lie about a thing like
         that?”
      

      They closed the door on him, and he sat down on the floor. It had been a valid question: what on earth had possessed him to
         do such a reckless, stupid thing? Unfortunately, he couldn’t think of an answer, and he’d been searching for one ever since
         they arrested him. If they bothered marking the graves of abominators, his headstone would have to read:
      

      SEEMED LIKE A GOOD IDEA AT THE TIME

      Wonderful epitaph for a wasted life.

      In an hour or so, it wouldn’t matter anymore. He’d be out of it; the story would go on, but he wouldn’t be in it anymore.
         He’d be a sad memory in the minds of those who loved him, a wound for time to heal, and of course they’d never mention him
         to strangers, rarely to each other. A new man would take his place at work, and it’d be pretty uncomfortable there for a week
         or so until he’d settled in and there was no longer any need for his replacement to ask how the other bloke had done this
         or that, or where he kept his day-books, or what this funny little shorthand squiggle was supposed to mean. The world would
         get over him, the way we get over our first ever broken heart, or a bad stomach upset. Somehow, the idea didn’t scare him
         or fill him with rage. It would probably be worse to be remembered and mourned for a long time. There’d be sympathy and condolences,
         tearing the wound open every time it started to scab over. That was always Ziani’s chair; do you remember the time Ziani got
         his sleeve caught in the lathe chuck; Ziani lent this to me and I never had a chance to give it back.
      

      If it had been a sudden illness, say, or a freak accident; if he’d been stabbed in the street or killed in a war; you could
         get angry about that, the stuff of tragedy. But to find yourself in the cells waiting to be strangled to death, all on account
         of a few measurements; it was so bewildering, so impossible to understand, that he could only feel numb. He simply hadn’t
         seen it coming. It was like being beaten at chess by a four-year-old.
      

      The door started to open, and immediately he thought, here it is. But when Bollo came in (still looking decidedly thoughtful),
         he didn’t usher in the man in the black hood, the ends of the bowstring doubled round his gloved hands. The man who was with
         him was no stranger.
      

      Ziani looked up. “Falier?” he said.

      “Me,” Falier answered. Bollo glanced at him, nodded, left the cell and bolted the door behind him. “I came…”

      “To say goodbye,” Ziani helped him out. “It’s all right, I’m being really calm about it. Sort of stunned, really. With any
         luck, by the time the truth hits me I’ll have been dead for an hour. Sit down.”
      

      His friend looked round. “What on?”

      “The floor.”

      “All right.” Falier folded his long legs and rested his bottom tentatively on the flagstones. “It’s bloody cold in here, Ziani.
         You want to ask to see the manager.”
      

      “It’ll be a damn sight colder where I’m going,” Ziani replied. “Isn’t that what they say? Abominators and traitors go to the
         great ice pool, stand up to their necks in freezing cold water for all eternity?”
      

      Falier frowned. “You believe that?”

      “Absolutely,” Ziani said. “A chaplain told me, so it must be true.” He closed his eyes for a moment. “Gallows humor, you see,”
         he said. “It means I’m either incredibly brave in the face of death, or so hopelessly corrupt I don’t even take eternal damnation
         seriously.”
      

      “Right,” Falier said, looking at him. “Sorry,” he said, “I haven’t got a clue what to say.”

      “Don’t worry about it. After all, if you really piss me off and I hold a grudge for the rest of my life, that’s — what, three-quarters
         of an hour? You can handle it.”
      

      Falier shook his head. “You always were a kidder, Ziani,” he said. “Always Laughing Boy. It was bloody annoying in a foreman,
         but you make a good martyr.”
      

      “Martyr!” Ziani opened his eyes and laughed. “Fine. If someone’d do me a favor and let me know what I’m dying for, I’ll try
         and do it justice.”
      

      “Oh, they’ll come up with something,” Falier said. “Well, I guess this is the bit where I ask you if you’ve got any messages.
         For Ariessa, and Moritsa. Sorry,” he added.
      

      Ziani shrugged. “Think of something for me, you’re good with words. Anything I could come up with would be way short of the
         mark: I love you, I miss you, I wish this hadn’t happened. They deserve better than that.”
      

      “Actually.” Falier sounded like he was the condemned man. “It’s Ariessa and Moritsa I wanted to talk to you about. I’m really
         sorry to have to bring this up, but it’s got to be done. Ziani, you do realize what’s going to happen to them, don’t you?”
      

      For the first time, a little worm of fear wriggled in Ziani’s stomach. “I don’t know what you mean,” he said.

      Falier took a deep breath. “Your pension, Ziani, from the Guild. You’re a condemned man, an enemy of the state.”

      “Yes, but they haven’t done anything wrong.” The worm was running up his spine now.

      “Neither have you, but that doesn’t mean…” Falier dried up for a moment. “It’s the law, Ziani,” he said. “They don’t get the
         pension. Look, obviously I’ll do what I can, and the lads at the factory, I’m sure they’ll want to help. But —”
      

      “What do you mean, it’s the law? I never heard of anything like that.”

      “I’m sorry,” Falier replied, “but it’s true. I checked. It’s terrible, really wicked if you ask me. I don’t know how they
         can be so cruel.”
      

      “But hang on a moment.” Ziani tried to rally his scattered thoughts, but they wouldn’t come when he called. “Falier, what
         are they going to do? What’re they going to live on, for God’s sake?”
      

      Falier looked grave. “Ariessa says she’ll try and get work,” he said. “But that’s not going to be easy; not for the widow
         of —” He stopped. “I don’t think I ought to have told you,” he said. “Dying with something like this on your mind. But I was
         thinking.”
      

      Ziani looked up. He knew that tone of voice. “What? There’s something I can do, isn’t there?”

      “You could make a deal,” he said.

      That made no sense at all. “How? I don’t understand.”

      “You could ask to see the investigator. There’s still time. You could say, if they let Ariessa keep your pension, you’ll tell
         them who your accomplices are.”
      

      Accomplices. He knew what the word meant, but it made no sense in this context. “No I can’t,” he said. “There weren’t any.
         I didn’t tell anybody about it, even, it was just me.”
      

      “They don’t know that.” Falier paused for a moment, then went on: “It’s politics, you see, Ziani. People they don’t like,
         people they’d love an excuse to get rid of. And it wouldn’t take much imagination to figure out who they’d be likely to be.
         If you said the right names, they’d be prepared to listen. In return for a signed deposition —”
      

      “I couldn’t do that,” Ziani said. “They’d be killed, it’d be murder.”

      “I know.” Falier frowned a little. “But Ariessa, and Moritsa —”

      Ziani was silent for a moment. It’d be murder; fine. He could regret it for the rest of his life. But if it meant his wife
         and daughter would get his pension, what did a few murders matter? Besides, the men he’d be murdering would all be high officials
         in the Guild.… The thought of revenge had never even crossed his mind before.
      

      “You think they’d go for that?”

      “It’s got to be worth a try,” Falier said. “Face it, Ziani, what else can you do for them, in here, in the time you’ve got
         left?”
      

      He considered the idea. A few minutes ago, he’d been clinging to the thought that it didn’t matter, any of it. He’d practically
         erased himself, every trace, from the world. But leaving behind something like this — poverty, misery, destitution — was quite
         different. The only thing that mattered was Ariessa and Moritsa; if it meant they’d be all right, he would cheerfully burn
         down the world.
      

      “What’s the plan?” he said.

      Falier smiled. “Leave it to me,” he said. “I can get in to see the secretary of the expediencies committee —”

      “How?”

      “I got in here, didn’t I? Obviously there’s not a lot of time. I’d better go.”

      “All right.”

      Falier moved to the door, paused. “It’s the right thing to do, Ziani,” he said. “This whole thing’s a bloody mess, but at
         least there’s still something you can do. That’s got to be good.”
      

      “I suppose.”

      “I’ll be back in an hour.” Falier knocked on the door; it opened and he left. Remarkable, Ziani thought; I’ve known Falier
         most of my life and I never knew he had magic powers. Always thought he was just ordinary, like me. But he can walk through
         doors, and I can’t.
      

      Hard to measure time in a cell, where you can’t see the sunlight. Pulse; each heartbeat is more or less a second. But counting
         — sixty sixties is three thousand six hundred — would be too much effort and a waste of his rapidly dwindling supply of life.
         Ziani looked round; he was an abominator, apparently, but still an engineer. He thought for a moment, then grinned and pulled
         off his boot, then his sock. With his teeth, he nibbled a small hole; then he scooped a handful of the grimy gray sand off
         the floor and persuaded it into the sock. That done, he hung the sock from a splinter of wood in the doorframe, with his empty
         drinking-cup directly underneath. Then he found his pulse, and counted while the sand trickled through the hole in the sock
         into the cup. When it had all run through, he stopped counting — two hundred and fifty-eight, near as made no odds four minutes.
         He drew a line in the dirt beside him, and refilled the sock. There; he’d made himself a clock.
      

      Eight fours are thirty-two; half an hour later, the door opened again. Falier was back. He looked excited, and pleased with
         himself.
      

      “All set up,” he said. “The secretary wants to see you in his office.” He frowned. “For crying out loud, Ziani, put your boots
         on.”
      

      Ziani smiled. “Are you coming too?” he said.

      “No.” Falier knocked on the door. “Best of luck, Ziani; but it should be all right. He was definitely intrigued. Have you
         got a list of good names?”
      

      Ziani nodded. “I’m not too well up in politics, mind,” he said. “Any suggestions?”

      Falier fired off a dozen or so names, all of whom Ziani had already thought of, as the sand dribbled through into the cup.
         “That’ll probably do,” he went on, “but have half a dozen more up your sleeve just in case.” The door opened; different warders
         this time. “Well, so long,” Falier said. “It’ll be all right, you’ll see.”
      

      Not all, Ziani thought; but he didn’t want to sound ungrateful. “So long,” he repeated, and the warders led him out into the
         corridor.
      

      Three flights of winding stairs brought him to a narrow passage, with heavy oak doors at irregular intervals; quite like the
         cells, he thought. Outside one of these, the warders stopped and knocked. Someone called out, “Yes, come in.” A warder went
         in first; Ziani followed, and the other warder came in behind him.
      

      He didn’t know the secretary’s name, or his face; but he was looking at a broad, fat man with huge hands resting on top of
         a wide, well-polished desk. “This him?” the man asked, and one of the warders nodded.
      

      “Fine.” The warder pulled out a chair, and Ziani sat in it. “All right,” the man went on, “you two get out. Don’t go far,
         though.”
      

      It wasn’t easy to make out the man’s face; he was sitting with his back to a window, and Ziani had been out of the light for
         some time. He had a bushy mustache but no beard, and round his neck was a silver chain with a big Guild star hanging from
         it. “Ziani Vaatzes,” he said. “I know all about you. Seventeen years in the ordnance factory, foreman for six of them. Commendations
         for exceptional work.” He yawned. “So, why does a solid type like you go to the bad?”
      

      Ziani shrugged. “I don’t know what came over me,” he said.

      “I do.” The man leaned forward a little. The sun edged his dark head with gold, like an icon that’s hung too long in the candle
         smoke. “Thinking you’re better than everybody else, that’s what did it. Thinking you’re so bloody clever and good, the rules
         don’t apply to you. I’ve seen your kind before.”
      

      “I admit I’m guilty,” Ziani said. “But that’s not what you want to talk to me about. You want to know who else was involved.”

      “Go on.”

      Ziani said four names. The secretary, he noticed, had a wax writing-board next to him, but wasn’t taking any notes. He tried
         another four. The secretary yawned.
      

      “You’re wasting my time,” he said. “You don’t even know these people, and you’re asking me to believe they all came round
         to your house, these important men you’ve never met, to see this mechanical doll you were making for your kid.”
      

      “I’m telling you the truth,” Ziani said.

      “Balls.” The man wriggled himself comfortable in his chair. “I don’t believe you.”

      “You agreed to see me.”

      “So I did. Know why?”

      Ziani shrugged. “I’m prepared to sign a deposition,” he said. “Or I’ll testify in court, if you’d rather.”

      “No chance. I know for a fact you wouldn’t know these people if you met them in the street. You didn’t have any accomplices,
         you were working alone. All I want from you is who put you up to this. Oh, your pal Falier Zenonis, sure; but he’s nobody.
         Who else is in on it?”
      

      Ziani sighed. There was nothing left inside him. “Who would you like it to have been?”

      “No.” The man shook his head. “If I want to play that sort of game, I decide when and how. You’re here because obviously some
         bugger’s been underestimating me.”
      

      “All I wanted,” Ziani said, “was for my wife to get my pension. That’s all that matters to me. I’ll say whatever you like,
         so long as you give me that.”
      

      “Not interested.” The man sounded bored, maybe a little bit annoyed. “I think you thought the idea up for yourself, all on
         your own. Trying to be clever with men’s lives. You can forget that.”
      

      “I see,” Ziani said. “So you won’t do what I asked, about the pension?”

      “No.”

      “Fine.” Ziani jumped to his feet and threw his weight against the edge of the desk, forcing it back. The man tried to get
         up; the edge of the desk hit the front of his thighs before his legs were straight — a nicely judged piece of timing, though
         Ziani said it himself — and he staggered. Ziani shoved again, then hopped back to give himself room and scrambled on to the
         desktop. The man opened his mouth to yell, but Ziani reached out; not for the throat, as the man was expecting, and so Ziani
         was able to avoid his hands as he lifted them to defend himself. Instead, he grabbed the man’s shoulders and pushed back sharply.
         It was more a folding maneuver than anything else. The man bent at the waist as he went down, and his head, thrown backward,
         smashed against the stone sill of the window. It worked just as Ziani had seen it in his mind, the angles and the hinges and
         the moving parts. Seventeen years of looking at blueprints teaches you how to visualize.
      

      He was only mildly stunned, of course, so there was still plenty to do. Ziani had been hoping for a weapon; a dagger slung
         fashionably at the waist, or something leaning handy in a corner. Nothing like that; but there was a solid-looking iron lampstand,
         five feet tall, with four branches and four legs at the base to keep it steady. Just the thing; he slid off the desk, caught
         hold of the lamp-stand more or less in the middle, and jabbed with it, as though it was a spear. One of the legs hit the man
         on the forehead, just above the junction of nose and eyebrows. It was the force behind it that got the job done.
      

      The man slid onto the floor; dead or alive, didn’t matter, he was no longer relevant. Three flights of stairs, and Ziani had
         counted the steps, made a fairly accurate assessment of the depth of tread. It would be a long way down from the window and
         he had no idea what he’d be dropping onto; but he was as good as dead anyway, so what the hell? At the moment when he jumped,
         entrusting himself to the air without looking at what was underneath, he couldn’t stop himself wondering about Falier, who
         was supposed to be his friend.
      

      It wasn’t pavement, which was good; but it was a long way down.

      For a moment he couldn’t breathe and his legs were numb. I’ve broken my bloody neck, he thought; but then he felt pain, pretty
         much everywhere, which suggested the damage was rather less radical. Somewhere, not far away (not far enough), he heard shouts,
         excitement. It was a fair bet that he was the cause of it. Without knowing how he got there, he found himself on his feet
         and running. It hurt, but that was the least of his problems.
      

      Because he’d never expected to survive the drop, he hadn’t thought ahead any further than this. But here he was, running,
         in an unplanned and unspecified direction. That was no good. The pity of it was, he had no idea where he should be heading
         for. He was somewhere in the grounds of the Guildhall; but the grounds, like the building itself, were circular. There was
         a wall all the way round, he remembered, with two gates in it. The only way out was through a gate. If they were after him,
         which was pretty much inevitable, the first thing they’d do would be to send runners to the gatehouses.
      

      Every breath and heartbeat is an act of prevarication, a prising open of options. It’d sounded good when the preacher had said it, but did it actually mean anything? Only one way to find out. The gardens
         were infuriatingly formal, straight lines of foot-high box hedge enclosing neat geometric patterns of flowers, nothing wild
         and bushy a man could hide in long enough to catch his breath, but there was a sort of trellis arch overgrown with flowery
         creeper, a bower or arbor or whatever the hell it was called. He headed for it, and collapsed inside just as his legs gave
         out.
      

      Fine. First place they’ll look.

      Breathing in was like dragging his heart through brambles. He got to his knees and peered round the edge of the arch. There
         was the wall, a gray blur behind a curtain of silly little trees. He followed its line until he came to a square shape, almost
         completely obscured by a lopsided flowering cherry. That would be a gate-house. He didn’t know what time it was and he couldn’t
         see the sun through the arbor roof, so he couldn’t tell if it was the north or the south gate. Not that it mattered. He wasn’t
         likely to get that far, and if he did the gatekeepers would be on him like terriers.
      

      He plotted a course. Arbor to the line of trees; using the trees as cover, along the wall to the gatehouse. He could hear
         shouting coming from several different directions, and he wondered whether they’d catch him and take him back to his cell
         to be strangled, or just kill him on the spot.
      

      I’ll escape, though, if only to be annoying. He stood in the doorway of the arbor for a moment, until he saw two men running toward him. They were wearing helmets and
         carrying halberds; there goes another option, snapping shut like a mousetrap. He lowered his head and charged in the direction
         of the trees. They’d get him soon enough, but at least he was making an effort, and he felt it was better to die running toward
         something, rather than just running away.
      

      It was inevitable that sooner or later he’d trip over something and go sprawling. In the event, it was one of those ridiculous
         dwarf box hedges that did the damage. He landed on his face in a bed of small orange flowers, and the two warders were on
         him before he had a chance to move.
      

      “Right.” One of them had grabbed his arms and twisted them behind his back. “What’s the drill?”

      He couldn’t see the other warder. “Captain said get him out of sight before we do him. Don’t want the Membership seeing a
         man having his head cut off, it looks bad.”
      

      The warder he could see nodded. “Stable block’s the nearest,” he said.

      Between them they hauled him to his feet and dragged him backward across the flowerbeds. He sagged against their arms, letting
         them do the work; buggered if he was going to walk to his death. He heard a door creak, and a doorframe boxed out the light.
      

      “Block,” said the other warder. “Something we can use for a block.”

      “Log of wood,” his colleague suggested.

      “How about an upturned bucket?” the first man said.

      “Might as well.” The unseen warder trod on the backs of Ziani’s knees, forcing him down; the other man came forward with a
         stable bucket, shaking out dusty old grain. Ziani felt the wood under his chin. “Grab his hair,” the second warder said, “hold
         him steady. Halberd’s not the right tool for this job.”
      

      A simple matter of timing, then. Ziani felt the warder’s knuckles against his scalp, then the pain as his hair was pulled,
         forcing his cheek against the bucket. He heard the cutter’s feet crackle in the straw as he stepped up to his mark, in his
         mind’s eye he saw him take a grip on the halberd shaft and raise his arms. A good engineer has the knack of visualization,
         the ability to orchestrate the concerted action of the mechanism’s moving parts. At the moment when he reckoned the cutter’s
         swing had reached its apex and was coming down, he dug his knees into the straw and arched his back, jerking his shoulders
         and head backward. He felt a handful of his hair pull out, but he was moving, hauling the other warder toward him.
      

      He heard the halberd strike; a flat, solid shearing noise, as its edge bit into the warder’s forearms, catching them just
         right against the base of the iron band that ran round the bottom of the bucket. By the time the warder screamed, he was loose;
         he hopped up like a frog, located the cutter (standing with a stupid expression on his face, looking at the shorn stub of
         his mate’s left hand) and stamped his foot into the poor fool’s kidneys. It wasn’t quite enough to put him down; but the other
         man had obligingly left his halberd leaning up against a partition. All Ziani knew about weapons was how to make them, but
         he did understand tools — leverage, mechanical advantage — and the principles were more or less the same. With the rear horn
         of the blade he hooked the cutter’s feet out from under him, and finished the job efficiently with the spike. The other man
         was still kneeling beside the bucket, trying to clamp the gushing stump with his good hand. The hell with finesse, Ziani thought;
         he pulled the spike clear and shoved it at the wounded man’s face. It was more luck than judgment that he stuck him precisely
         where he’d aimed. In one ear and out the other, like listening to your mother.
      

      His fingers went dead around the halberd shaft; it slipped through, and its weight dragged it down, though the spike was still
         jammed in that poor bastard’s head. It had taken a matter of seconds; two lives ended, one life just possibly reprieved. It
         was a curious sort of equilibrium, one he wasn’t eager to dwell on. Instead he thought: this is a stable, wouldn’t it be wonderful
         if it had horses in it?
      

      Of course, he had no idea how you went about harnessing a horse. He found a saddle, there was a whole rack of the things;
         and bridles, and a bewildering selection of straps with buckles on, some or all of which you apparently needed in order to
         make the horse go. He’d decided on the brown one; it wasn’t the biggest, but the other two looked tired (though he had no
         idea what a tired horse was supposed to look like). Pinching the corners of its mouth got the bit in. He fumbled hopelessly
         with the bridle straps, sticking the ends in the wrong buckles until eventually he managed to get the proper layout straight
         in his mind. The saddle went on its back, that was obvious enough. There was some knack or rule of thumb about how tight the
         girths needed to be. He didn’t know it, so he pulled the strap as tight as he could make it go. The horse didn’t seem to mind.
      

      That just left getting on. Under better circumstances, he might well have been able to reach the stirrup. As it was, he had
         to go back and fetch the bucket to stand on. It was slippery, and he nearly fell over. I wish I knew how to do this, he thought, and dug his heels into the horse’s ribs.
      

      After that it was shamefully simple. The gatekeepers had seen him being caught and so weren’t looking for escaped prisoners
         anymore; besides, he was on a horse, and the prisoner had been on foot. The horse wanted to trot, so the saddle was pounding
         his bum like a trip-hammer. He passed under the gate, and someone called out, but he couldn’t make out the words. Nobody followed
         him. Two murders, possibly three if he’d killed the secretary of the expediencies committee when he hit him with the lampstand,
         and he was riding out of there like a prince going hawking. His head ached where the hair had been pulled out.
      

      As soon as he was through the gate, he knew where he was. That tall square building was the bonded warehouse, where he delivered
         finished arrowheads for export. The superintendent was a friend of his, sometimes on slow days they drank tea and had a game
         of chess (but today wasn’t a slow day). He was in Twenty-Fourth Street, junction with Ninth Avenue.
      

      Three blocks down Ninth Avenue was an alley, leading to the back gate of a factory. It was quiet and the walls on either side
         were high; you could stop there for a piss if you were in a hurry. He contrived to get the horse to turn down it, let it amble
         halfway down, pulled it up and slid awkwardly off its back. It stood there looking at him as he picked himself up. Nevertheless,
         he said. “Thanks,” as he walked away.
      

      The factory gate was bolted on the inside, but he managed to jump up, get his stomach on the top of it and reach over to draw
         back the bolt. The gate swung open, with him on top of it. He slipped down — bad landing — and shut it behind him, trying
         to remember what they made here. At any rate, he was back on industrial premises, where the rules were rather closer to what
         he was used to.
      

      He was in the back yard; and all the back yards of all the factories in the world are more or less identical. The pile of
         rusting iron scrap might be a foot or so to the left or right; the old tar-barrel full of stagnant rainwater might be in the
         northeast corner rather than the northwest; the chunky, derelict machine overgrown with brambles might be a brake, a punch,
         a roller or a shear. The important things, however, are always the same. The big shed with the double doors is always the
         main workshop. The long shed at right angles to it is always the materials store. The kennel wedged in the corner furthest
         from the gate is always the office. The tiny hutch in the opposite corner is always the latrine, and you can always be sure
         of finding it in the dark by the smell.
      

      Ziani ducked behind the scrap pile and quickly took his bearings. Ninth Avenue ran due south, so the gate he’d just climbed
         over faced east. He glanced up at the sky; it was gray and overcast, but a faint glow seeping through the cloud betrayed the
         sun, told him it was mid-afternoon. In all factories everywhere, in mid-afternoon the materials store is always deserted.
         He looked round just in case; nobody to be seen. He scuttled across the yard as fast as he could go.
      

      The geometry of stores is another absolute constant. On the racks that ran its length were the mandatory twenty-foot lengths
         of various sizes and profiles of iron and brass bar, rod, strip, tube, plate and sheet. Above them was the timber, planked
         and unplanked, rough and planed. Against the back wall stood the barrels and boxes, arranged in order of size; iron rivets
         (long, medium and short, fifteen different widths), copper rivets, long nails, medium nails, short nails, tacks, pins, split
         pins, washers; drill bits, taps, dies; mills and reamers, long and short series, in increments of one sixty-fourth of an inch;
         jigs and forms, dogs and faceplates, punches, calipers, rules, squares, scribers, vee-blocks and belts, tool-boats and gauges,
         broaches and seventeen different weights of ball-peen hammers. At the far end, against the back wall, stood the big shear,
         bolted to a massive oak bench; three swage-blocks, a grinding-wheel in its bath, two freestanding leg-vices, a pail of grimy
         water and a three-hundredweight double-bick anvil on a stump. Every surface was slick with oil and filmed with a coating of
         black dust.
      

      It was the familiarity of it all that cut into him; he’d worked all his life in places like this, but he’d never looked at
         them; just as, after a while, a blind man can walk round his house without tripping, because he knows where everything is.
         All his life Ziani had worked hard, anxious to impress and be promoted, until he’d achieved what he most wanted — foreman
         of the machine room of the Mezentine state ordnance factory, the greatest honor a working engineer could ever attain this
         side of heaven. Outside Mezentia there was nothing like this; the Guilds had seen to that. The Eternal Republic had an absolute
         monopoly on precision engineering; which meant, in practice, that outside the city, in the vast, uncharted world that existed
         only to buy the products of Mezentine industry, there were no foundries or machine shops, no lathes or mills or shapers or
         planers or gang-drills or surface-grinders; the pinnacle of the metalworker’s art was a square stub of iron set in a baked
         earth floor for an anvil, a goatskin bellows and three hammers. That was how the Republic wanted it to be; and, to keep it
         that way, there was an absolute prohibition on skilled men leaving the city. Not that any Mezentine in his right mind would
         want to; but wicked kings of distant, barbarous kingdoms had been known to addle men’s minds with vast bribes, luring them
         away with their heads full of secrets. To deal with such contingencies, the Republic had the Travelers’ Company, whose job
         it was to track down renegades and kill them, as quickly and efficiently as possible. By their efforts, all those clever heads
         were returned to the city, usually within the week, with their secrets still in place but without their bodies, to be exhibited
         on pikes above Travelers’ Arch as a reassurance to all loyal citizens.
      

      Ziani walked over to the anvil and sat down. The more he thought about it, of course, the worse it got. He couldn’t stay in
         the city — this time tomorrow, they’d be singing out his description in every square, factory and exchange in town — but he
         couldn’t leave and go somewhere else, because it simply wasn’t possible to leave unless you went out through one of the seven
         gates. Even supposing he managed it, by growing wings or perfecting an invisibility charm, there was nowhere he could go.
         Of course, he’d never get across the plains and the marshes alive; if he did, and made it as far as the mountains, and got
         through one of the heavily guarded passes without being eaten by bears or shot by sentries, a brown-skinned, black-haired
         Mezentine couldn’t fail to be noticed among the tribes of pale-skinned, yellow-haired savages who lived there. The tribal
         chiefs knew what happened to anyone foolish enough to harbor renegades. Silly of him; he’d jumped out of check into checkmate,
         all the while thinking he was getting away.
      

      On the bench beside him he saw a scrap of paper. It was a rough sketch of a mechanism — power source, transmission, crankshaft,
         flywheel; a few lines and squiggles with a charcoal stub, someone thinking on paper. One glance was enough for him to be able
         to understand it, as easily as if the squiggles and lines had been letters forming words. Outside the city walls, of course,
         it’d be meaningless, just hieroglyphics. A mechanism, a machine someone was planning to build in order to achieve an objective.
         He thought about that. A waterwheel or a treadmill or a windlass turns; that motion is translated into other kinds of motion,
         circular into linear, horizontal into vertical, by means of artfully shaped components, and when the process is complete one
         action is turned into something completely different, as if by alchemy. The barbarians, believers in witchcraft and sorcery,
         never conceived of anything as magical as that.
      

      He thought for a while, lining up components and processes in his mind. Then he slid off the bench, washed his hands and face
         in the slack-tub and headed across the yard to the office.
      

      As he walked in, a clerk perched on a high stool turned to peer at him.

      “Any work going?” Ziani asked.

      The clerk looked at him. “Depends on what you can do,” he said.

      “Not much. Well, I can fetch and carry, sweep floors and stuff.”

      “Guild member?”

      Ziani shook his head. “Left school when I was twelve,” he said.

      The clerk grinned. “Good answer,” he said. “We’re all right for skilled men, but we can always use another porter.” He shook
         his head. “Crazy, isn’t it? There’s Guildsmen sat at home idle for want of a place, and the likes of you can walk in off the
         street and start immediately.”
      

      “Good,” Ziani said. “What’s the pay?”

      The clerk frowned. “Don’t push your luck,” he said.

      Nice clear directions brought Ziani to the shipping bay. The factory made farm machinery — plows, chain and disk harrows,
         seed drills — for export to the breadbasket countries in the far south. How they got there, very few people knew or cared;
         the Mezentines sold them to dealers, who took delivery at Lonazep, on the mouth of the estuary. Ziani had never been to Lonazep,
         but he knew it was outside the walls. After five hours lifting things onto carts, he was asked if he fancied volunteering
         for carriage duty.
      

      The answer to this question, in every factory in the world, is always no. Carriage duty means sitting on the box of a cart
         bumping along rutted tracks in the savage wilderness outside the city. It pays time and a half, which isn’t nearly enough
         for the trauma of being Outside; you sleep in a ditch or under the cart, and there are rumored to be spiders whose bite makes
         your leg swell up like a pumpkin.
      

      “Sure,” Ziani said.

      (Because the sentries at the gates would be looking for a Guildsman on his own, not a driver’s mate on a cart in the long,
         backed-up queue crawling out of town on the north road. When a particularly dangerous and resourceful fugitive — an abominator,
         say, or a guard-killer — was on the run, they’d been known to pull the covers off every cart and scrabble about in the packing
         straw in case there was anyone hiding in there, but they never bothered to look at the unskilled men on the box. Guild thinking.)
      

      God bless the city ordinance that kept annoying heavy traffic off the streets during the day. By its blessed virtue, it was
         dark when the long line of carts rolled out of the factory gate and merged with the foul-tempered glacier inching its way
         toward the north gate. Heavy rain was the perfect finishing touch. It turned the streets into glue, but as far as Ziani was
         concerned it was beautiful, because a sentry who has to stand at his post all night quite reasonably prefers to avoid getting
         soaked to the skin, and accordingly stays in the guardhouse and peers out through the window. As it turned out, they showed
         willing and made some sort of effort; a cart six places ahead in the line was pulled over, while the sentries climbed about
         on it and crawled under it with lanterns. They didn’t find anything, of course; and, their point proved, they went back inside
         in the dry. Ziani guessed the quota was one in ten. Sure enough, looking back over his shoulder once they were through the
         arch and out the other side, he saw the third cart behind them slow to a halt, and lanterns swinging through the rain.
      

      “You’re new, then,” said the driver next to him. He hadn’t spoken since they left the factory.

      “That’s right,” Ziani said. “Actually, this is my first time out of town.”

      The driver nodded. “It sucks,” he said. “The people smell and the food’s shit.”

      “So I heard,” Ziani said.

      “So why’d you volunteer?”

      “I don’t know, really,” Ziani replied. “Suppose I always wondered if it’s really as bad as they say.”

      “It is.”

      “Well, now I know.”

      The driver grinned. “Maybe next time you’ll listen when people tell you things.”

      A mile out from the north gate the road forked. Half the traffic would stay on the main road, the other half would take the
         turning that followed the river past the old quarries down to Lonazep. Ziani’s original plan had been to try and get himself
         on a ship going south, maybe even all the way down to the Gulf, as far from the Eternal Republic as you could go without falling
         off the edge of the world. Seeing the scrap of paper on the bench in the storeroom had changed all that. If he went south,
         it’d mean he was never coming back. Instead, he waited till they stopped for the night at Seventh Milestone. The driver crawled
         under the tarpaulin, pointing out that there was only room for one.
      

      “No problem,” Ziani said. “I’ll be all right under the cart.”

      As soon as he was satisfied the driver was asleep, Ziani emerged and started to walk. Geography wasn’t his strong suit, but
         as soon as the sun came up he’d be able to see the mountains across the plain, due west. Going west meant he’d be away for
         a while, maybe a very long time, but sooner or later he’d be back.
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