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For Ian, with whom the adventure began.






Part I
The Stone Cloud






Chapter One


The difficulty with a disguise is that it must be worn for some time before it hangs credibly upon the shoulders. But if worn for too long, a costume becomes comfortable, natural. A man always in disguise must take care lest he become the disguise.

—The Stone Cloud’s Logbook, Captain Tom Mudd



The airship cruised from the hoary mountain pass on a current as cold as an avalanche. Its hull was like a longship’s, long and narrow, lacking only oars, with a carved hound’s head curling up from the bow. To a jaundiced eye, the ship recollected a rough coffin carried on the back of a laughing dog.

To the crew, it was but a frozen raft.

Swaddled in long furs, they stamped about the deck like disgruntled bears. Wind strummed the rigging. The men said nothing. Forty barrels of rum sloshed in the main hold beneath their feet, seeping and sweetening the air with sugar cane and new oak.

The Cairo Hound was bound for the Baths, where rum fetched ten times the price it did in the capitals of Ur. In a few short hours, each of them would have half a year’s wages in their pockets and all the Baths to fritter it upon. But despite the coming payday and liberty, the crew was anxious. They were afraid to speak because, once begun, idle talk turned easily into nervous rambling, and then terror was sure to follow.

Pirates prowled these skies. Violent wind shears were not uncommon. Then there were the whims of the Tower ports to fret over. A safe harbor one voyage might be a shooting gallery the next. Only a few months earlier, cannonballs and fire had demolished one of New Babel’s more reliable ports. A crew could never be sure what sort of welcome the Tower would offer them.

And where was their captain during all of this worry? Drunk again, still drunk, always exquisitely drunk.

No, it was better not to talk. Better to stay stoic.

Far below, rough slopes gave way to a suburb of tents and then a shantytown of canvas and tarpaper roofs. Trains cut through the dense Market on tracks that ran from the Tower like the rays of a compass rose. The Tower did not look like it had been built, brick by brick, by human hands. Rather, it looked like something the world had begun to birth—a new crescent moon, perhaps—before surrendering the effort. The Tower loomed over the encircling mountain range. An imperturbable fog enshrouded its peak. Some romantics called this haze “the Collar of Heaven,” believing it marked the point where the Tower passed from blue sky into bleak, black space.

The Captain always woke up mean.

He stayed mean, too, but there was an excess of meanness in his waking. Drunk or not, mean or not, the Captain would still have to sign the manifest and dicker with the port master over the price of rum. He still had a job to do. They would have to draw straws for who would wake him. The boatswain trimmed straws from a broom and measured them on his palm.

Then the girl appeared.

She seemed to just materialize in the air near the grumbling furnace and the biscuit barrels. One of her arms snaked about the rope that held her; one toe of her boot touched the deck ever so lightly, like a bather testing a bath. She was beautiful—but not garish like those harlots in the pub who sit on your lap if you buy them a drink. Nor was she voluptuous like the sketches in the gentlemen’s books, nor handsome like the marble statues with robes no thicker than spilled milk.

She was beautiful like a doe in a glen: lithe, alert, and distant. Her hair was wild, her face small, her eyes bright. Her yellow frock had been hacked off at the waist, and her overlarge gloves looked like something a blacksmith might wear.

They did not all see her in the same instant. She mesmerized them one by one.

The bear-skinned crew of the Cairo Hound began to close on her with the slow deliberate steps of men in a trance. With each step they took, she inched her way back up the rope and toward the gas envelope above. She did not seem nervous at all. The men found her poise captivating. They found it maddening.

When they could stand it no longer, they lunged after her.

She darted into the high netting, quick as a flash, and they crashed together beneath her, toppling the barrels and knocking each other against the singeing furnace as they grappled for the rope. As soon as one man began to climb, the others pulled him down. She tugged at her ears and stuck out her tongue. One crewman threw the water ladle at her. She nimbly caught it and threw it back at him.

They began to quarrel about who had seen her first, and who should go wake the captain, because now he definitely had to be awakened, and somebody had to do it, and where were the straws?

Their lively debate was interrupted by the tattoo of unfamiliar boots behind them.

The crew of the Cairo Hound turned to discover they had been boarded.

Captain Padraic DeFord had crawled into a barrel of rum on the first day of the voyage and stayed there. A fleshy man with the mottled complexion of a newborn infant, he was at the point in his career where all other men were fools, the business was foolish, and the pay fit only for imbeciles. His men thought him tyrannical, but in truth he spoiled them. When he was a cabin boy, if he’d once made the sort of blunder his crew did on a daily basis, he would have been whipped till he bled. He wasn’t a tyrant; he was a parent stuck with a brood of dunces. And rather than improve, rather than rise to the challenge of his leadership, his men grew sullen and resentful. They slouched toward mutiny.

How the world had changed.

In the face of this, would any man of character blame him for indulging in a drink? He found that if he drank enough, he slept deeply and dreamed little. He could fall into bed the same as into his grave. Every morning was a resurrection; every evening was a death. It was such a pretty thing to come and go into the dark as one pleased.

This morning, he was rudely roused from his grave by something like an anchor chain wrapping about his neck and wrenching him from his cot and out of the wonderful dark.

Having long ago trained himself to nap with a pistol in hand, DeFord was quick to sight the figure behind the chain. He had just put his finger to the trigger when a thick arm knocked the barrel up, and the gun discharged into the cabin ceiling with an earsplitting bang. Wood dust and smoke stung his eyes. Sun beamed through the bullet hole, brightening the dark and giving DeFord his first glimpse of the man behind the iron noose.

But it was not a man. It was a gargantuan woman with short silver hair lying close to a square, stony face. He felt like he was looking up at an ox that was standing on its hind legs.

Captain DeFord gave the amazon a speculative kick, and in return, she picked him up by his arms and thumped him twice against the ceiling. The blows made the chain clang about his ears. When the pounding stopped, his spine felt a little shorter. Docile now with pain and shock, DeFord didn’t fight as he was dragged above deck, wearing nothing but his breeches and a tangled white bed sheet.

He was disappointed but not surprised to see his useless crew standing under raised hands. A girl in a ripped dress and a woman with brass plumbing for an arm held them at gunpoint, and confidently so. The realization caused DeFord physical pain: a trio of women had taken his ship. What further proof could one ask for? His men were conspiring against him. They hadn’t even put up a fight.

There was one other stranger: a lanky man in a long black coat. He looked as sturdy as a scarecrow. Yet, there was a coolness and a gravity to his expression.

“Ah, there you are,” said the scarecrow. “Captain DeFord, is it?” The man offered his hand. DeFord numbly shook it. “I’m Captain Tom Mudd. This is my crew. We have, as you’ve probably gathered, boarded your ship for the purpose of lightening it.”

“Don’t talk like you’ve come for tea,” DeFord said, his speech thick with sleep and the lingering vapor of rum. “Give me a sword, and we can settle this like men.” They were bold words for a man whose neck was in a chain.

“We’re not that sort of pirate,” Captain Mudd said. He leaned on his polished aerorod as if it were a cane and not a sacred tool of navigation. This lack of respect for the instruments of the profession told DeFord all he needed to know about this invader. He was not a seasoned airman. His crew of women suggested his last career had been as a pimp or a wifemonger. He was probably the sort of man who never worked very hard, never strove. He was lazy, cowardly, and smug. In short, this Mudd represented everything that was wrong with a generation.

“Oh, don’t pretend that you’re some sort of rare genius,” DeFord said. “A herd of cows wearing bells could’ve snuck past this lot.” DeFord scowled at his crew. They scowled right back at him. He knew it was dangerous to humiliate them in this moment of vulnerability, but he didn’t care. They were such a disappointment. “You got no one to blame but yourselves for this gutting!” DeFord told them.

“Come now, there’s really no reason to shout,” Captain Mudd said. “I’m sure your men are very hardy. In fact, in a fair fight, I have no doubt they would’ve given us quite a run of it. And we’re not going to bleed you dry. We just need a little of your … of your …” The scarecrow trailed off, his brow wrinkling and his gaze glassing over. He seemed entirely distracted, like a man listening to a distant strain of music. DeFord wondered just what sort of lunatic had gotten aboard his ship.

“Rum, sir,” the woman with the clockwork arm said. “They’re carrying rum.” The filigree that decorated the gleaming brass shell of her limb was fine enough for a woman’s locket, though the machinery that showed between plates resembled nothing so much as the black workings of a locomotive.

“Yes. We just need a little of your rum,” Mudd said, his attention recovered. “We’ll also take whatever food you have. Then you can be on your way. By this evening, you’ll be in port, paid and drunk, and this whole unfortunate business will be a dimming memory.”

“Don’t any of you think you’re going to be paid! I don’t care what this mudbug says—” DeFord stopped, squinting as a thought occurred to him. “Mudd. I’ve heard that name before. Aye. Aye, I met one of your victims once. I bought him a drink because his story about you was so entertaining. He had the whole pub in stitches. Mudd the half-a-pirate. Mudd the clown. He said you came in under a cloud of gulls and fish guts, and then you, reeking like a chum bucket in July and covered in feathers, demanded a tenth of his cargo. A tenth! What sort of parsimonious pirate are you?”

The woman with the brass arm snorted.

“Thank you, Mister Winters,” Captain Mudd said. “Now, we’ll take two barrels of your rum, your pantry, and any black powder you have.”

“You didn’t say anything about powder before,” DeFord said.

“That was before you complained about my generosity,” Mudd said.

A harpoon crashed into the deck behind them. At the aft, an airship descended past the curvature of the Cairo Hound’s balloon. The emerging ship was encrusted with the warts of battle, age and repair.

A pulley zipped down the harpoon’s cable and clunked against the deck. Captain Mudd turned to the crew of the Cairo Hound and said, “Gentlemen, the sooner you load my ship, the sooner I’ll be off of yours.”

The bear-skinned crew looked to their captain with black expressions.

The amazon pulled her chain from DeFord’s neck, and he gathered the white sheet about his shoulders and raised himself to as dignified a pose as he could muster, though the wind made him shiver, and he was still drunk. He addressed his men. “You wanted to humiliate me? Well, you’ve done it. But I am not humiliated because I stand here in a sheet on a ship given to a mudbug and his harem. No, I am humiliated to stand alongside of you. You will be a laughing stock if you indulge this man, if you give him one single drop of rum, of my rum!” DeFord beat his half-bare chest. “If there be one atom of self-respect or loyalty left in you, you will not aid this man. You will stand by me, your Captain. You will refuse this injustice, or you will look for other work.”

Captain Mudd said nothing in his defense. He smiled at the berated crewmen, awaiting their decision. He hadn’t long to wait.

Pirates were as common as pigeons in the airstreams that circled the Tower. Many an honorable captain had been forced by a grim turn of fortune to stoop to piracy at one time or another. Some recovered their scruples as soon as their accounts were leveled. Of course, others who dabbled developed either a taste for the life or an inability to escape it. And then there were those shameless entrepreneurs who chose the bloody work willingly. They considered themselves a sort of ecological necessity: they were the wolves that thinned out the weak and old to the benefit of the herd.

Regardless of the cause, the life of a pirate was dangerous. The wealthy and powerful ringdoms regularly sent gunships to patrol the desert air. Infamy made the work of a pirate captain easier to undertake but more difficult to maintain. A wolfish reputation might soften a target, but it also attracted unwanted attention from military men eager to improve their own name. As often as not, as soon as a captain became the subject of a song or a limerick, he was welcomed to immortality with a mortal wound. One could try to maintain an innocuous or sympathetic profile, as Captain Mudd did, but subtlety was often lost on the sort of men who made their living at the end of a rope, lashed to a sack of combustible gas.

Truth be told, Captain Mudd and his motley crew were, for the most part, a toothless wolf. Their ship, the Stone Cloud, was a relic. What firearms they had were unreliable on their best days and decorative on their worst. The ship had one harpoon cannon on the bow that was incapable of launching a ball. If another ship decided to engage them, the Stone Cloud’s only reasonable recourse was to run. And run they had on more than one occasion.

According to Mr. Winters, the ship’s first mate and the only seasoned aeronaut among them, the Stone Cloud’s previous captain conducted his piracy purely by boarding party. Captain Billy Lee’s crew of a dozen cutthroats would surprise a plump merchant ship, skewer her with a harpoon, draw her in, and overwhelm her while the startled crew was still tugging on their boots. It was a dicey business, and Captain Lee had lost and replaced many airmen during his command.

Under Mudd, the Stone Cloud boasted a crew of only five, including the captain. They were too few to swarm a deck, so they had adapted to survive. What they lacked in brute force, they made up for with ingenuity.

Captain Mudd had a talent for devising unorthodox ways to raid a ship. His crew, to their credit, followed his outlandish direction with hardly a squint.

On one occasion, they had snuck onto a merchant ship under the cover of fog and opened a barrel of cooking oil on the deck. The natural sway of the ship distributed the slick evenly, and the next morning they invaded on spiked cleats while the unsuspecting crew skated helplessly about, trying very hard not to impale themselves on their own swords. On another occasion, Mudd’s crew had dropped several pounds of rotting fish onto a ship’s envelope, and then boarded amid a horde of frenzied seagulls. They had once resorted to posing as a wounded vessel full of collapsed damsels. Their would-be princes, who rode in on a barge of cured tobacco, helpfully lashed the two ships together and came aboard armed with decanters of brandy to revive the ladies from their swoon. The rescuers rushed to the sides of the fallen women only to be greeted by gun barrels drawn from under skirts.

“The rules of engagement,” Captain Tom Mudd explained to the irate captain who’d been duped by this ruse, “were invented by men who would benefit most from them.”

This philosophical pronouncement might’ve commanded more respect had it not been delivered by a man wearing a frilly bonnet.

The taking of the Cairo Hound had been simple in comparison. They had shadowed the ship since dawn. Once convinced their approach had gone undetected, they crossed to the Hound’s balloon by a rope ladder and used the netting to climb down to the gondola. Voleta distracted the crew while the Captain and the others got into a favorable position. The rest was just talking, which the Captain was quite good at.

With their supplies moved from the Cairo Hound, the mated ships decoupled and drifted apart.

Edith called to Adam at the helm on the quarterdeck, “Hard burn, please. Let’s see if we can’t find that southwestward current we came by.” Adam repeated the order and plied the lever that opened the flue to the heating element in the ship’s envelope. It didn’t seem likely that the Cairo Hound would follow them, but if they did, Edith wanted them to be the ones squinting into the sun.

Voleta watched the retreating ship for any change in course. Though she had recently baited and eluded a mob, she showed no sign that anything very remarkable had occurred. She balanced atop a rail and leaned over the vast drop, casually gripping a tether in a manner that made her brother Adam quite nervous. A grackle flew into view, and she marked the subtle turn of its wings. “The current’s shifted due west now,” Voleta said.

“It’ll do,” Edith said. She turned to Captain Mudd. He stood, straight as a stovepipe, staring at the Tower that dominated the sky. She called him Captain twice, the second time more sharply, but neither disrupted the intensity of his trance.

“Tom,” she said with a little softness. Concern had turned her dark eyebrows into a single, severe line. Thomas Senlin refocused on her face and smiled. “Where to, Captain?”

He was still uncomfortable with the formalities that Edith insisted upon. She would only call him “Tom” in private and asked that he call her “Mister Winters” in front of the crew. “Mister” was the title that first mates were due, and was only reasonable, but “Winters” was the name of her estranged husband who had edged her out of managing her family’s farm and then refused to give her a divorce when she asked for one. Senlin couldn’t imagine why she would want to be constantly reminded of such a man.

In quiet moments, Senlin recalled the hours they’d once shared in a cage that was bolted to the face of the Tower. They had been frightened by the unexpected cruelty of the Parlor and confused by the abrupt camaraderie the ordeal inspired. But they had also been only “Tom” and “Edith” to one another.

It seemed a long time ago. That was before she had lost her arm and joined a pirate crew, before he had missed a reunion with his wife by a matter of hours and stolen first a painting and then a ship.

Standing before Edith now, Senlin couldn’t help but marvel at how, despite it all, their friendship had survived.

“I think we shall make for the Windsock, Mister Winters,” he said. “We have some rum to sell.” Really, they had little choice of where to go. The Windsock was the only cove that hadn’t turned them away.

“Ayesir.” She nearly turned to spread the order, but stopped short. She drew in close to keep her voice from carrying in the serene silence. Unlike the sea, with its crashes, howls, and tattooing waves, the air seemed quite a tranquil medium. “You were doing it again, Tom. You were staring off at the distance.” When his only response was a pinched frown, she went on: “If I can see that you’re distracted, the crew can see it, too. That worries me. Are you sure you’re all right?” Her clockwork arm, beautifully doused in sun, illuminated her face with a golden light.

“Yes, yes, of course.” He put a hand on her shoulder. “I was only—”

“Man overboard!” Voleta called from the balustrade. They turned in time to see a flailing figure in a white sheet plummet from the Cairo Hound. They were too distant to hear a cry if one was uttered, but the silence of the spectacle only made it grimmer.

No one doubted who it was.

Iren broke the moment of quiet reflection. “He was a bad captain.”

“But a worse bird,” Voleta said.







Chapter Two


With his ship, I have also taken possession of the late Captain Billy Lee’s log. Reading his diary has provided me with two insights. First, penmanship is not a priority in the elementary institutions of the Tower. And second, I have signed us on for a rough life.

—The Stone Cloud’s Logbook, Captain Tom Mudd


The Tower of Babel frayed and turned the wind in elaborate ways. Currents broke and rolled upon its rough expanse like waves upon a sandbar. Some ports could only be approached during certain hours and with cooperative weather. Others had been desolated by a subtle shift in an airstream that rendered them inaccessible. Navigating the air about the Tower required the endless revision of charts, a close watch of the telltales, and boundless courage.

Most essentially, though, surviving the gusts of the Tower required a happy crew, and to be happy, a crew needed a few planks in a row to call their own. Without it, they would feel restless and trapped. They would bicker; they would grumble. So, the crew of the Stone Cloud each claimed a corner of the ship and retreated there when circumstances allowed.

Adam bunked in the main cargo hold, though he spent little time there. It was dark and low-ceilinged and gave him the feeling that he’d been swallowed by a whale. He preferred the dazzling view from the elevated quarterdeck, preferred being near the helm. A born engineer, Adam dreamed of one day dismantling and rebuilding the ship and its controls in superior form. As it was, they had to rely on the wind to do most of the steering. He could only move the ship up and down by throttling the heating element and releasing the ballast in the forward tank, though this was a last resort because the tank was tedious to refill and also served as the crew’s bath.

Iren and Voleta claimed the main cabin. Having lately been the barracks for a dozen crewmen, the room had reeked of boots and feet before they moved in. They tore down most of the hammocks, aired the room, and scrubbed every inch of planking with sweet-smelling pine soap. They stuffed the old clothes out a porthole, though Voleta kept (and mercilessly boiled) a few small articles that could be tailored to fit her. She’d come to the ship with nothing but a shawl and her blue leotard, the costume she’d worn during her captivity in the Steam Pipe. She pinned the leotard to the cabin wall, where it hung like a headless shadow: a reminder of the life that lay behind her.

Edith’s bedroom, technically the chart house, was little more than a drafty closet. Old signal flags of faded bunting and roach-chewed maps decorated the walls. She had assumed the quarters while under Billy Lee’s command because it was the only room on the ship that could be reliably locked. In her early days aboard the Stone Cloud, she had been feverish and weak from the infection that eventually consumed her arm. She refused to elaborate on the ordeal, and Senlin learned not to press the point. All that mattered was that the chart house had kept her safe when she was most vulnerable, and she had grown quite attached to it.

The fact that Edith’s room could only be accessed through the Great Cabin, which was the captain’s quarters, had been inconvenient but manageable during Billy Lee’s command. In their private environments, Edith had been all but invisible to Lee. Lee was attracted to a different sort of woman: a waifish, insensible sort. He considered her too “brawny,” and besides she was positively ancient at thirty-five. This liberated him, at least to his satisfaction, from the usual expectations of decorum. His casual modesty and crude habits were bothersome, but it was better than being the focus of his ardor.

Senlin found the arrangement much more concerning. For the sake of privacy and propriety, he offered to take a hammock in the hold alongside Adam, but Edith insisted that the captain slept in the Great Cabin. A crew, she explained, needed unsupervised hours to complain, cavort, and plot their mutinies. It was good for morale.

This justification had amused Senlin, but he understood her earnest point: a crew could never be at rest if their captain was always about.

So, agreeing to share the space, they worked out a system of knocks. Two raps meant, “Coming through,” as in: “I’m only using your room as a corridor. There’s no need to look up from what you’re doing, but it would be convenient if you were dressed.” Three quick knocks meant “I’m paying you a visit,” and a single rap signaled, “I am going to sleep. Goodnight.”

To be more accurate, they had not created this percussive vocabulary. Senlin had, much to Edith’s consternation. Not only was the knocking an unnecessarily elaborate solution to a simple problem (they could just speak through the doors, after all), it was also irritatingly genteel. It harkened back to the moment, at least in Edith’s mind, when they were fleeing through the Parlor and Senlin refused to help loosen her gown. His sensibilities had nearly gotten her killed.

But he could not be reasoned with, and it was a small request. Edith conceded, and they had been counting knocks ever since.

The evening after they poached a few kegs of rum from the Cairo Hound, Senlin was sitting at the table in his cabin, poring over a chart of the Tower’s lower levels when three knocks sounded on the outer door. Edith came in, shooed by the wind, with a tin pitcher in one hand.

“The little owl is on watch,” she said, meaning Voleta. Voleta’s penchant for climbing all about the ship’s rigging, though nerve-wracking, made her an effective lookout. “I gave Adam and Iren a ration of rum.”

“I suppose there’ll be no lessons again tonight,” Senlin said with a cluck of his tongue. After escaping the port, he and Iren had been free to resume her tutelage, and they had done so at first. But as the days piled discouragements and distractions upon them, the lessons had grown infrequent. He suspected it wouldn’t be long before they were entirely abandoned.

She pulled two pewter goblets from a rack. “Well, look at it from her point of view. Before she met us, she had steady pay, reliable meals, and her morning noon and night scheduled for her. We haven’t seen the same day twice since we shoved off from Goll. We’re scrabbling to survive, to keep ourselves fed. And she’s got to go along with your bizarre plots. Can you blame her for not having the patience for books right now?”

“You make a point,” Senlin said. “I suppose improvisation is its own lesson.”

“You wouldn’t think a headmaster would be so devious.”

“On the contrary. I credit any aptitude for conniving to my old profession,” he said.

“Come again?”

“As headmaster, it was my job to teach children how to think like adults. It was their job, apparently, to teach me to think like a child, to expect the disruption, to anticipate the thumbtack on the chair or the lizard in the drawer.”

“They played pranks on you?” She poured the rum and settled in, smiling at the thought of Senlin yipping after sitting on a tack.

“Oh, more than pranks. Some of them were dastardly clever. There was one student early in my tenure who gave me such fits—” He couldn’t help but smile at the memory.

“One bitterly cold winter morning,” he began, “I arrived at the schoolhouse early, as I always did, to stoke the banked fire in the stove. But someone had stirred the coals around, and they’d gone out. I suspected a prank, but thought it rather tame. I laid down some fresh kindling, but when I looked to the matchbox, I found only bare sticks. All the match heads were missing. ‘Ah,’ I thought, ‘there’s the real trick! Someone’s snapped all my matches.’ I went to the closet for a fresh box, and when I stepped into the dark room, I found myself skating on a patch of ice. I nearly took all the shelving down with me as I fell.”

Edith covered her mouth when she laughed.

“At this point, I am impressed,” Senlin continued. “This is a grand prank, and I am trying to decide which of my students is intelligent and devious enough to dream up such a cascade of tricks even as I take my bruised knees and fresh box of matches back to the stove. When I put a match to it, the stove erupts with a flame that singes my eyebrows. It startles me so badly I overturn a row of desks when I jump back.”

“They put the match heads under the ashes?” Edith said.

“She did indeed.”

“You know who did it?”

“Oh, cleverness cannot hide delight. When they all sat at their desks that morning, I only had to look for who had the twinkling eyes.” He neglected to mention that the pretty culprit would one day become his wife.

“I’m glad you learned something useful from your bad seed,” Edith said, lifting her cup. “To the pranksters.”

“To the pranksters,” Senlin toasted.

Through a nearby porthole, they watched the dark shape of the Tower glimmer with the lights of skyports, observatories, and the fortresses of wealthy ringdoms. They shone like stars in the firmament of ancient stone.

“It’s strange,” Senlin said, his mood shifting. “I thought that once I had a ship, everything would fall into place. I certainly didn’t think I was giving up bookkeeping to take up piracy. I just pictured this straight line of events. I thought we’d fly to Pelphia, find my wife, carry us all home, and that would be the end of it.”

“I could’ve told you, there’s no such thing as a straight path on an airship.”

“For the life of me, I can’t figure out how to get us through the door.” He tapped the cross-section of the Tower labeled PELPHIA.

Pelphia was sandwiched between two inhospitable ringdoms. Beneath Pelphia was New Babel, which they’d just escaped and had no intention of ever returning to. Above Pelphia was the Silk Reef, which had once been a great park shared by the Pells below and the Algezians above. Then a century ago, Pelphia and Algez had fallen into a cycle of hot and cold wars, and the internal entrances to the Silk Reef were sealed up by both ringdoms.

So, the only way into Pelphia now was through its skyports. Senlin had learned all of this from Lee’s limited collection of aeronautic histories. “At first I felt as if we had escaped a prison. Now, I feel like we’ve been locked out of our house,” Senlin said, raking his hair in frustration.

“The Tower was built to keep our type out of it, Tom. We’re a couple of foxes circling a coop, trying to get at a hen,” she said. Senlin gave her an uncertain look, and she laughed. “I’m not suggesting your wife is a hen, Tom. It’s just the farmer in me peeking through.”

“Well, I’m glad we haven’t entirely beaten the farm out of you.” He rocked back in his chair and hung his hands behind his neck. “This morning I was daydreaming about my old cottage. I wonder if it’s horribly overgrown. I imagine the shutters are hanging off, and the chimney is full of birds. Or maybe the town has sold it. Maybe they gave it to the new headmaster they hired to replace me.” The front legs of his chair came down with a concluding thump, and the dreaminess of his expression hardened.

“It’s strange to think of your old life carrying on without you,” Edith said.

“It is indeed,” he agreed, topping off their cups. “I worry that I wasted my one chance to get back to that life. I regret running after her so rashly and so early on. It was not one of my better plans.”

He needn’t elaborate. They both recalled their disastrous attempt to enter Pelphia through a public skyport.

In retrospect, it was the day their life as pirates began.







Chapter Three


Compared to how ably Adam and Voleta adapted to our new life, my own acclimation was painfully slow. If mankind ever attempts to colonize the islands of the stars, we should crew the ships with children and put the youngest at the wheel.

—The Stone Cloud’s Logbook, Captain Tom Mudd


After their escape from the Port of Goll, the crew had been almost delirious with optimism. They had slipped out from under the thumbs of Finn Goll, Rodion, and Billy Lee. They had reclaimed their liberty. They had escaped the Tower. And so anything seemed possible, even finding a single soul who’d been lost in the Tower for the better part of a year.

Senlin had a few clues to direct his search. He knew that Marya had been sold by a wifemonger to a nobleman from Pelphia named W. H. Pell. “Pell” was the surname of the ruling family of Pelphia, and so, presumably W. H. was a man of influence. He was also associated with some sort of club called the Coterie of Talents. Pelphia was notoriously difficult to get into. One had to be wealthy, gentry, or a trader in luxuries. Muddy tourists and common merchants were rebuffed without ceremony.

The matter of how to approach Pelphia was further complicated by the fact that Senlin was a wanted man. He’d stolen a painting from the Commissioner of the Baths, a pugnacious man named Emmanuel Pound, who collected taxes under the authority of the Pells. It was Pelphia’s black and gold banner that flew over Pound’s warship, the Ararat.

To prevent immediate arrest upon landing in Pelphia, Senlin adopted a pseudonym, Tom Mudd, and concocted a plan for getting past the port guards. He would play a wifemonger. Voleta would play his charge, his wife-for-sale.

In a move that would later haunt him when they were famished and sick of eating squab, Senlin spent every last penny they had on a dress for Voleta. He bought it from a man who claimed he was a merchant, but looked every inch a pirate. Senlin tried not to think about the fate of the gown’s previous owner.

The skirt was plump with petticoats, the neck was low slung, and the whole was colored a pale yellow, which made Voleta’s lavender eyes all the more spectacular.

She absolutely loathed it.

But she was willing to play the part if it would help her Captain, whom she liked.

In an attempt to disguise the rough appearance of their ship, they draped Billy Lee’s collection of bed linens all about the railing. Lee, a shameless philanderer, had preferred loud colors and bold patterns. After a little lashing and pinning, their drab craft was transformed into a piebald eyesore.

The North Port of Pelphia was both opulent and immaculately kept: the bollards were gold plated; the cranes were white-washed; the guard houses were shingled with pristine slate; and a half dozen palm trees stood in great pots, lining the way to the yawning tunnel that carried on to the city of the Pells.

Stationed at the end of each berth were eight-foot-tall iron turrets, which Edith called “lead soldiers.” The lead soldiers looked like standing sarcophagi, and one could see a human face peering through the circular porthole in the bell-shaped head. Instead of arms, the lead soldiers raised a pair of twenty-pound guns.

Senlin began to have second thoughts the moment the smartly uniformed stevedores caught the tethers of his sheet-wrapped ship. A pistol wagged at the hip of each dockworker, and they moved with the practiced poise of an infantry. This was not a port; it was a fortress. If their little charade failed to impress, they’d be captured in a second. But it was too late to bolt now. They had to forge ahead with the gambit.

No gangplank was offered to them, and none of the port workers responded to Senlin’s lighthearted hellos. He had begun to feel stranded on his own ship when he spied a man in a lieutenant’s uniform emerging from a guardhouse.

The lieutenant surveyed the day, seated a white cap upon his head, straightened the gold braid on his breast, and began an unhurried approach. He made a great show of inspecting a hundred details along the way: the unfinished coil of a line, the half-tucked shirt of a porter, a wayward palm frond. By the time the official arrived beneath their rail, Senlin had nearly ground his teeth to meal.

“What’s your business here?” The lieutenant’s eyebrows and moustache were pared to sharp points, lending his face a thorny quality.

“I’m Captain Tom Mudd. I’ve come to improve a nobleman with the addition of a wife,” Senlin said, and to bolster his claim, he swept an arm toward Voleta standing at his hip, sullen in her yellow frock.

“Which nobleman?”

“The one with the sincerest interest, of course.”

“No, no, that won’t do,” the officer replied with a laugh so dry it sounded like a cough. “Have you a letter of introduction or an invitation?”

“No.” Senlin broke into a cavalier smile. “The wind introduces me and fortune invites me.”

“That is unfortunate,” the lieutenant said, and the word seemed some sort of code because the stevedores dropped the Stone Cloud’s lines and began an eerily ordered retreat. They didn’t stop until they were behind the line of hulking lead soldiers.

Senlin took this as a bad sign. The lieutenant made a show of inspecting the ship’s decoration. “Coming from a parade, are we?” The barbs of his brow lifted in amusement.

“Just making an impression,” Senlin said.

The lieutenant’s examination now strayed up Voleta’s broad skirts, over her pinched waist, and her bare golden shoulders. “Of course, if you wish to commit your charge to my care, I’m sure we can make a favorable impression on your behalf.”

Senlin sniffed. “I don’t know what sort of custom you’re used to in this rustic ringdom, but where I come from, business men aren’t expected to make a gift of their wares. I go where my charge goes.”

“Where are you from? It must be a very imaginative country. The ring beyond the Collar of Heaven, perhaps? A lunar colony?” All trace of amusement fled from the officer’s face. “Leave the girl, and I’ll let you keep your ship.”

Before Senlin could form a retort, Voleta leapt onto the balustrade, hiked up her skirts, and began to dance. She balanced on one foot and swung her other leg at the knee. Her petticoats, thick and pale as cut cabbage, flapped wildly. “Kiss my foot, you pocky twit!” she crowed.

The lieutenant looked as if he’d been slapped.

Edith, who’d been watching the situation devolve from the periphery, marked the lead soldiers as they swiveled their guns toward the Stone Cloud. She gave Adam a discreet throat cutting signal, and casually as she could, took a fistful of Voleta’s wagging skirts.

At the helm, Adam straight-armed the throttles. The ballast tank burst open, releasing a torrent of water that swamped the port and nearly swept the lieutenant over the edge. The furnace whooped as the coil valve opened, and the ship bucked like a startled horse. Voleta would have been thrown overboard if Edith hadn’t yanked her back, ripping her skirt in the doing.

Senlin was driven to his knees by the surge. The ship breached a new current that shoved them to one side. The rigging squealed. Iren, who’d been on the forecastle stair, tumbled against the starboard rail, which cracked but miraculously didn’t fail. The sound of gunfire reverberated off the Tower a scant second before a cannonball burst through a corner of the deck, rattling their teeth and pecking their skin with splinters. The silk envelope began to deform at the base, a sure sign they were bleeding gas.

Senlin saw the hole in the balloon and experienced a moment of terror so intense it felt like euphoria. They were going to drop from the sky like a shot bird.

But even as he watched, the gash sealed itself as some second skin, some internal membrane, pressed against the tear.

A moment later, they were out of the range of the lead soldiers, and the barrage abruptly stopped.

They rose upon a gentle vent of air. The ship felt almost motionless. The sky was serene. They stood up and patted themselves for signs of blood or protruding bones, but discovered neither.

“Well, that was lucky,” Senlin said, straightening his cuffs with shaking hands. “Balloons don’t usually patch themselves, do they?”

“No,” Edith said, kneeling to examine the ragged divot that had been blown into the ship’s starboard edge. “Voleta, Iren, get these ridiculous sheets off our ship.”

Senlin inspected the drab-colored balloon overhead with a fresh eye. “A self-sealing envelope. It seems a remarkable fixture for a barge like this.”

“One of the Sphinx’s inventions. Billy Lee traded for it.” Edith stood and kicked a portion of the broken deck into the abyss.

“Traded what?”

“An arm,” she said.

They’d had little choice after that. There was no honest work for a small crew on such a lowly vessel. Every port they approached shooed them off like a fly from a table. They turned to piracy to keep from starving.

Senlin sipped his rum and squinted at the memory. “We have gotten quite good at running away,” he said.

“We’ve gotten very good at having to,” Edith corrected. “You know we could take a new ship, one with real guns and maybe a thicker hull,” she said, turning the cup in her hand. “If we weren’t such conscientious pirates, we could—”

“Edith, I don’t want to argue about this again. We can’t ruin some innocent aeronaut just to solve our problems. If we were equipped to take on one of the Pell’s warships or another pirate ship, I might do it. But we aren’t equipped, and we won’t make victims of honest men. That’s not who we are.”

“It’s exactly who we are. Like it or not, we are pirates. Saying please and thank you doesn’t change that. There are no devils by degree, no gentlemen thieves. There’s just strong and weak, the willing and the dead. You heard that boozer captain. Word’s out about us, Tom! How long before some honest man decides that we’re not so clever or dreadful as we seem? How long before they push back?”

“I am not taking the higher ground to be smug, Edith. These are decisions that change one’s nature. Irrevocably. Look at Voleta. We don’t talk about it, but I’m sure you’ve noticed. She’s hardening. She’s becoming ruthless and reckless.”

“She’s young.”

“A man is thrown to his death, and she makes a joke about him being a bad bird.”

“I’ll talk to her.”

“We can tut-tut all we want, but the fact is I have applied the friction that has raised the callus. I accept the responsibility. I am Captain, which is why I refuse to take an iron file to what remains of her conscience by signing us on for murder! If by some fabulous miracle I find my wife, I still hold out hope that she will not receive me as a stranger.” A passionate quaver had crept into his speech, and he clipped it now by clearing his throat. “I am sorry. That was a little overwrought.”

Edith, who had begun to lean away, settled her elbows again on the table. “At least you’re not brooding,” she said. “Arguing I can stand; it’s the staring off I hate.”

She felt along the side of her mechanical arm, tracing the engraved arabesque patterns in search of a discreet release latch. This she caught with her fingernail, and a little drawer slid open, ejecting a glass vial into her hand. Her arm wheezed steam and slumped heavily onto the table. She brought the vial to her face and saw that it was still half-full of the glowing red serum. Satisfied, she refitted the battery.

Senlin had observed this evening ritual many times, but knew better than to comment upon it. Any reference to her arm, to its fuel or the mysterious Sphinx who made it, was always met with a bristling silence.

She drained her rum and gave Senlin a frank smile. “Tom, don’t you wonder if we’re even knocking on the right door? Are we sure your wife is in Pelphia?”

“I’m not sure at all,” he said. “I’m chasing after hearsay and conjecture, but it’s all I have.”

“Of course,” she said. “I’m with you. The crew is with you. You stood by us, and so we’ll stand by you.” She stood up and knocked once on the table. “I’m going to bed. Goodnight, Captain.”

“Goodnight, Mister Winters,” Senlin said with a thin smile.

When the door to the chart house clicked shut, he turned finally to the woman in a white nightgown who’d been sitting on his bed for the past hour. She made a childish face at him, like a guppy in a bowl, then raised a brush to her auburn hair. She hummed as she worked out the tangles.

Senlin clenched his eyes shut.

He had set a trap for the Commissioner as part of his plan for escaping the Port of Goll. He had packed a crate with White Chrom, expecting Pound and his men to be thrown into fits when they opened it. But Senlin had been caught up in the springing of his own trap. He had inhaled a monstrous dose of the drug, and when he did, she had appeared.

The vision of Marya wasn’t dreamy. Her figure was not transparent like a reflection in a mirror that might be dispelled with the dousing of a lamp. Neither did she shine or shimmer or speak in a cavernous voice, nor any other flamboyant habit supposed of ghosts. She looked entirely real, which of course only made the vision worse.

He had expected her to fade once the drug had run its course. He did not tell Edith or his crew about the dosing or the haunting because he didn’t want to worry them, and he hoped his suffering wouldn’t be long. But it had been months now, and she hadn’t tired of tormenting him. She was like a child who could only be consoled by attention, attention he refused to give her because he feared it encouraged her. She sang and flounced and carried on, and he ignored it all as best he could, though it was impossible to be entirely immune to the distraction. Sometimes she disappeared for a few hours or an afternoon, if he was lucky, but just when he began to think he was cured of her, she would reappear and the haunting would resume.

The worst was when she talked to him. He hated it when she spoke because in this respect the vision was nothing like the woman he’d loved and married. The ghost was mean, suspicious, petty, and so quick with the most discouraging advice. He felt wedded to his own shadow of doubt.

Gripping his empty cup of rum, he opened his eyes. The vision was still there, watching him from his bed.

She set her brush aside, and placed her hands on her covered knees like she was preparing to address a child. She said, “O, Tom. Dear, dear Tom. You don’t know what you’re doing. You haven’t the foggiest notion.”

Ignoring the vision, Senlin lay upon the bed and took out the painted study of Marya. In the image, she sat surrounded by orchids on Ogier’s terrace studio. The firefly light of the Baths dappled her bare skin. Her expression seemed gentle and bold all at once. Senlin wished he could sink into the painting, could be drawn into that scene. He brought the icon to his lips and kissed the wrinkles and peaks the artist’s brush had made.

The vision of Marya smirked at him from the foot of the bed. She said, “You’re as lost as I am. And when your darling little crew finds out, they’re going to see how good a bird you are.”







Chapter Four


Trust is a muscle that works best in reflex.

—The Stone Cloud’s Logbook, Captain Tom Mudd


The Windsock was nothing like a traditional port. It wasn’t associated with a ringdom; it wasn’t attached to an entrance; it didn’t lead anywhere. It clung to the Tower face like a moth’s cocoon clings to the trunk of a tree, and much like the moth’s dressing room, the Windsock was not a pretty sight.

Jumet, the roving poet of the Tower, described the Windsock in the third volume of his Homage as resembling “a broken country squeezebox / hung upon a field post / left for years to rot.”

The long, rambling structure encompassed several floors and had enough rooms to fill a city tenement. It was a cobble of salvage and wreckage, a product of a thousand hands and half a dozen generations. It hadn’t a plumb joist or matching beam anywhere in its anatomy. Instead of a solid façade, the Windsock was sleeved in a single, continuous tapestry. This wool wrapper, stretched over the wooden frame, made the whole assemblage appear emaciated and frail.

The pattern of the Windsock’s tapestry was as elaborate as it was disorderly: pictograms, symbols, and hatch marks lay in close proximity and at every angle. It reminded Senlin of an old tattooed sailor.

He had whiled away a few hours on previous visits studying the strange code that filled the tapestry, but had never had much insight into its meaning.

The quaint wrapper sometimes fooled newcomers into thinking the Windsock was a civil place. Nothing could be further from the truth. It was a desperate port full of black-marketeers, aging harlots, and mercenaries looking for wicked work. It had practical merits, of course: a man could sell his plunder, fill his larder, get drunk, and find a willing companion, all within a short walk. But the fact remained that with each transaction there was a fair chance one would be swindled or shot.

The cove was too rickety to hold an anchor, so visitors had to moor along a great crack in the cliff-face of the Tower, traverse the gap between ship and shelf, and make the perilous hike to port on foot. The drop was considerable. A tumble from the crack would allow souls a full seven seconds to reflect upon their lives, even as they plunged to the end of them.

Iren had a knack for finding receptive patches of sandstone that would catch and hold a harpoon. Today, the spur bit on the first shot, and the ship did not pull it free when Adam dropped ballast to tighten the line. Satisfied it would hold, Iren slid across the gulf on a pulley and hanger. Voleta followed, but without a trolley, dangling instead by her gloved hands. Adam couldn’t bear to watch her, convinced the cable would burn through the leather at any moment. But Voleta was light, and she managed her speed by pinching the cable with the heels of her boots. When they were both safely established in the crack, Adam harnessed the two kegs of rum to a pulley and sent the load down after them.

“And you’re going to see if your man has any idea about how to get into Pelphia on the sly?” Edith asked Senlin.

“He’s hardly my man, but yes. I hinted after it last time, but he didn’t volunteer much. Maybe I can needle him with a little money.”

“I wouldn’t take anything less than twenty shekels for the rum. It’s not rotgut,” Edith said. “It may be the best the cove has seen all year.”

“Agreed,” Senlin said.

“I volunteer to stay with the ship,” Adam said in a blurt that suggested he’d been working up to speaking for some time. Senlin and Edith were caught off guard by the announcement, and so Adam forged ahead with his reasoning. “If I had just one day on my own, I could break down the console and figure out what’s behind those dead levers.” He opened the grate on the furnace to stir the coals. It didn’t need to be done, but he was uncomfortable looking Senlin in the eye.

Edith pursed her lips and watched Senlin for an answer.

Adam’s request was reasonable enough, and Senlin was about to say yes.

But then the figment of Marya swung around the doorway of the Great Cabin and chased the thought straight from his head. She wore the red sun helmet that had become so famous in his memory. Her riding boots and white blouse looked ridiculously refined against the pocked deck of the ship.

“Don’t be silly, Tom,” Marya said, tucking her auburn hair into the helmet as she marched to him. “You’re not going to waste your faith on that boy again.”

Edith cleared her throat.

Senlin realized that he was glaring at apparently nothing. He pinched the bridge of his nose, shielding his eyes. He tried to recover his original train of thought. His concentration was so easily dispersed now; he was always chasing the tail of an idea.

The trouble was, on this occasion Marya had a point. Adam had betrayed him twice already, and though Adam had done so to protect his sister, the fact remained he was unreliable. Left alone, what prevented Adam from calling Voleta back, casting off with her, and stranding the rest of them? If Senlin’s faith in the young man was betrayed a third time, it would not be Adam that deserved the blame.

But was it a fair suspicion? There was no immediate threat to Voleta. Couldn’t the boy be trusted in fair weather at least? It was a sensible risk, really, and it might help reanimate Adam’s old confidence. He’d become so timid in the weeks since their escape.

Senlin opened his eyes to deliver his verdict, only to find Marya with her nose pressed to his own. Her eyes were dark with shadow.

He grimaced and flinched before he could stop himself. She vanished in that instant. Edith and Adam stared at him with obvious concern.

“I thought I might sneeze,” he said lamely.

Edith scowled and turned to Adam. “It’s not the pilot’s place to stay with the ship. That’s a joy for the first mate.”

“It doesn’t have to be,” Adam said, desperation lifting his voice.

“That’s a funny way of saying ‘ayesir,’ airman,” Edith said.

“Ayesir,” Adam said glumly. He lifted a rubber-rimmed monocle from where it hung about his neck and seated it over his good eye. The cycloptic goggle, his own invention, made him appear a little deranged in combination with his eye patch, but he was proud of it, so it had a restorative effect on his dignity.

As soon as Adam stepped off the ship, Senlin turned to Edith and said, “I’m sorry. I was just considering the question thoroughly.”

“Can you pick up oil for my arm?” She spoke over him.

“I was going to say yes.”

“But you didn’t say anything. That’s the problem. What am I supposed to do if you turn into a gargoyle during some actual calamity? Wait for you to thaw out, wait for you to thoroughly consider?” Her frustration began to color her cheeks. “We’re all standing by, Captain. But you can’t keep us waiting.”

Senlin began to speak, but she cut him off. “Please don’t forget my oil.”

The seam that led to the Windsock was a crooked, ranging thing. Some parts were as narrow as a ledge, others as wide as a country road. In places, the edge was freshly chipped, hinting at some recent misfortune. The main of the path was scalloped smooth from generations of use, though this fact did not make it feel any safer.

The ground seemed to swing and pitch beneath the crew of the Stone Cloud as they struggled to regain their land legs. They had to fight the urge to drop to their knees and crawl along on all fours.

Except Voleta. She bounded ahead, nervy as a mountain goat.

From the crag, the rooftop market looked tame enough. Sun-bleached awnings crowded right to the edge of the deck. A barrel organist played a jaunty tune while a woman accompanied in a hoarse falsetto. A funnel of terns circled and swooped, diving after scraps. There was a warm aroma of tobacco and meat that had been so heavily spiced it could pass for incense.

It was a welcome sight. The Windsock was as close to a homeport as they had.

They climbed down to the floor of the market and were caught up in a blizzard of feathers being thrown by an old woman who sat efficiently plucking a dove. A pitiful collection of undressed fowl hung in the stall behind her.

Every essential thing was present in the market, though never in very good condition. Whether a rivet or a kettle or a set of tongs, the blacksmith’s iron was always rusted. The clothier had plenty of shirts and pants for sale in a variety of inhuman sizes. A blue-skinned doctor sold a powerful tonic, which he promised would cure everything from gout to gunshots without a single side effect other than a slight (and attractive!) bluing of the complexion. Everything was bent, corroded, patched, and mismatched. Yet to a man without a country, the market was a garden of delights.

No sooner had they begun to press through the pickpockets and hawkers than Voleta darted off without a word of warning or explanation. She ducked under a tray of reclaimed hinges and nails, startling the vendor. He swatted at her, but she squeezed under the rear curtain of the booth, and was gone.

No one was surprised to see her fly off, least of all Adam. Still, he felt compelled to grumble about her recklessness. These complaints had become part of the docking ritual: they’d come to port, Voleta would vanish, and Adam would swear that next time he would put a rope between them just like the hopeless tourists of the Market. Everyone knew perfectly well he’d have better luck putting a leash on an eel.

Selling the rum was easily done. Alcohol was always in short supply, so a fair price required only a little tasting and haggling. Senlin sold both kegs to a one-legged man and then huddled with his crew. He gave Iren and Adam ten shekels to buy food for the ship, and three shekels more to spend at the pub when the shopping was done. One of the shekels was for Voleta, should she decide to reappear. They agreed to reconvene on the Stone Cloud in a few hours’ time.

Senlin was happy to leave the noisome scents and cries of the market behind. He tramped down the public ramp to the lower floors where the port’s wool wrapper dyed the sunlight a pretty shade of ochre. The ramp curved along the tapestry, occasionally branching into chambers where rough men drank and threw dice and sang songs that were childish in tune and profane in lyric. The rooms were divided by hanging rugs of thick felt. Solid walls and doors were unheard of here. If he had a mind to do it, he could nose and worm his way into any room in the cove.

Women with rouged cheeks and charcoaled eyes loitered by the open flaps of cells that appeared no deeper than a wardrobe. They wore great volumes of dirty crinoline, torn netting, and frayed lace. These gowns, which were meant to evoke some better society, some higher virtue, only made them seem more pitiable, like dead flowers laid upon a fresh grave.

They watched Senlin for any sign of interest. He turned up his collar and pressed on.

The tapestry did little to discourage the wind. It flowed and drafted, making the passage throb like a heart. The vision of Marya led him down. She looked back at him over her shoulder, smiling when she saw he was still there, as if he were the one following and not the other way around. He tried not to associate this vision with either the poor wretches in the alleys or the sweet memory of his wife because if he ever let this phantom pose as a link between his memories and his fears, he had no doubt it would drive him to despair.

The one person in the Windsock that Senlin had any affinity for was Arjuna Bhata. Arjuna had skin the color of strong tea, a candle-bright smile, and an incorrigible joking manner. Though prematurely bald, Arjuna had held on to more of his boyish energy and optimism than Senlin had. These personality traits, which would’ve driven the headmaster from a room a year ago, held an undeniable appeal now.

Arjuna Bhata’s shop occupied the entire bottom floor of the Windsock. The expanse was overstuffed with bibelots, curios, and esoteric furniture drawn from every ringdom of the Tower. Amid all these curiosities sat spools of yarn, balls of yarn, little nests of yarn lying underfoot, under chairs, and in every nook. Senlin had often wondered at this abundance of yarn, and yet it was only one quirk among many. The floor was full of such an incongruous jumble. At a single glance, Senlin saw a throne made of antlers, a rusted gong, an armless statue of a young man with a mawkish grin, and a tragic doll with half a head of cornsilk hair and no eyes.

Marya, who was not really there, touched the cheek of the malformed doll and said, “Isn’t it gruesome? If we ever had a child, I imagine we’d have something just like this, something unlovable to haunt the rest of our lives.”

Senlin shuddered and was still cringing when Arjuna rounded a tower of ottomans and clapped his hands in greeting.

“Tom Mudd! How are you? Are you cold? How can you be? It’s like a tagine in here! Do you know the tagine? It’s crockery, shaped like this,” he said drawing a figure in the air. “The plainsmen use it to turn their food into pudding. You could put a rock in a tagine and it would come out jelly. Are you sick?”

“Just a passing shiver,” Senlin said, shaking Arjuna’s hand.

“I have developed, over many years, a theory as to what causes shivers in a warm room.” Arjuna’s expression narrowed, and for a heart-fluttering moment, Senlin felt as if the merchant had somehow discovered the real cause of his shuddering. “Impure thoughts. Hmm? Yes, yes, it’s no good to deny it, Mudd. It is only natural when one comes upon a beauty like this—” he stroked the armless statue’s round cheek, “to feel the stirring of passion.” Arjuna laid his hand on his chest and affected the beating of a heart. “Pum-pum! Pum-pum! All the blood rushes to the breast, and the extremities freeze, and that is why you shiver. No? Not in the mood for jokes? I’m sorry; I can’t help it. I am drunk with loneliness. What can I do for you, my friend?”

“Oil,” Senlin said, trying to reflect some of Arjuna’s levity in his expression even as Marya flittered about the edge of his vision. “Something for fine gears.”

“I have just the thing.” Arjuna bent far over an island counter, his sandals nearly falling from his feet as he reached, and came back with a little glass pot. “For you, four pence.”

“Two pence for anyone else, I suppose,” Senlin said with a brittle smile.

“If you came to rob me you should’ve worn a mask!” Arjuna threw up his hands. “All right. Three pence.”

Senlin paid for and pocketed the oil, but then made no move to leave. He stood there, seeming for all the world like just another piece of awkward furniture.

“I am happy, of course, that you came to see me, Mudd,” Arjuna said, a little tentatively. “But this is a trifle you could’ve bought anywhere. So, I wonder, forgive me, if you came for something more?”

“Yes, I suppose. I need … direction. I mentioned Pelphia before.”

“I remember,” Arjuna said. “It is a place you’d like
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