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Dog-Bitch Bess is what they came to call her. You might say that’s a strange name to lay on someone, and I would not be inclined to disagree. A mite over-precise, at the very least. All dog-selves are either bulls or bitches so that ought to be a given. It’s as if you were to say that a plank was made out of tree-wood, or that someone coming in out of a rainstorm was water-wet.

People explain that strangeness each in their own way. Some say they only called Bess dog-bitch because there was an otter bitch that lived in the same town as her, in the same house even, and that the two of them were pledged to each other as betrothed.

Others would have it that when folks gave her that name they wanted both “dog” and “bitch” to have their weight of contempt and spitefulness. Certainly Bess herself always assumed this was the case, and she didn’t mind it at all. She was only too happy to have those same folks hate her and curse her. She would have been mightily disappointed if they ever called her anything civil.

Dog-Bitch Bess then, both in the war and after, though what she had been before was a different thing altogether. She was mostly Labrador, her fur the near-transparent yellow of white gold, except for her face where it was paler and more than a little uneven. She had been badly burned once and the fur had not grown back exactly as it had been before. Even the contours of her cheeks and chin were subtly or maybe not-so-subtly off the true. She was not overly tall but there was something about her, a quiet or a coldness or an intensity, that left an impression. Sometimes she was wont to wear a battered old greatcoat that she had acquired from a Parity cavalry officer, with dark patches around the shoulders where she’d torn away his rank and regimentals. The coat created a doubt, which was most likely its purpose. Had she served in the army of the Equalisers or was she, as you might say, wearing the pelt of a dead enemy? Bess sat more or less comfortably inside that doubt, staring back at you and waiting for you to make your call.

It’s funny how many you’ll meet who claim they knew her. That they lived a stone’s throw away from her all unknowing, passed her on a street in some border town a hundred miles from anywhere, sold her a gun or a hat or a chafer, took a kindness or an insult from her or else gave one. There’s a whole slew of folk who will tell you they were in this or that posse that chased her and nearly brought her down, or that they swapped bullets with her and would have killed her for sure if not for this thing or that thing, the dust or the daylight or the Devil’s luck.

Most of this is lies, as you’d expect. Not so much lies, even, as the desperate need some people feel to make their life mean something by pushing it up close to other lives that are bigger or at least louder. There’s no more truth in most of these accounts than there is fresh air in a shithouse. But stories accrete around someone like Bess.

Like this one. An old couple hear a knock on the door in the middle of the night. It’s a stranger with a big iron on her hip and three bullet wounds in her. They dress the wounds as best they can and then they retreat to their own room and lock the door out of pure fright. In the morning the stranger is gone and there’s a purse on the table with a hundred silver dollars in it.

Or this. A man in a saloon is bad-mouthing the Echelon, calling them motherfucking sons of whores and cold-hearted slave-owning bastards and more of the same. There’s a woman drinking her drink right next to him with a wide-brimmed hat drawn down over her face. She tells him to shut his mouth and he takes it hard. Calls her out. Only the woman says she don’t shoot no drunkards. “You’re a damned coward if you don’t stand up and answer me,” says he. “Well, if you’re dead set on it,” says the lady, “then let’s dance. But I’ll do this with my right hand, me being southerly in all things including my grip. And I’ll give you three shots before I loose a single one.” They go out into the street and the loudmouth is feeling mighty cocky. But he’s too quick and too drunk and his first shot goes wide. “Fuck it,” says he and shoots again. Hits nothing but sunshine. Fuck, fuck, fuck! But he’s got one shot left and he didn’t hear any rule about how close he could get. So he walks up to the woman and he puts his Lumiss against the side of her head. And she stares him right in the face as he pulls the trigger. Just a click. He’s out of bullets. “What was that you said about the Echelon, then?” the woman asks him. “That they’re motherfuckers,” says the man, knowing he’s good and dead. “Motherfuckers and slave-drivers and sons of whores.” “Well, I respect a man who sticks to his principles,” says the woman, “but I incline to disagree.” Whereby she shoots him in the right knee, cripples him, but leaves him alive.

Or again. There’s a tower at the end of the world where God lives, and one way or another Dog-Bitch Bess found her way in there and she’s standing right in front of God with her hand on her gun and murder in her heart. “Okay,” she says, “I guess you know I lost every damn thing I loved to get this far, but here I fucking am at last and I mean to shoot you down.” And God says, “No, Bess, you didn’t lose everything. Not yet. You got one friend left that you love, and the bullet you shoot me with has got to be wet with his heart’s blood or it won’t do me no harm. And although I’m meant to know all things, for the life of me I don’t know if you’re strong enough in your wilfulness and your hate to do what’s needful to be done.” “Well then,” says Bess, and she takes out a dime piece and balances it on her bent-back thumb, “I guess we’re both of us in for a surprise.”

Lies and tall tales, all of it. Almost. Almost all. There’s a whisper of truth in that last one, but the tower wasn’t at the end of the world. It wasn’t even anywhere special, just out in the open desert near to the western ocean. And Bess wasn’t the one that got to talk to it. And you don’t kill God with a bullet, although in one very narrow sense you can kill Him with a gun. Anyway, and despite all that, Bess was there in that place and she did have to make that terrible choice. For the rest, you’re better off listening to every tenth word you hear about the Dog-Bitch, throwing half of what you heard away and believing half of what’s left.

There are some things that are known, though. To start with, Bess wasn’t Echelon in her origins but pure Parity. She hailed from away up north in a city named Paxen – a safe and civilised and law-abiding place where the pavements were free of ordure and the citizen-selves were sleek of fur. You wouldn’t have guessed from such a silver-spooned beginning that Bess would end up writing her name in the history books using other folks’ blood.

There were many who got their hands bloodied in the civil war, of course. Bess wasn’t special in that regard. Still and all, she was one of those who didn’t put her gun down when the politicians shook hands but fought a second war that was all her own. And then she was among the much smaller number who found out the truth of how the civil war had come to pass. How it had never really belonged either to Parity or to Echelon but was only a poison that had been fed to both sides and that they couldn’t purge except through that one awful thing.

There are many who’ll tell you that the pith and point of stories is to instruct us in our failings. That if you don’t learn the lessons of the past you’ll go on making the same mistakes again and again until at last you make the big mistake that you can’t walk away from. What they won’t tell you is that you sucked in those errors with your mother’s milk, took them in along with your first breath, soaked and stewed in them every day of your short, precious life. Which was never your life in the first place but only a kind of straw doll or poppet put in your hands to comfort you after your real life had been torn away.

Bess learned that truth. Came to it the hard way, through pain and loss and the reckless spilling of blood, and carried it with her like a brand on her soul to match the burns that had scarred her face. And once she knew it – knew for sure how badly she’d been used – she had no option but to do something about it. And that was when she went to war for the third time, to murder God and his tall white angels and get the world out from under their shadow.

This is her story. It’s the story of the gun she carried, whose name was Wakeful Slim. It’s the story of the dead man who carried that gun before her and left a piece of himself inside it.

And it’s a story of the Pandominion, though it takes place after the Pandominion fell. After the rabbit and the robot and the Registry came and killed that endless empire by driving a stake through its heart.

What can I say? Some things don’t always notice straight away that they’re dead. And they take a good long time to hit the ground.






PART ONE

A PLACE THAT’S MAKING ITSELF




The country was growing, and it was growing apart. The name States’ Union suggests a whole that came together out of many different pieces, and so it was; but some of the pieces came easy while others needed a great deal of cutting and splicing and sanding down before they could be made to fit at all. And looking at the results it was hard to tell exactly what kind of thing they made when they were all bolted together.

In the north there was industry. Manufacturies, workshops, steel mills, foundries, warehouses. Industry eats raw materials and shits out profit. The south was where the raw materials came from, and it was where some of the money went back to. But it was an extraordinary thing to see how sticky that flow could get, syphoning up so much and giving so little back. The north was captivated by its own project, an alchemical transformation of sweat and hard effort into gold. The south did the same thing but on different terms, taking the labour of the so-called ignoble races – mouse and rat, squirrel and chipmunk – as a natural resource that could be exploited at no cost. And if those supposed inferiors protested or (good God forbid) tried to walk away from their work, then it was no crime to school them on their place in the scheme of things with the aid of a lash or a hanging tree.

It was a filthy mess, is what it was. An evil framework built on an evil model, silted up with cruelties that could never be acknowledged because if you once admit you’re sick you might be obliged to take your medicine. The north called itself the Parity, affecting to honour the selfhood of all races and to value them all equally (except for the Pugface nations, of course – the Pugfaces stood outside any system of value). The southern assemblies were collectively known as the Echelon, signifying their adherence to the ladder of being in which the lesser bowed to the greater for the good of all.

There was no Dog-Bitch Bess back then. Instead there was Elizabeth Indigo Sandpiper of Paxen City, a name that carried a considerable weight of meaning. Sandpiper was an overt badge of status: all the well-to-do families in the Parity had that fetish for naming themselves after birds and winged insects. The Indigo dropped in the middle there indicated that she was her parents’ ninth child, i being the ninth letter of the alphabet (dog selves tend towards large litters). As for Elizabeth, it was only in northern climes that you’d find the appellation in such a pristine state. Further south it broke apart into Eliza, Liz, Beth, Bessie and all those other part-works.

You might think from all this here foofaraw that the Sandpipers held a lofty place in Paxen’s uppermost crust, but in fact they always had more of the trappings of status than the thing itself. They lived in a twenty-room mansion in a fashionable neighbourhood, mortgaged to the hilt, and paid the wages of their serving staff three or sometimes four weeks in arrears. Miss Elizabeth enjoyed a fair few luxuries as she grew up, including the luxury of a good education, but her father William Alabaster Sandpiper was living like a great many society men and society ladies in the Parity’s eastern strongholds, which is to say out on the uttermost edge of credit.

William came from a big litter himself and had inherited only two things from his own father – the family name and an optimism so fervent it amounted to a religious creed. The name was sufficient collateral for a number of sizeable loans, and the optimism shielded William from any contaminating shred of caution or foresight. He put all the money he only nominally had into the Penny Express, the relay system of intrepid riders and armed wagons that ferried messages and goods between the prosperous east and the ever-expanding west. He assured everyone who was willing to listen that the Express was a gilt-edged investment, solid as any rock. What was the one thing any society could not possibly do without? Why, communication of course! Communication was the keystone. It was a bet you could never lose. And when each year brought William only a modest dividend on his investments, well he just borrowed against the next year and went on smiling.

His wife Caroline wore that same smile slightly more askew. She was from old money, as the saying goes, but like her husband had little to none that was current and actually usable. In her earlier years she had briefly been reduced to working for a living, though this was not a thing the family advertised. She had been what was called a nursing companion, looking after the well-to-do elderly in their own homes. This was no sinecure. Many people, especially the old, were at that time tormented by terrifyingly vivid dreams of blood and carnage. Some woke with delusions that the nation was actually at war, that their houses were burning and their neighbours being dragged out and slaughtered in the streets. Doctors were at a loss to explain the cause of this delirium or why it had struck so many all at once. It was a response, some said, to the growing tension between the northern and southern states. There was a widespread feeling that war was inevitable, and for some fragile minds the constant pressure of that fear was enough to cause psychotic breaks.

Caroline Earnest Crane, who herself was not the most robust or stable of personalities, did not enjoy being regularly immersed in the terrors of others. She was a tolerably good nurse, but she was not at all reluctant to abandon her calling and become Caroline Sandpiper. The marriage was brokered by her parents, who were operating under the assumption that William was a man of actual means and were bitterly disappointed when they learned the truth. For her own part Caroline resolutely refused to be cast down. She had given gainful employment a fair trial and much preferred her present station, in which nothing was expected of her beyond a surface gloss and an absolute passivity. Her fate would be determined by others while she organised charity drives and presided over luncheons.

So she adopted the smile, and conspired with William in imprinting it on their children. In the absence of anything more substantial it was what they had by way of an entry ticket into the bastions of east coast society, and both parents encouraged their offspring to trade on it for all they were worth. To do otherwise would be to doubt the divine providence that was watching over their family, and doubt was a vice that could not be indulged.

Smiling never came easy to Miss Elizabeth though. She watched her siblings scrambling up the scree slopes of elite society and decided those heights were not for her. So she went a different way. She read. She thought. She became so quiet you could have forgotten she was there at all, but it was the kind of quiet you get between the flash of the lightning and the boom of the thunder. It was always going to end at some point, and what happened after that was always going to be loud.

Then the steam trains came along, turning everything downside up, and the Penny Express sank like a stone in a well. The Sandpipers were staring ruin in the face: all their chickens were on their way home at once with IOUs and mortgage deeds clutched in their beaks.

The effect on William Sandpiper was nothing short of cataclysmic. It seemed to him that the universe had lured him on like a harlot and then betrayed him with a harlot’s callousness. Caroline felt equally short-changed, but she had never had many illusions about the universe’s good intentions and she retreated into existential despair with a minimum of fuss. Most of Miss Elizabeth’s siblings, when William broke the news, seemed aggrieved not that ruin had arrived but that their father had decided to tell them about it. It wasn’t any of their damn place to worry about where the next meal or the next chauffeured carriage was coming from. Those things just arrived, like rain from heaven when the ground was parched.

If Miss Elizabeth responded to the calamity more pragmatically than the rest of the family it was because she’d never thought of the life they were living as anything more than a soap bubble, and she knew that soap bubbles weren’t built for the long haul. It wasn’t that she failed to realise the seriousness of the situation. On the contrary, she could see all too clearly the direction the family was travelling in.

Her mother was melting down into one big puddle of grief and her father, despite the presence of this puddle, had taken fire and become a furnace stoked with rage and recrimination. These elemental transformations were alarming, and the situation wasn’t helped at all by the younger Sandpipers continuing to live in a haze of denial and profligate spending that made any stabilisation of the family’s circumstances all but impossible.

William had seldom taken a direct part in his children’s education, but he hadn’t been above delivering the occasional object lesson. Miss Elizabeth was minded now of a time when her father had had the children run races across the garden of their house. The prize for each race was a dime piece – not an inconsiderable sum by any means. The children tore back and forth across the lawn, but the oldest took all the coin that was going while the younger ones trudged increasingly breathless in their wake. After the first few races Miss Elizabeth – ninth in the pecking order, after all – realised the futility of expending any effort on this nonsense. She was obliged to participate but gave nothing to the cause, strolling at a leisurely pace behind her siblings and rolling in last every time.

Then, after more than an hour of non-stop sprinting, William announced a final grand tourney: a hundred laps of the garden with a purse of ten dollars for the winner. Miss Elizabeth decided this was a prize worth fighting for and gave it her all. At first she was bringing up the rear as she had in all the previous races, but her older brothers and sisters, tired out from their earlier efforts, fell back one by one. By the time Miss Elizabeth had made seventy or so circuits she had such a clear lead that she was able to complete the course at a comfortable jog. “There now,” William said, all smiles, as he handed the huge banknote to his tiny daughter. “You see how it is, kids. You need to decide up front if you’re going to run the fastest or the furthest. Can’t do both, do you follow me? Nobody ever did both.”

Now, amid the wailing and the gnashing of teeth, Miss Elizabeth saw a notice tacked up on the wall of a telegram office that said Ottomankie in distant Orselian needed a schoolmistress. She decided on this occasion that the best strategy was to run the furthest. So at the tender age of nineteen, more or less fresh out of her own schooling, she packed her bags and headed south. She didn’t bother to tell the rest of the family where she was going or why. There would have been recriminations, or else there would have been indifference. Either one would have been painful and of no real use to her.

Miss Elizabeth took a stagecoach from Paxen to Shoshimish, a train to Blue Peak and a katy-wagon to Ottomankie. This was in some ways a journey backwards through time, the appurtenances of civilisation disappearing one by one as she journeyed south. The seats in the coach had no cushions to them. The train had no water closet and offered no refreshments. The katy-wagon was a few bare boards with wheels attached, drenched in the pungent smell of the colossal arthropod that pulled it.

The speech and appearance of Miss Elizabeth’s fellow travellers moved in lockstep with these changes. Fine linen suits and crinoline dresses were gradually replaced by blue cotton overalls and homespun calico. Urbane conversation gave way to curse words and obscenities, some of them utterly astonishing to Miss Elizabeth’s refined ear. She sat next to bison with unbated horns, bobcats with gun belts at their waists, a striped skunk with a bandolier of gleaming blades.

And she saw her first Pugfaces – not riding, of course, but walking on the road or standing close by it to watch the wagon go by. The men with their gap teeth and fierce grins, the women with their earrings and tattoos, the children so stoical and impassive they seemed older than their parents. All had the same squashed, truncated faces with no real muzzles to speak of, and all were shockingly furless except for a ridiculous tuft on the tops of their heads, yellow or brown or black, or in the case of the women and young girls a long skein or braid hanging down. Some of the men had fur on their bare arms too, but it was thin and sparse so you could see the flesh beneath. It was hard not to be fascinated. It was hard not to be repulsed. Miss Elizabeth could see why some referred to these beings as scrapes or scrapings, meaning the unavailing bits and pieces that God swept from his workbench after he was all done with making the Wise Peoples. That was blasphemy though. The Pugface were a separate creation, with their own gods and their own providence. There was a serious debate in religious circles as to whether or not they had souls, but Miss Elizabeth was not devout and hadn’t felt the need to adopt a stance on that issue.

Back in Paxen the Sandpipers had had their own chapel, and attendance at Lord’s-day prayers was mandatory. The readings were chosen by William as the head of the household and they leaned very heavily on the first three gospels – the ones that contained Holy John’s strictures against earthly authorities and his exhortations to his followers to seek a reward beyond the mundane world. William would lead the service and read aloud, in a hectoring bellow, the seven screeds and the fifteen admonitions.

But sometimes, when the mood came on him, he would dip into the apocrypha. There were treasures to be found there, especially in Exiles, Book II. This was where John’s more extreme and astonishing parables had been collected, carefully sequestered from his approved teachings. Among them was Elizabeth’s favourite, the parable of the Pandominion. In my father’s house, John told his disciples, there are as many rooms as there are motes of dust in the summer air. Every one of those rooms is a world, and the entirely of the assembled worlds, the face of God’s creation in its manifest glory, is called the Pandominion. God sends His angels between the worlds to carry His word and punish those who trespass against it. All will know them by their red robes and by the flaming swords they bear. All who see them will fear them. And so on. Miss Elizabeth looked forward to these eccentric passages, preferring them to the unending dullness of the screeds and admonitions, but even as a child she could see how absurd they were. Only fools and fantasists believed in angels who came down from heaven to smite the wicked. If there were any such, the wicked would have been bred out of the world in a generation.

The memory of these Sunday services, the dreary ones as much as the sensational ones, made homesickness rise up in Miss Elizabeth’s breast suddenly enough that a small sob escaped her. But she was not cast down for very long. In spite of everything there was a beauty around her here on the frontier of civilisation that mitigated any weariness of body or spirit. The landscapes she passed through were majestic in the extreme. From plains that seemed to roll out to the horizon in all directions she ascended into a world of mountains and mesas – a horizontal immensity becoming all of a sudden a vertical one. Rising over everything were the gleaming white dream-towers, relics of a time before recorded history, every one humming its own complex and repetitious tune that carried for mile after mile.

Miss Elizabeth, along with almost everyone else she knew, had been through a phase as a child when she was deeply fascinated by the dream-towers, which were already old beyond the reach of memory when the Wise Peoples first made landfall in this country. She had pestered her father to take the family on picnics to the nearer ones. She had read books in which lurid speculation about the towers’ origins was dressed up as earnest scholarship. She had fantasised about one day being the first person ever to enter one of the towers, though she knew they were impenetrable. Only one tower, the great Telos on the shore of Lake Azul near the western ocean, even had a door, which was 150 feet above the ground and responded even to the slightest touch with a discharge of percussive force greater than an exploding cannonball.

What were the dream-towers? What was the meaning of their endless song? How and why had the great Precursors, the lost race of the dawn age, built them? There were voices in the towers’ humming if you listened hard enough. At times it seemed to Miss Elizabeth that she heard her own name in there, and the names of her parents. The dream-towers looked down on everything and knew everything, but they kept their own counsel.

Watching a herd of lumbering clutch-beetles go by under an orange and purple sunset, their pearlescent bodies swarming over and under each other until they became a single wave of motion, Miss Elizabeth thought that her father’s bankruptcy might after all prove to have been providential. It had forced her out into the world, and the world was strong wine. She was drunk on it.

An event that happened on the road sobered her again. As the wagon passed through a narrow canyon, an imposing figure stepped out onto the track ahead of it and raised a rifle up above his head. He fired a single shot into the air, drawing gasps and cries of alarm from the wagon’s passengers and its driver. The self in question was a bear man, as broad across the shoulders as Miss Elizabeth’s outstretched arms. Miss Elizabeth had heard of bandits felling trees to make a roadblock. This man was practically a roadblock all by himself. But it wasn’t just his bulk and sinew that had occasioned the passengers’ terror. The gunshot hadn’t been a bullet but an immense jagged crown of violet lightning forking up into the sky. The rifle was a relic, a Precursor weapon, and a great deal more powerful than any ordinary firearm.

The driver gave a hitch on the katy’s reins and the wagon slowed and trundled to a halt. There was a great wave of flinching and ducking as the bear man levelled his rifle at them all. “What you carrying?” he growled.

“P-passengers. Mail. Nothing valuable.” The driver had to try three times before he could get the words out. He was gopher stock and skinny with it, and he was torn between wanting to throw his hands up in the air and needing to keep control of the katy. The rifle shot’s report had left the huge insect skittish and fretful, her head ducked down and her great bulbous body swaying to and fro on its seven pairs of legs.

“Toss the mailbags down,” the bear man said.

The driver got to it. There were only a handful of bags and you could tell how light they were by how little dust they stirred up when they hit the ground. The bear man uttered a small grunt of dissatisfaction. It wasn’t likely there was much more than paper in there.

“Your cash money now,” he said. “And anything else you got that’s worth selling on. Watches. Jewellery. Your coat.” The last two words were addressed to a mule-deer self who was almost as tall as the bandit though not nearly so wide. His name, Miss Elizabeth was vaguely aware, was James State. He was a furniture salesman from Yattamaw heading south to make a bulk purchase of cedar wood from a factor in Bell Bank. His coat was jay-waxed cotton, sky blue and very fine.

“Now see here,” the deer man said. “You can take our money, but leave us the clothes on our backs. It’s not like my coat would even fit you.”

The bandit’s eyes went wide with affront and disbelief. “You’re disputing with me?” he snarled. “Fuck it, just … get down here. Get down out of the wagon.”

He gestured with his rifle. State, having no alternative and no weapon, climbed down and stood by the side of the road. The bandit ignored him as he went round the other passengers, collecting the dollars and cents they had had in their pockets and the trinkets they’d removed from their persons. Miss Elizabeth offered up the gold ring from her pinky finger, a Long-Eared John medallion in cheap silver that hung around her neck and about two dollars in change. She had taken the precaution, learned from a travel guide, of stowing most of her money in her shoe.

“You look a mite too fancy for these parts, little chickadee,” the bandit said, offering her a leering grin. “You sure you didn’t miss your way? Where you headed, anyway?”

“Ottomankie,” Miss Elizabeth told him, ashamed of the tremor in her voice.

The bandit gave a huffing laugh. “The hell you say! You really did miss your way then. I’ll see you next week or the week after, when you’re headed back home.”

Miss Elizabeth said nothing. She was conscious of the danger they were all in, and besides that laugh had unnerved her. There was something about it that was broken and out of balance. She wondered if it would be possible to get the rifle out of the man’s hands before he fired it again, but being half his size she saw no way to manage the thing.

The bandit stared at her for a moment or two longer, grinning at his own joke, then turned to the mule-deer man now standing at his side. “The coat,” he said again. State grimaced, but he took off the coat and held it out to the bandit. “Here,” he said. “I don’t know what you think you’re going to—”

The bandit reversed the rifle in his hands and drove the butt of it into the deer man’s face with horrifying force. The blow dropped State where he stood. A spray of dark-red blood arced through the air as he fell. Some of the blood landed on the coat, and this seemed to exasperate the bandit beyond any reasonable measure. “Fuck it!” he swore again. He kicked the fallen man in the ribs a great many times, putting all his weight into it. State grunted in pain the first few times, but thereafter he was silent. “You don’t want to rile me up,” the bandit said to his unconscious victim. “When I’m riled up I forget to stop.”

He took a step back, took aim with the rifle and fired. There was no lightning this time. Instead there was a sheet of flame, not yellow but blindingly white. It enveloped the figure on the ground, which was instantly ablaze. The wave of heat was so intense that it stung Miss Elizabeth’s flesh as it washed over her face. The katy hunkered down against the hot wind, burying its face in the dirt.

The deafening roar of the weapon’s report reverberated up and down the canyon. When the echoes finally subsided there was only the thin chirping of the katy and appalled silence from the selves in the wagon. James State had been burned to ash in the space of a few seconds. The rock behind him had melted and run. The sand and dust of the road had fused into lumpy, bubbling glass. Thin drifts of white cloud hung motionless in the air above the ruin and a charnel stink reached Miss Elizabeth’s nose, causing her to gag.

The driver just hunkered down and looked away, as if he’d seen all this before and didn’t much relish seeing it again, but the other passengers were petrified. Most hid their eyes or clapped their hands to their mouths. One of them leaned over the wagon’s side and vomited copiously.

The bandit bent and took up the coat from where it had fallen. He brushed the dust of the road from it, but there was nothing to be done about that bloodstain. He threw it over his shoulder anyway, nodding his head as if agreeing silently with some proposition that existed only in his own mind. “Watch how you go now,” he growled. He touched the tip of his finger to his hat’s brim in a mocking salute. Then he sauntered away in the same direction they were heading, presenting his broad back to them.

“You’ve got a gun,” Miss Elizabeth said to the driver. “Shoot him.”

“No thank you,” the driver muttered. “What if I was to miss?”

“Give your weapon to me then!”

“I don’t believe I will. You keep your seat, ma’am. These things happen from time to time and there ain’t a thing you can do but bear them.”

Miss Elizabeth stared down at the mound of smoking ash beside the road, through which the blackened remains of a few foreshortened ribs stood up like the poles of a collapsed tent. The wind was picking up, stirring the ash and lifting it into the air, which meant they were all of them breathing in the dead man for as long as they sat there. She pursed her lips and tried to breathe through her nose. “You’re a coward,” she told the driver, her voice cracking a little.

“Yes, ma’am,” the driver agreed. “And I’m looking to be an old one some day.”

He gave a few savage tugs on the reins and finally got the katy up on its feet again. They rolled on to Ottomankie with barely a word spoken between them. They were ashamed, Miss Elizabeth thought, to have witnessed such a thing and done nothing about it. It diminished them in their own and each other’s eyes. She couldn’t mourn the mule-deer man – she had barely managed to remember his name – but to have seen him cut down like that left a sore spot on her soul.

Ottomankie itself, when the wagon finally rolled in there, did not do much to restore Miss Elizabeth’s spirits. The town appeared to be a single street whose buildings were made of clapboard and whose pavements were loose boards laid over mud. Many of the buildings were faced or roofed with the large, pale chafer scales called pearlings, overlaid on each other in an off-set pattern. This helped to ward off the heat but made them look like the giant insects’ cast-off skins.

Well then, Miss Elizabeth said to herself, this is not a place where a body can rely on made things. On the contrary, it’s a place that’s only now making itself, and the people who thrive here will be the ones with the capacity to do the same.

She had intended to go directly to the town hall and announce her application for the post of schoolmistress, but with recent events weighing heavily on her mind she asked directions to the sheriff’s office instead. Not that it was hard to find. Everything Ottomankie had to offer was right there in front of her.

A Pugface woman was sitting outside the sheriff’s office in the full heat of the sun. She looked young, but it was hard to tell. There were no Pugfaces in the east – there was a fashionable theory to the effect that their near-total lack of fur was an adaptation to the west’s often unforgiving sun, allowing them to sweat away excess heat more effectively – so Miss Elizabeth had no experience to draw on. The woman’s legs were shackled with an ugly iron brace that locked around both ankles. She was staring into the middle distance, squinting slightly against the sun’s glare, and she didn’t look up as Miss Elizabeth approached.

“Well met,” Miss Elizabeth said. It was the stereotypical Pugface greeting, at least according to a great many five-cent novels she’d read.

The Pugface woman continued to scan the horizon. Perhaps all Pugfaces were uncouth and uncivil, but to be fair Miss Elizabeth could see how this one might have little inclination to exchange pleasantries.

“Are you thirsty?” she asked. The woman was sitting out in the full heat of the day, after all. Like Miss Elizabeth’s first sally this question didn’t get an answer or even a glance. The woman’s face creased in a very expressive frown, as though the words were offensive to her or had disturbed her train of thought. She blinked her eyes a few times, very slowly. Beads of sweat stood out like pearls on the naked flesh of her forehead.

“I can ask someone inside to bring you water,” Miss Elizabeth offered, making one last effort. “Whatever crime you’ve committed, I’m sure nobody wants you to suffer unnecessarily.”

And for some reason that made the woman smile. Now she did look at Miss Elizabeth; a frank, appraising glance from head to foot and back again. “Oh,” she said equably. “I can bear my suffering. Can you bear yours?” She spoke in good States’ Common with very little trace of an accent – a surprise to Miss Elizabeth, who had always assumed the Pugface to be barely literate.

“I’ve always tried to cultivate the virtue of patience,” she said, which was true up to a point.

“Good choice.” The woman offered up a cold smile, then looked away again.

Miss Elizabeth gave up on it. She opened the door and entered the building.

Ottomankie’s sheriff was one Otis Tollgate, a middle-aged bison man who wore his horns shaved all the way back to the skull in the mistaken belief that this gave him a slimmer profile. Like most of the town’s adult population he had been born somewhere else and become part of the westward expansion as a young man – a young man who saw the romance of making a name for himself in a virgin country. Becoming a small-town sheriff wasn’t something he had foreseen. It had happened to him because he took on the job of Redhill County census officer at a time when Redhill County barely existed. Riding from one clapboard township to the next he became a familiar figure, and most new arrivals got a glimpse of him within their first month or so after setting down. When Ottomankie grew big enough to need a sheriff and to be able (just barely) to afford one, Tollgate threw his name into the ring because the job came with a ten-dollar raise, and he won because he was the only candidate whose face and name everyone recognised. He’d had plenty of time since to realise that he was a very poor fit for the post, being both lazy and a physical coward, and that ten dollars a year was a paltry exchange for the peaceful, quiet life he’d given up.

He tried to make the best of his situation, carrying out the less dangerous chores that came his way punctiliously and with a certain amount of sensitivity. The remainder of his duties he took like medicine, avoiding them when he could and stomaching them when he had to. Over the years a heavy melancholy had gradually come to settle on him and he wasn’t strong enough to shrug it off again.

What Miss Elizabeth saw when she entered the office was a pollarded bison with a spreading gut and a look of world-weariness so deep it seemed to have carved itself into the muscles of his face. He was leaning too far back in a chair that was barely wide enough to hold him, in a room only slightly bigger than the chair, chewing a plug of tobacco whose cloying sweetness hung in the air. He asked Miss Elizabeth what the trouble was.

“There’s a bandit in the mountains north of here,” Miss Elizabeth told him, with what she felt was admirable calm. “A bear man, armed with a Precursor weapon.”

This wasn’t news to the sheriff, though it was one of the trials of his professional life and he didn’t welcome the reminder. He nodded lugubriously. “Yes, ma’am, that there is.”

“He murdered a man who was riding in the same wagon as me. The one that’s just come in. Shot him in cold blood. And robbed us.”

The chair creaked as the sheriff shifted his bulk, bringing the front two legs back into contact with the ground. He opened up a small notebook with a cheap cardboard cover, picked up a pen and dipped it in ink. “Did you get a name?” he asked.

Miss Elizabeth was momentarily confused. “From the bandit?”

“No, ma’am. That one’s a feller name of Alden Calendar. Holy John knows where he got them blamed Precursor guns from, but he was a terror even without them. Killed seven souls, that I know of. Probably as many more that I didn’t hear about yet, what with news tending to travel slow in these parts. No, I meant the dead man’s name. If you happened to have it.”

“State. James State.”

“And his race?”

“Deer. Mule-deer, I think.”

Tollgate scribbled with his pen.

Miss Elizabeth waited, but no further comments were forthcoming. “So what do you intend to do about it?” she asked at last.

“What do I intend?” the sheriff set down the pen and closed the book. He also shifted the wad of tobacco from his left cheek to his right before finally answering. “Not a great deal, to be honest with you. If old Alden was to come into town I guess I’d have to intend. But so long as he stays up in them hills someone else can do the intending. He ain’t any part of my job.”

“But he killed a man,” Miss Elizabeth said again. “A man who was unarmed. Just so he could steal his coat.”

“And that there is a wicked thing, no doubt about it,” the sheriff agreed. “But you see, ma’am, not to bang the same drum too many times, he did it far enough away that it’s none of my business. Professionally speaking, I mean.”

Miss Elizabeth found herself both amazed and disgusted. Surely a sheriff’s explicitly appointed task was to maintain order and to expunge crime. Yet this man was refusing to do anything of the kind.

“What about the Pugface woman outside?” she demanded. “What was her offence?”

“Roi Shakta?” The sheriff looked faintly surprised at this change of tack. “Why, she didn’t do anything. But she’s a Messolin and we don’t allow them inside the town limits. They’re known to be thieves.”

“So you refuse to track down and apprehend a murderer, but you’re happy to arrest an inoffensive woman on no evidence of criminality at all.”

“Oh, Roi Shakta ain’t arrested. She’s just what we call aitch-are-see, which is to say held, recorded and conveyed. Means I take her to the town limits and send her on her way with a warning and a mark on her record. The Pugface Bureau says we got to keep writ-down evidence for any dealings we have with the nations, good or bad.”

“Still, she falls within your remit while this outlaw doesn’t. Is that because she doesn’t have a Precursor rifle in her hands?”

The sheriff threw out his hands in a shrug. He seemed genuinely pained at that harsh summation. “Ma’am, I got to keep order here, and let me tell you that’s a job that’s got me busy from sunup to sundown and usually well beyond. Now you can paint my liver bright yellow if you like, but the township isn’t overly generous when it comes to paying me and my one and only deputy for the work we do here. I mean, it’s a wage and a man’s glad to have it, but it’s more a sufficiency than it is a fortune. Do you see what I mean? Maybe for a fortune I’d step outside my— What did you call it again?”

“Your remit.”

“—my remit, and go chase old Neck-Breaker Alden all across the Jerichos till I brought him down or more likely until he lit me on fire and pissed on the ashes. But I won’t do it on my current stipend. No, ma’am. And I’m sorry if that means I forfeit your good opinion, but your good opinion ain’t gonna pay for my funeral, now is it?”

Miss Elizabeth understood which way the wind was blowing and came away, without telling the sheriff what she thought of his philosophy or his job description. This isn’t your home, she told herself. Not yet. You can be loud later, if you’ve a mind to be, but you’d be best off staying quiet until you figure out what the rules are around here.

She made her way to the interim town hall, a set of three linked rooms above the saloon that had been requisitioned by the mayor and his staff. She told a bored clerk that she was here about the teaching position, handed in a letter of application and was sent through to a waiting room that was already full.

There were gophers, dogs, groundhogs, deer, possums, squirrels, cougars, bison and a whole slew of folk whose provenance was so mixed that Miss Elizabeth couldn’t hazard a guess. Everyone in that room had more or less pressing business with the civic administration, which they talked about in low murmurs or loud complaints. The civic administration didn’t seem in quite so much of a hurry to talk to them though. Through the long hot day they all just sat. Occasionally someone would be called into the inner office, and those who went through must have exited by some other means because they didn’t come back. Miss Elizabeth, slowly dehydrating in the horrible heat, began to wonder about that exit door and where it might lead. This was the very edge of civilisation, after all, and the soil way out here was much more dust than anything else. Perhaps if you had something to say that the civil administration didn’t like they just used you for compost. Still she hung on with fatalistic patience. She hadn’t yet formulated a project for what she would do if this current plan failed her. Until she did, she had nothing better to do than sit and wait.

The morning wore on into afternoon. The sweltering heat intensified, peaked and began to decline. At last, just shy of five o’clock, the clerk called out her name. Miss Elizabeth rose, feeling more than a little light-headed, and went through the inner door into the august presence.

Ottomankie’s mayor, the Honourable Eustace Defiance Wildwater, was a wolf. Down here in the Echelon heartlands that didn’t come as any kind of a surprise. He was grey furred, sleek and – like most wolves – handsome in a way that was just a little louche and dangerous. His secretary was a prairie dog in a paisley-patterned dress. Prim and respectable to a fault, she looked as if she had wandered into the mayor’s office by mistake, found a spare desk going begging and settled down in a corner hoping not to be noticed.

“Miss Elizabeth Indigo Sandpiper,” the secretary said, ticking off an item about three-quarters of the way down a very long list. “Application for the position of schoolmistress.”

“Ah yes,” the mayor said loftily. “I believe I recall.” He flashed Miss Elizabeth a smile that was three parts avuncular to two parts blow-your-house-down. He invited her to sit, keeping his eyes on her the whole time while she adjusted her skirts and lowered herself onto the only piece of furniture available. It was a bar stool, of the kind that can be rotated to raise and lower the seat. The stool had uneven legs and toggled between two equally precarious positions as Miss Elizabeth shifted her weight. Young as she was, she knew a power play when she saw one. Clearly this Wildwater liked to get the upper hand quickly and was not above using the furniture in order to attain it.

“Well now,” the mayor said, tapping Miss Elizabeth’s letter which was lying on the desk in front of him. “I admit I got my hopes up when I read this little screed of yours. You write yourself a damn fine epistle, no doubt about it. But now I get a look at you I’m somewhat fearful you’ve had a wasted journey. We need a woman with a little heft to her, not such a delicate creature as yourself. I don’t mean any disrespect when I say you’d probably be better off among your own kind.”

Miss Elizabeth considered this contemptuous dismissal in silence for a moment or two. She had come a long way, and she had had a very trying day with more than the average number of murders in it. She had expected at the very least a fair hearing, but given her recent experience in the sheriff’s office perhaps that had been a touch naive. A place that’s making itself, she thought again. Full of people that are trying to do the same. This chance wouldn’t come again, and it was a very long way back to Paxen where nothing awaited her but a share in her family’s ruin.

“Pardon me,” she said with brittle politeness. “My own kind? Would you mind elaborating on that just a little, Mr Mayor?”

The mayor spread his arms in an expansive shrug. “Well, anyone can tell, Miss Sandpiper, that you are what might be called a hothouse flower. Forgive me for my frankness. We homespun southerners might admire the lustre of such a bloom, but we’d hesitate to undertake the upkeep of it. Our manners wouldn’t be what you’re used to, I’m afraid.”

Miss Elizabeth was thankful now that she had paid attention to the conversations going on around her in the stagecoach, the train and the katy-wagon. They gave her somewhat in the way of ammunition. “I don’t give a rat’s tail-piece about your threadbare manners, Mister Mayor,” she said evenly. “Flowers and lustre be fucked. That is, if you’ll pardon my frankness. Do you want a schoolhouse or not? Because if not then I’d rather not sit here smelling your secretary’s perfumed farts while the best of the day goes by.”

There now, she thought. That ought to have put a little salt in the stew. Schoolhouse in particular was what’s known on a poker table as a double-raise. There had been nothing in the advertisement Miss Elizabeth had seen to indicate that Ottomankie had aspirations to set up any such permanent establishment, and now that she’d seen the town hall it seemed highly improbable. But you don’t double-raise on a two and a seven. She was offering the mayor a revised estimate of her potential worth.

And the mayor seemed at the very least to be gratifyingly surprised. The secretary blushed as red as a cranberry with heart disease and shot Miss Elizabeth a ferocious glare. She had in fact broken wind, not quite silently, a moment or two earlier. It was purely serendipitous, but Miss Elizabeth had no compunction in weaving it into her performance. She had no allies here, no advocates. She had chosen what felt like a solid strategy to win the attention of the room. The question now was what she could do with it.

“Let’s pull back on the reins just a little, shall we?” the mayor said, his stump-circuit smile disintegrating into an expression that was slightly pained. “I don’t know that a schoolhouse, as in a physical structure, vis-à-vis a building constructed out of actual logs or boards or shingles, is high on our list of priorities at the moment.” He seemed to feel the need to offset that admission because he hurried right along. “In a few years, no doubt, we’ll be in a different situation. Ottomankie is growing at a fine old rate, growing like a weed in fact, and we’ve got a good smattering of families with young ’uns on the ground or on the way or both. A teacher is what we had in mind at this particular juncture, to reassure such people that the municipality has their best interests at heart. Such things make a difference to what you might call the communal spirit.”

“I understand,” Miss Elizabeth said.

“In the meantime it’s my fixed intention to—”

“And I decline.”

The mayor stumbled over his next word, paused, and licked his lips with a tongue that would have been long enough to lick his ears. “Beg pardon, ma’am?”

“Miss. Not ma’am. Miss Elizabeth Indigo Sandpiper. It’s right there on the paper in front of you. And you heard me clear as a bell. I refuse to take the appointment unless you give me your personal guarantee that a schoolhouse will be built within two years from the date of my hiring. It’s one thing to improvise when the proper facilities are not in place. It’s quite another to accept such inadequate workarounds as a permanent state of affairs.”

The mayor only stared. He had forgotten to reel his tongue back in so a few inches of it were still lolling out of one corner of his mouth. Miss Elizabeth’s sudden salvo seemed to have caught him at a disadvantage and he was temporarily unable to return fire. “That assurance given, though,” she went on, jumping headlong into the gap, “I’ll be willing to listen to your terms. But first you’ll probably be desirous of hearing what my qualifications are. As you’ll see from the certificates attached to my letter I’m a graduate of the Systemis Academy in Haut Paxen, where I completed my studies summa cum laude. Those studies included History, Literature, Modern Languages, Physical Science, Chemistry, Theology and Good Housekeeping, with Drama as an extra-curricular addition. Sadly, I did not excel at music, being tone deaf, so I omitted that from my résumé. As a Systemis alumna I am of course in the very highest demand, and my starting salary should reflect that fact.”

“No actual experience,” the secretary observed in an acid undertone.

“What’s that, sweetness?” Miss Elizabeth enquired politely. “It’s hard to hear you over the unholy racket that’s coming from your bloomers.”

“The lack of experience is a concerning factor,” the mayor allowed, while the secretary gave Miss Elizabeth another paint-stripping scowl and clutched her pencil so hard it almost broke.

“On first consideration, yes,” Miss Elizabeth said. “But it actually works in your favour. It’s only at this early point in my career that you could possibly afford me.”

This struck the mayor as a very convincing argument. And he was seriously impressed, besides, by this woman’s demonstrable ability to go from high sentiments to low blows in the space of a sentence. Any schoolmarm who had a hope of surviving in Ottomankie would need to be pretty damn nimble, and though this wisp of a girl didn’t look like much she did talk an excellent fight. She was also the only applicant so far, apart from a local celebrity named Two-Bits Harriet. Harriet’s experience was more extensive than Miss Elizabeth’s, but only when it came to the saloon and the lock-up in the jailhouse.

“I can start you on two dollars a week,” the mayor said.

“Two dollars and fifty cents,” Miss Elizabeth countered. “Rising to three dollars on the completion of my first year.”

“That’s a great deal of money, Miss Sandpiper.”

“That’s a great deal period, Mister Mayor. Take it or leave it.”

“I don’t like ultimatums.”

“I don’t like starving, or living on charity. As one of this township’s public servants I will represent its values and reflect its probity in every aspect of my appearance. I can hardly do that if I’m dressed in rags and living on the scraps from other people’s tables. Oh, and when the schoolhouse is built I will live above it. An apartment – of modest size, of course – will need to be included in the plans. Until then I will require a small stipend towards my rent.”

“That can come out of the two fifty,” the mayor declared forcefully, and since she had carried the larger point Miss Elizabeth acquiesced. Wildwater had the secretary draw up a contract right there and then, and the pain it caused her to do it was a poignant thing to see. Miss Elizabeth signed her name and went off in search of room and board. It was agreed that she would turn up for work on the second Monday following. The municipality would provide a schoolroom, not above the saloon but in back of the church, and as many students as could be rounded up. The students would be charged five cents per week or part thereof, which Miss Elizabeth would be expected to collect.

As she walked back down the stairs and out into the late afternoon sunlight, Miss Elizabeth felt very satisfied with how the encounter had gone. It seemed to exemplify the lesson she had taken to heart on first sight of this place, that she could do very well here so long as she was prepared to throw the refined Paxen version of herself into the furnace and smelt herself into a form that was a little closer to the present purpose.

She thought briefly about writing to her brothers and sisters in order to share this insight with them and suggest that some or all of them join her here. Perhaps they could reconstitute the Sandpiper family out in this wasteland that was as glorious and strange as it was rough-hewn and filthy.

Before she could interrogate that impulse any further she came upon a curious and disturbing sight. Three selves – a short, stocky dog who was mostly terrier, a muskrat and a mix with some bear in him – were coming up the street towards her, dragging a fourth along with them. This fourth self was a sight to see. He was a gopher, and going by the woollen suit and brown leather Oxford shoes he was wearing he was some kind of clerk. But that impression was very much at odds with the way the man was behaving. He was snarling and growling like an animal, teeth bared. His eyes, opened so wide they seemed to be in danger of falling out of his head, darted back and forth without seeming to take anything in. Two of his escorts, the dog and the bear-mix, were holding him in place with long poles that connected to chains around his neck and wrists. The muskrat went in front, ringing a bell to warn any gawkers they met to stay out of their path.

“What’s this?” Miss Elizabeth asked a bobcat woman who was lounging at the saloon door in half-skirts and a blouse with a startling décolleté. “Who is that man?”

“Well, he ain’t anybody,” the woman said. “What he might have been before I couldn’t say, but he’s sure as hell no one now.”

“He’s from Mickletide,” a second similarly dressed woman said. She was smoking a long-stemmed pipe, which she transferred from one corner of her mouth to the other as she spoke. “A gang of mindless come through there three days ago. This here feller must’ve got bit and taken the sickness.”

The mindless plague was a thing Miss Elizabeth had only ever read about in the daily news-sheets up to that point, and she had taken it for one more tall tale from the frontier, like the story of the Devil House that moved around the western prairies looking for people to eat, or the many tales about cursed tools or weapons that talked like selves and offered you wondrous rewards if only you would pick them up. Some pundits had suggested that mindlessness was only a more extreme manifestation of the same terrors that had caused an epidemic of nightmares among the elderly back in Paxen, or else of ordinary amnesia. The starkness of this undeniable reality took Miss Elizabeth by surprise and filled her with sick dismay.

“What will they do to him?” she asked, in a much more subdued tone.

At this point the strange procession had come level with them. The bear man gave them a cordial nod. “We’re gonna hang him, ma’am,” he said with satisfaction, beaming all around.

“Without a trial?”

“Trial would be a waste of time. It’s not like he’d have anything to say for himself. Mindless can’t talk, just like they can’t think. They ain’t people no more. If he was to slip these leashes he’d go for your throat before you could so much as spit. Taking him out of the world is a blessing to the rest of us and a mercy on him.”

The woman with the pipe shook her head. “That’s not true,” she said. “About him going for your throat. The mindless aren’t that dangerous, as a rule. Whatever it is that infects them, it puts them in a panic. They’ll bite you or claw at you if you put yourself in their way, but mostly they just run. Run for miles and miles, until they fall dead from exhaustion. It’s a terrible thing to see.”

“Well, Miss Lucy,” the dog man said, “all I can say is they made an unholy mess out of Mickletide. There’s nothing left of that place but sticks.”

“The hanging’s gonna go ahead right now if you want to come along, ladies,” the bear man said. “We got three of these bastards, pardoning your sensibilities, and we’re doing them all at once. Preacher’s gonna give a sermon first, but he’s promised it won’t be a long one.”

“You hear that?” the dog man said to their prisoner. He gave a tug on the pole he held, jerking the gopher’s wrists around and obliging him to turn. “We’re gonna stretch your neck for you, damned if we don’t.”

“Damned if we don’t!” the muskrat repeated with enthusiasm, grinning all around. The mindless gopher clashed his teeth together. His feet were still moving, scraping and sliding in the mud as the chains prevented him from going forward. Blood ran down his chin from where he had bitten his tongue, but he gave no sign of noticing this or of understanding what was said.

“I got work to do,” the woman with the pipe muttered, and she went back into the saloon, but her companion added herself to the group. Others were doing the same thing. Those that didn’t see fit to join the procession still called out taunts and obscene insults at the raving gopher as he passed by them. Someone threw a stone, which hit him in the chest. The gopher set up a deafening squall of grunts and barks in response, straining against his chains and casting his exophthalmic gaze around in search of his tormentor. The dog and the bear dragged him unceremoniously along, impatient of the delay.

Miss Elizabeth watched them out of sight. What she had seen filled her with unease and queasy disgust, but she found it hard to determine how much of that was for the brutality of the spectacle and how much for the creature at the centre of it – a self who had ceased to be a self and had devolved somehow into an unreasoning beast. Like understock, the creatures that resembled the Wise Peoples so closely but had no higher awareness.

She couldn’t erase from her mind the image of those empty eyes.

Ottomankie became Miss Elizabeth’s home for the next nine years. But she didn’t stay Miss Elizabeth for very long. She was Miss Bessie by the end of the first month. That was what her pupils had elected to call her, and the appellation spread by osmosis through the rest of the community.

The manners and protocols of the southern concession – homespun, in mayor Wildwater’s words – grew on her very quickly. So much of the discourse back east, whether public or private, consisted in saying something a million miles away from what you really intended and letting the listener make the journey to your true meaning in their own good time. It wasn’t that there were no rules here in the south. It was just that the rules allowed you to tell someone they were a two-faced, shit-brained child of a bastard whore if you sincerely believed that to be the case.

And there were certainly a fair few people in town to whom that description applied. The mayor was one, to be sure, and so was his waspish secretary Mrs Emilia Winsome (the paisley-patterned prairie dog Miss Bessie had met on her first day in
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