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1

The Homecoming of 
Fever Crumb

TEN MONTHS EARLIER

Fever came home to London in a summer storm, her land-
barge bowling up the Great South Road beneath a sky full of 

rainbows.
The city of her birth had changed in the two years that she 

had been away. Even the lands around it looked different. The 
woods that once crowded close on either side of the road had been 
felled, leaving nothing but gray stumps. New settlements had sprung 
up on the hillsides: loggers’ camps and way stations for the cease-
less convoys of hoys and big-wheeled land-barges that carried timber, 
steel, and pig iron north to London. So she was prepared to find 
the city altered, but her first sight of it, as her barge grumbled 
across the Brick Marsh causeways, was still a shock. She stood at 
the front of the open upper deck, gripping the handrail and 
squinting into the stormy sunlight and the sharp north wind. She 
 could hardly believe her watering eyes.

The London she had known was gone. On Ludgate Hill most 
of the old familiar buildings still stood, but they looked odd and 
isolated, like the last trees of a slaughtered forest. Around the hill’s 
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foot, where slums and rookeries once raised their gambrel roofs, 
there now stretched empty lots, tumbled mounds of house-bricks, 
and rows and rows and rows of pale tents. All that remained of 
the vanished districts were their temples, like stony islands in 
a canvas sea, dwarfed by the immense new mills and factories 
whose chimneys filled the sky above the city with a storm cloud 
greater and darker than those that were gusting off Hampster’s 
Heath. And even the factories seemed like toys compared with the 
new London, which squatted motionless and vast amid their smoke. 
Its immense chassis, broader than the biggest fleet of barges Fever 
had ever seen, rested on bank after bank of caterpillar tracks. Two 
decks or tiers of steel and timber were rising on its back, crammed 
with housing, bristling with cranes, stitched to the sky with scaf-
folding, the bright white points of wel ders’ torches shining amid 
the towering girderwork like daytime stars.

“The Lord Mayor’s demolition gangs have spared the temples,” 
said Fever’s father, Dr. Crumb. He stood beside her, holding an 
umbrella over them both and shouting to make himself heard above 
the hammering of the barge-engines and the hiss of the wind, 
which was starting to throw big, chilly raindrops in their faces. 
“He was afraid of stirring up religious trouble. But they will have 
to be torn down soon; there is wood and metal and salvage plastic 
in those buildings, which the new city needs. . . .”

Fever nodded, watching a last ray of sunlight strike the glittery 
thunderbolt that crowned the temple of the Thin White Duke. As 
an Engineer she had no time for London’s silly gods and their 
temples, but she still felt sad that those great buildings, which had 
formed the skyline of her childhood, would soon be gone.
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A gust blew Dr. Crumb’s umbrella inside out, and he struggled 
with it for a moment, then turned away from the rail. “Come, 
Fever; the weather worsens. Let us go inside.”

Reluctantly she followed him through the hatch and down the 
tight twist of wooden stairs. The barge was swaying and jolting as 
its huge wheels bumped down off the causeway’s end onto London 
cobbles. Fever braced herself against its sudden movements with-
out even noticing. She was used to land-barges. For two years 
she’d traveled as technician aboard one of them, a mobile theatre 
called Persimmon’s Electric Lyceum. Right across Europa, all the way 
to the island city of Mayda . . .  but she did not like thinking about 
Mayda.

Fever’s mother, Wavey Godshawk, London’s Chief Engineer, 
was waiting for them in the barge’s comfortable cabin. Wavey was 
a Scriven, the last of that curious, mutant race, and the Scriven 
liked to stay inside when it was raining, like cats. “Fever,” she 
purred when her damp daughter came in, and she brushed Fever’s 
face with her fingers. Fever hated being touched, but Wavey  could 
not help herself; she loved touching the  people she loved; strok-
ing them, caressing them, patting them like pets. She wrapped her 
silky arms around Dr. Crumb from behind and rested her long 
chin on the top of his head. Fever stood beside them, and they all 
three stared out through the wet portholes, watching the water 
droplets wriggle this way and that like blind glass beetles, watch-
ing the new city shift and twist behind the rain.

The barge pulled past Ox-fart Circus, where Godshawk’s Head 
had once stood: the giant sculpture of Fever’s Scriven grandfather, 
whose hollow interior had been home to Dr. Crumb and London’s 
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other Engineers, the calm, safe home of Fever’s childhood. Now there 
were only tents and ranks of those crude, wheeled shelters which 
the northern nomads called campavans. But even with its build-
ings gone, London looked more orderly than it had when Fever 
saw it last. There was fresh lime scattered in the gutters, and wagons 
were ferrying waste and sewage to pits on the city’s edge. Policemen 
wearing leather caps with big copper badges strolled in pairs between 
the tents or stood directing traffic at the intersections.

They were needed, for on the rubble-paved roads that ran 
between the camps, huge wagons and motorized drays were mov-
ing, and at one point the barge passed a line of laden mammoths, 
which distracted even Fever from staring at the new city for a 
moment. She had often heard of Mammuthus novii, the mighty 
Hairyphants of northern legend. Ancient texts spoke of mam-
moths as extinct, but there were whole herds of them in the North 
Country, so either the Ancients had been wrong, or they had 
found some way to make the creatures un-extinct again, or the 
mammoths of modern times were a mutation, a tribe of normal 
elephants in whom some old genetic switch had been tripped by 
the traumas of the Downsizing, causing them to grow once more 
those coats of shaggy auburn wool.

“Traders from the nomad lands, come south with tech or cop-
per,” her mother said as Fever watched the animals go by. “London 
is like a newborn star; it draws in matter from all around. . . .”

The barge went lumbering on up Ludgate Hill until it reached 
the summit, where the old mothballed fortress called the Barbican 
had once stood. A ramshackle, temporary-looking building made 
from wood and plastic sheeting sprawled in its place, thrusting 
out odd wings and annexes in all directions.
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“What has happened to the Barbican?” asked Fever.
“Gone,” said her mother cheerfully. “It forms part of the new 

city’s Base Tier now.”
“So is that big shed the Lord Mayor’s palace?”
“Oh no. Quercus lives aboard the new London. That big shed is 

the new Engineerium.”
“And is that where you and Dr. Crumb live?”
“Good gods, no! Really, Fever, there would hardly be any point 

in my being Chief Engineer if I had to live in a shed, would there? 
I have requisitioned quarters for us nearby.”

The land-barge turned left onto the street called Bishopsgate 
and stopped there outside a tall, thin mansion that had once 
belonged to one of London’s richest merchants. A Stalker on duty 
outside its red front door came smartly to attention as the barge 
ran out its gangplank and the Chief Engineer and her family dis-
embarked. Servants came out with umbrellas to usher them inside 
and fetch their trunks and baggage from the barge. Fever found 
herself in a hexagonal hallway paved with Ancient eye-pods. Car-
peted stairs ascended into the rain-colored light from high windows.

“Welcome, Fever!” said her mother. “Welcome to your new home!”

�
Unlike London, Fever had hardly changed at all. She was a little 
tanned by the southern sun, but that was already fading. She had 
grown her honey-colored hair, but it was pulled back into a bun 
as hard as a fist at the nape of her neck, so it did nothing to 
soften that bony, alien beauty. Her eyes, one brown and one gray, 
had seen foreign lands; her mouth had been kissed; her heart had 
been broken; but none of those things showed. Apart from the 
hair, the girl who stared out at her from the antique mirror in 
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her new room was the same girl who had left London two years 
before. She was back where she had started, and not at all sure 
that she had the energy to start again.

Outside her window, despite the rain and fading light, the sal-
vage gangs kept working. She studied the gaps between the 
buildings, half hoping to snatch another glimpse of the mam-
moths she had seen on the road, but they must be long gone by 
now, on their way home to their chilly northern hills. She watched 
a row of townhouses in Clerkenwell collapse into smudges of dust. 
From the new city came the sound of hammers, and from the 
door of her bedroom a sudden knocking. Too dazed to say “Come 
in,” she turned as the door was booted open. A boy in the white 
coat of an apprentice Engineer entered, carrying a pile of towels.

“Sorry,” he said, seeing her there. “I thought you was down-
stairs, I never meant . . .”

His voice trailed away. He stared at her over the towels, and she 
remembered him staring at her once before, in a fogbound garden, a 
gun between them and him holding it. She did not know his name. 
He was the Skinner’s boy. The last time they met, he had killed her.

“Go away!” she said loudly. She was not afraid of him exactly, 
but she was startled by how much he startled her. The boy took 
a step back, still holding the towels. There were footsteps on the 
stairs, and Dr. Crumb appeared in the doorway behind him, ner-
vous as a bird.

“Oh, Fever, I should have warned you. This is Charley Shallow, 
my apprentice. I know, I, erm, well, that you two have met. . . .”

“I was just bringing her some towels, like you asked,” said Charley, 
turning to Dr. Crumb as if he’d been accused of something.
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“Yes, Charley, quite. Thank you. I thought Fever was still down-
stairs with her mother. I’ll take those.”

Fever felt her ears turn red. She had been irrational. A glance 
at Charley Shallow should have told her that he had changed 
almost as much as London since she last saw him. He looked less 
like a boy, more like a young man. His hair was cropped as short 
as Dr. Crumb’s. He had probably been trained in the ways of 
calmness and rational thought by the Guild of Engineers. “I was 
taken by surprise . . .” she said, waiting for her heartbeat to return 
to normal.

“My fault,” Dr. Crumb said, maneuvering Charley awkwardly 
out of the room. “I should have said something, I am sure I meant 
to, but . . .”

But how did you tell someone that the lad you’d taken on as 
your apprentice was the same one who had chased her through 
the Brick Marsh and shot her with a magnetic pistol? He bustled 
Charley down to the next landing and said again, “My fault, Charley, 
mine entirely. Even so, it might be best if we found you some 
duties in the Engineerium. Fever has had a troubling time, and I 
don’t wish to upset her. . . .”

“You mean I have to move out?” asked Charley, looking as if 
he had just been slapped.

For a horrid moment Dr. Crumb thought that the boy was 
going to burst into tears. He was an Engineer. He was not used to 
dealing with emotions. It had not occurred to him that Fever 
might be unhappy if she knew that Charley was living in the 
same house. It did not occur to him now that Charley might feel 
hard done by at being thrown out and made to go and share a 
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drafty dormitory in the Engineerium with a half-dozen other 
apprentices. “Yes,” Dr. Crumb decided. “That would be best, I 
think. Gather your stuff, Charley; Fever can take over your duties 
here as soon as she has settled in.”

And so, on the day that Fever came to her new home, Charley 
Shallow was cast out of it. Carrying his small trunk of belong-
ings, he set off through the lashing gray rain, while the Stalker 
that guarded Wavey Godshawk’s door watched him go with its 
unthinking, lamplike eyes.
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