



[image: Cover Image]





CLOUDROCK


GARRY KILWORTH


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com






Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







The real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking new landscapes, but in having new eyes.


Marcel Proust




Chapter One


All this was a long time ago, when I was a shadow – the shadow of my elder brother, Clay.


Being one of the unwanted I was never given a name. It was obvious from my deformities that I was asexual and could never bear or produce children, so they indulged my brother’s whim and allowed me to live amongst them, though I am sure my unique position – an unwanted among the Family – was considered to be temporary. It was never intended that I should reach adulthood. If the nuisance in me had ever outweighed my usefulness to Clay, then Catrunner, our mother, would have had no hesitation in tossing me from the sacrificial rock to my death. It was only because my mother was a strong personality amongst the Family, and Clay was her favourite, that I had escaped thus far.


I lived from day to day, a touch, a look, away from death. Shadows, though visible, are disregarded. They are unacknowledged. They are the insubstantial phantoms of a physical presence that drift behind their hosts like thin, black ghosts. Shadows are cold, do not have feelings, and melt away in the darkness. I was a shadow in all aspects but one: I did have feelings. Sometimes they were so strong they were painful and when I could not be with Clay, I would curl up in my nest in the rocks and nurse my hurt until I fell asleep.


Our village was situated between the forest and the lake. We lived in yurts – or at least, Family members did – made of animal skins: tents, with pliable pole frames. In the caves on the far side of the forest lived the second Family. We met only occasionally, during twilights, for they hunted at night, while we hunted by day.


It was around my eleventh birthday that Flower became pregnant. She was the sister-wife of Reedscar and just eighteen years old. I watched her belly grow larger as she moved around the village, singing to herself in a quiet voice. When she was carrying for five months she had to stay at home, rather than go hunting with her brother-husband and she cried because she wanted to be with him all the time. They had not been married for very long.


Flower was a pretty girl, with long, black hair that reached her waist and she had a soft look to her eyes that endeared her to me. I felt sure that, had I been one of the Family, we would have been good friends. Of course, she never spoke to me or acknowledged my presence, even though she often caught me raking through the ashes of the main fire for scraps of food in the early hours.


Sometimes I would sit and watch her in the sunset, as she stroked the taut skin beneath which was new life, letting the last rays of the sun warm the big, brown swelling. Then her brother-husband would come outside their yurt and place his cheek against her belly and they would both giggle like small children. They seemed happy. Of course, they fought the way all Family did, but the fights were short-lived and not serious.


I watched her all the way into her ninth month.


Just before dawn one morning, she gave birth. I heard the wail reach up into the starless night and then the baby’s cry followed closely behind. The two sounds came almost together and I felt my heart quicken as I realized what must happen. The baby was to exchange one darkness for another. From the darkness of the womb it would go immediately to the darkness of the grave.


A group of matrons, attendant at the birth, came out of the yurt followed by a distraught-looking Reedscar. The light of the morning was just seeping through the clouds overhead. The father called a lament in a loud tone, to wake the rest of the Family, and they came sleepily from their yurts to join the procession, which made its way around the lake and across country, towards the edge of the plateau. At the head of the procession was the Great-grandmother, carrying the newly born babe of Flower and Reedscar. I scurried beside my brother Clay, who looked neither to the right nor left, but kept his eyes fixed on the back of our mother, Catrunner.


We passed the dark shapes of the forest trees in complete silence. There was no need for any talk. One of the Night Family paused in the act of trussing a monkey he had killed. He was standing on the edge of the forest, in which he had been hunting, and watched us pass by. He gave no sign of greeting, nor was any expected. The death of the small creature he held in his hands was strong in my nostrils. The spidery, hairy arms of the monkey dangled loosely and pathetically from the hunter’s strong sinewy body as he draped it over his shoulder.


The hunter stared too long at my crooked form and since he was not of our Family I began to get concerned and ran amongst some ferns, to re-join the group later on the path.


We found a dark stream, sluggish through recent lack of rain, and followed it along until we reached the perimeter. The group stopped. Reedscar stepped forward and took the crying baby from the Great-grandmother’s arms. He walked to the edge of the precipice.


Without further ceremony he grasped the child by one leg and tossed it over the edge of the world.


Small limbs stretched outwards from the tiny body, forming a star in the void. I watched the little white shape plummet down, into the mists of the Deadlands below. It was over. One more unwanted had gone to its death. I had seen what had caused it to be treated in such a way. It had been born with misshapen legs.


After the others had left, I stayed on, near the edge and watched the sun rise. Below me I could see the shape of my world in the shadow cast upon the Deadplace below: a mushroom with a thick base to its stem. We lived on the top of this mushroom, which we called Cloudrock, which was forested grasslands forming a huge thick ring around a central lake. It was a place of solid-foam white coral, like cloud gone hard, and when the lake became too full of rainwater it sent out streams of watery legs towards the edge of the plateau. There they formed thin waterfalls that dropped to the Deadlands below.


Because of the overhang, we could not see directly below Cloudrock, but out onto the Deadplace beyond, which was a flat area stretching as far as the eye could see, covered in white sparkling dust that hurt the eyes when the sun’s glare struck its crystals. There were always mists down there too: drifting, confused and confusing, rippling their way over the surface of the land of dead spirits. Ghouls and ghosts of the unwanted lived down there. Crooked creatures, like me, but without real bodily forms. They were disparate pieces of spiritual flotsam, washed on the winds, wafted by the breezes, to remote corners. They lived in the constant misery of knowing that they could never become one with Redgod, the bloodspirit that streaks the sky at dawn and dusk. Only Family could become part of that ancestral bloodstreak: only the pure-blooded men and women, perfect in body and mind, could die in the knowledge that they would live again as part of the sunrise and sunset. The clustering of the bloodsouls of my ancestors during these times was an awe-inspiring sight but one I would never be part of. They watched over the Family with jealous eyes, ensuring that only the pure would be eaten at death and remain within the circle.


I stared down again. There was nothing below me to mark the fact that the baby had ever existed. There was no hole in the mist, nor was anything disturbed beyond my emotions. The little deformed creature was now amongst its own kind. I turned away and began running back to the village to join my brother in the day’s hunting. I passed tall rocks that stood high above the lush vegetation. I loved my home for its rocks. They whispered to me, and though their language was strange we came to understand one another as I grew older, in the way that a man and his dog do. Somehow I knew I was closer to them than anyone else on Cloudrock (Clay excepted) and that made me special. They had energy and power, were dark and mysterious. They were mystics, saturated by time and ancient memories, which filled their every vein and pore. They had souls.


I skirted the freshwater lake. My feet made padding sounds on the shore and I could smell the earth awakening beneath the sun. It was a good smell: fresh and clean. The scent of drying grasses and damp leaves filled my nostrils and I breathed deeply as I ran. I was alive. The warm sun felt good on my small, naked body: burned gently into my brown skin. I could hear the stirrings of the forest creatures as they began their day and the plopping of the fish on the surface of the lake. All around me was life. Parrots were screeching obscenities at one another, the way family members did, and monkeys gossiped at rapid pace like hunters around a fire. A wildcat vacated the path in front of me as it saw me bearing down on it, slinking away into the undergrowth with an air of annoyance at being disturbed. The brightening sun was bringing out the colours and markings of the live world around me and I thrilled to my own existence. I was alive.


My brother Clay was washing in the lake when I arrived at the village, splashing water over his crouched lean form. My brother was very good to me. He never acknowledged my presence and I lived to anticipate his needs. If he had, just once, called, ‘Hey, you!’ I would have been thrown the way of my two younger sisters, the way of the child I had seen falling like a stone into the mists that very morning.


He stood up, the water shining on his skin, like a young god. As I approached him he stared vacantly over the top of my head. Clay loved me, I was sure, otherwise he would have spoken to me. He would have acknowledged my presence with knowing eyes. Instead, he ignored me. He must have loved me very much, though perhaps he loved Tilana more. I was with him on that day he met her. He was almost eighteen. She was two months away from the same birthday.


Twilight, and overhead the sky was blood-streaked, with flecks of black weaving turbulently through the rushing clouds. According to the calendar it was a Good Day. A storm was gathering fast above Cloudrock. I liked to see our ancestors, the bloodspirits in the sky, so angry. It seemed to justify the rage within myself.


Clay was standing on an outcrop of rock, a dark silhouette against the dawn, stroking his bow in thought. I sat, hunched behind some ferns, some few yards away. I was wondering whether we were going to turn back to the village because of the impending storm, or continue the hunt. We could both smell wild pig to the south but I awaited my brother’s move.


Finally, he descended from the rock and began a slow jog towards the source of the odour. We were going to hunt.


It was exciting to see Clay run. His dark, lean body moved with such suppleness I could have shouted for joy. Instead, I followed silently behind him, my own shorter legs having difficulty in keeping up with him. As we drew closer to the pigs we slowed the pace, until we were some fifty rods downwind and crawling through the grasses.


There were about seven of them rooting around with their snouts amongst the palm trees. Clay had already fitted an arrow to his bow and we crept forward, the grasses scratching at our bellies and the storm flies sticking to our sweat. I was unable to brush away the insects that entangled themselves in my hair, for fear of scaring away the pigs. The irritation they caused me however, was compensated for by the excitement I felt.


The atmosphere was heavy, bearing down on our naked bodies with a damp weight and I knew that soon the rain would fall in torrents and the visibility would become too poor to see a rod in front.


Clay stopped, and carefully parted the grass at the edge of the clearing. Around us the insects hummed and crackled and kicked up such a din I was sure they were warning the pigs of our approach. Gradually, the bow was slid into the opening Clay had made and he took aim with the weapon horizontal. One of the pigs had its trotters, goat-like, on the base of a trunk and was chewing some berries from a low branch.


I heard the ‘thwunk’ of the bow releasing the arrow.


Suddenly this pig stood up completely on its hind legs like a human, staggered two paces and gave out a terrible shriek. For one moment I thought it was going to run at us on its hindquarters, screaming in rage, but then it fell backwards, kicking and squealing. The other pigs scattered, one of them heading straight for our hiding place. It was a young boar and I could see the fear travelling over its face like ripples over water. It kept coming, directly for Clay.


Clay half stood, seemingly mesmerized by its charge. He made no attempt to run or reload the bow and when the boar was some five rods from him I leapt out and ran towards the creature, throwing myself on its back and wrapping my small arms around its head. It kicked and spun in its tracks, snapping with its vicious mouth at thin air. I gripped with my legs around its middle, squeezing hard, until it grunted and quickly rolled over with me, into some thorns. My legs slackened and released the animal which ran back, into the forest.


When I stood up, picking out the painful, long spikes, the boar was gone. Clay was tending the pig he had shot, cracking it over the head with a stone. He deliberately turned his back on me as I approached and so I knew he was pleased with me. His rejection of me was comforting.


We tied the pig’s legs together and pushed a pole through them, hoisting it onto our shoulders. The grassland was alive with dancing spots of white and black as the insects heralded the imminent rain. A heavy globule of water hit my shoulder and we started to run, looking for shelter amongst some rocks. As the drops increased to a stream, we found a dark overhang and crawled underneath.


We had only been there a few moments when we heard the sound of running feet mingled with the drumming of the rain. Then heavy breathing like someone gasping for air after a hard swim and choking on water. Suddenly a figure came tumbling in beside us and on seeing the place occupied, crawled away quickly to the far side of the shelter.


The rain roared down. No one said anything for a long time.


In the gloom of our shelter I could see Clay’s eyes studying our companion, a young woman. Her own eyes told us she was one of the Night Family: they were large with irises as dark as black pebbles. Chance meetings such as this, with the other Family, were not uncommon at dawn and dusk, though we rarely did more than just acknowledge one another. My brother regarded her for a long while before he finally spoke.


‘My name is Clay,’ he said.


The girl turned slightly away and let her head drop so that her long black hair fell over her face, obscuring her features. We could no longer see those mushroom eyes and Clay began humming softly to hide his embarrassment. He plucked at his bowstring, pretending to make music to accompany his tune. Then he said abruptly:


‘Don’t you have a name? Are you mute? Let me see your tongue.’


I heard a sigh that became a whisper, then an audible word. The word was ‘Tilana’.


‘Tilana. Tilana,’ muttered Clay, as if tasting it like a piece of food on his palate. ‘Strange names for a strange people.’


Suddenly her head jerked up and there was anger in those round eyes.


‘Strange people yourself. Who are you to call us strange people? Who asked you to speak to me? Leave me alone. The storm will be over soon.’


‘Funny people,’ mused Clay, ignoring the outburst. He seemed amused. ‘Hunt by night, not by day. Live in caves, not in yurts.’ He twanged the bowstring as if to emphasize a point he had made.


‘Leave me alone.’


She pulled her knees up to her face, resting her chin on them, and wrapped her arms tightly round her shins. She looked like a tortoise that has lost its shell and does not know where to hide itself.


The rain was a wall of water now and I could hear the whispering rivulets running from the rocks above our heads, forming little waterfalls: imitations of those larger ones that fell from the lip of Cloudrock when the lake overflowed, shooting out into space and dropping as spray onto the Deadlands far below. My nose tickled, as some drips fell from the ceiling of the shelter onto its tip, and I sneezed hard.


Tilana suddenly said, ‘Who’s that? Your child?’


I squirmed closer to the rockface, trying to merge with the granite, and prayed to Redgod that Clay would not look at me.


‘Don’t you have a shadow?’ he asked her.


‘Yes, when the moon shines.’


‘Well I have a shadow all the time, even when it’s dark like this.’


‘I see a person …’


‘I see a shadow,’ snapped Clay.


She stared hard at me, her eyes made for the light of gloomy places such as our shelter. I looked back at her and she seemed startled. Probably by my wonky eye. Then her glance took in my size and obvious age.


‘An unwanted?’ There was surprise in her tone as well there might be. The Night Family customs were the same as our own, since we had all been one family at a time now past.


‘A shadow,’ insisted Clay, becoming angry and I suppose not knowing quite how to handle the situation.


She continued to stare at me and I was terrified she was going to speak directly to me. There was no taboo against speaking to an unwanted. It was simply that most of us were killed not long after birth and my situation was one that had arisen out of particular circumstances, unique circumstances. There were no rules for such a thing outside my own Family. But she seemed to understand the need to ignore me and began contemplating the rain again.


‘How old are you?’ asked Clay, suddenly.


‘Seventeen – eighteen soon.’


He smiled. ‘Me too. We must have been born close together – in time I mean.’ He reached across the space that separated them and touched her cheek before she could withdraw. A hurt expression crossed her face and she said, ‘In two months I must marry my brother. He would kill you if you touched me.’


‘My mother would kill me first,’ he laughed. ‘Mother is a very jealous woman. I have no sister, so I must marry Catrunner soon …’ He began doodling abstractly in the dust, still muttering, ‘Catrunner, soon to be my mother-wife. Don’t worry. You’re safe with me. Oh, yes. The taboo is safe with me.’


Tilana seemed to gain some satisfaction by announcing, ‘Soon I will have a brother-husband and will not need to hunt alone any more.’


‘By night,’ muttered Clay.


‘Yes.’


‘Under the cold light of the moon, when it’s there, instead of bathing in the glorious sunshine. That white skin – there …’ he touched her again. ‘Like a fish belly. The sun would fry you like a fish, crisp and red. Look at me …’ He showed her a brown arm. ‘Don’t you wish you had brown skin like mine?’


She grimaced. ‘The same colour as dirt,’ she sneered.


‘Clay,’ he corrected. ‘Clay isn’t dirt. Clay is useful.’ He extended his arm again. ‘Put your hand in mine,’ he commanded.


She hesitated, then reached across, placing her slim white fingers into Clay’s palm. There was a moment when they looked at each other with frightened eyes, then Clay said, ‘The moon and the sun. I suppose we need them both. You’re not really strange.’


‘This is wrong – Clay. We mustn’t touch. You know.’


‘I know. There’s no harm in holding hands is there? We can’t get babies that way.’


‘No, but other things happen. They start and maybe we won’t be able to stop them. I don’t know. It’s better to keep all the laws, even the small ones. Then you can be sure of being right. The Great-grandmother would …’


‘It was only a touch – I know. I know. The small ones too.’


Tilana suddenly made as if to leave, though the rain was still falling heavily. Clay said, ‘Don’t go yet. Stay and talk.’


‘I have to go. The sun will be out after the rain and as you have told me – it will burn my skin. I’m already late. I didn’t intend to hunt so long in the dawn but I caught nothing last night …’ Suddenly there was the mooning note of a horn suspended in the air above the lake.


Day was officially beginning. In my mind’s eye I saw the hunter with his or her lips to the instrument, standing on a rock above the lake, calling in the Night Hunters, sending out the Day Hunters. The sound lifted my heart – not because of its message, but for what it was: itself. It filled the hollow sky with its rounded form and I wanted to get up there, on the back of this substantial note, and ride away into the clouds to where no person had ever been before. Such a note! Worthy of a great beast calling to the sun. Worthy of Redgod herself, when pleasure filled her veins.


‘You – you can have my pig. Here,’ said Clay.


I caught my breath having come down to earth with a jolt. What was he doing? Giving away his kill to a stranger? He was mad.


‘There’s still a whole day left. I can get another one,’ he added, almost pleading with her.


‘They wouldn’t like it. Your Family. Besides, I hunt with a spear. There’s a shaft of an arrow in the pig’s chest.’


Clay took hold of the pig and wrenched the wooden arrow from its ribs. Then he put it back again and twisted it round, several times.


‘There, the wound is bigger. You can’t tell it from a spear thrust now. I want you to have it. It’s a gift. You can’t refuse a present.’


She looked longingly at the carcass. ‘It’s twelve moons since I took home a pig.’ Then she added, ‘I can kill pigs you know. I’m as good as you …’


‘Of course you are. I didn’t say you weren’t. I just … please take the gift?’


She stared at the plump kill again, and then, without another word, took out the carrying pole and began to drag the meat out into the rain. Clay watched her and then jumped up and ran outside. When I followed the rain was easing off and I found him standing on a rock, observing her progress towards the caves where she lived. We studied her white form as she struggled with her load. The rain would help her, letting the carcass slide across the wet surface of the grass. Then she was out of sight, amongst some tall ferns.


‘Tilana,’ called Clay, through cupped hands.


There was no answer and after a while he returned to the overhang for his bow.


We had lost our pig.


Chance meetings with people of the opposite sex can be expensive as well as dangerous.




Chapter Two


Catrunner, our mother, was waiting at the entrance to Clay’s yurt. She was a dark woman, bred for tallness and speed like all the hunters, and her eyes were sharp and penetrating. She had a high forehead caused by continually leaning over a fire and singeing the front of her hair. Her chin was sharp and pointed, like the bill of an axe, and one shoulder dropped lower than the other due to a broken collar bone that had knitted at the wrong angle. Everything about her physique and character had a sharpness to it, like a well-honed knife, yet I knew she could be kind and gentle if in the right mood. Even to me.


Several times, when at peace with herself and the world, she had thrown away a bone with more meat than was frugal sticking to it, knowing that I would pick it up, since I was quicker than the cats and dogs.


Most of the time though, she was as taut as a bowstring and I avoided her as much as possible. It was not that she was physically violent towards me, for that would have meant she acknowledged my presence, but I was afraid of her eyes. They never rested directly on my person, but on some object near me and I could sense her growing disapproval of Clay’s unspoken attachment to me. It was obvious that she was jealous of anyone, even a neutered shadow, who spent time with her beloved son.


That evening, the day we had given away a pig, she looked especially agitated and beckoned Clay as we approached. They disappeared into the yurt together and I took the monkey we had killed and placed it with the other game beside the fire. Clay had dropped his bow at the entrance to the yurt and I picked it up and ran my fingers over the magic symbols carved in its stock. Clay’s uncle-father had done the designs two seasons before, prior to his death by a fall into a crevice. His craftsmanship had been good – the neat, tight strokes depicting two hunters joined by their hands and feet, so that they arched away from each other, one a female, the other a male. Family. The circle. On the other side of the bow was a female mantis eating her mate. We came from the Family and went back to the Family: from the belly of woman to return to the belly of woman. This was how it was, and it was right. The women ate the remains of the dead.


No one was ever lost from the Family, except those like me – an unwanted – and those that could not be retrieved, like my uncle-father. His loss had been mourned for many days but the body had been jammed deep in the chasm, its sides too sheer. He was gone, no longer part of the great circle. Only his workmanship and wooden stool remained. It was a terrible thing when a family member’s remains could not be eaten by the women. To be denied access to Redgod’s blood-spirit world in the sky was to be denied an afterlife.


I took the bow and placed it by Clay’s stool near the central hearth. There were some one-hundred-and-thirty members in the Family, and their sacred stools encircled the camp fire. Farmers, fishers and hunters would soon gather to cook and eat the game. I found some bones amongst the previous day’s ashes with a little fatty tissue still clinging to them. I gathered them together for my supper and crept away to my nest in the rocks. There I tore at the hardened flesh, crunching on grey cinders along with nutritious meat, the difference between their textures being almost indiscernible. When I had finished, I gathered some berries and a few nuts to complete the meal. Then I lay in my nest, which was still a little damp and steaming from the day’s rain, and fell instantly asleep.


I awoke sometime in the middle of the night. The moon was full and cast a pale light around the forest edge, where my old companions, the shadows, waited patiently for some messiah to rise up amongst them and free them from bondage. Beneath me, in their dark and distant way, the rocks murmured their secrets to one another. I listened to the breeze that ran its fingers through the leaves of the bushes, and to the far call of the waterfalls, full-blooded after the rain. I failed to find comfort in their sounds however, and rose to listen outside Clay’s yurt.


The only sound was that of shallow breathing. I went to the back of the dwelling and slipped beneath the skins that were draped loosely over the frame. Clay was asleep near the faintly glowing hearth square and I crawled to him, putting my arms around his hard, muscled chest. He grunted and stirred, then settled again.


In this way I risked death many nights. But I needed the contact, the comfort of another human’s presence more than I feared losing my life. Clay drove out the evil spirits, the bad dreams, with his warmth and the purity of his body and soul. Before the dawn’s multicoloured face came up over Cloudrock, I would have to be gone.


This was the way it was, and it was right.




Chapter Three


I felt the bite of the axe as surely as if it had been my trunk and not that of the tree which underwent the blows.


The tree had been considered dangerous, being in the middle of the village and a giant in its proportions. When I was younger I used to consider its natural architecture my own world, with its own inhabitants. There were small mammals that burrowed between its roots; insects and beetles made journeys in the valleys of its bark; butterflies, moths, stick insects and other delicate creatures decorated its leaves; there were holes which harboured bright eyes and nests for the less inhibited birds amongst its branches; fruit bats made periodic visits in the twilight and small green frogs, cicadas and lizards sounded in dawn and dusk.


At the very peak of its swaying trunk was the nest of the ruling predator – a sharp-taloned hawk.


A world. A whole world, like Cloudrock. Its creatures must have thought it eternal, invincible. But it came down in a single day. It came down because it was in the way of humankind. I suppose if you have the power and something is in your way, even a whole world, it is tempting to sweep it aside, to destroy it to get what you want?
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