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      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.




      

      I


      

      Master of the House of Chains


      

      ‘It was in my hair, Severian,’ Dorcas said. ‘So I stood under the waterfall in the hot stone room – I don’t know if the men’s

         side is arranged in the same way. And every time I stepped out, I could hear them talking about me. They called you the black

         butcher, and other things I don’t want to tell you about.’

      


      

      ‘That’s natural enough,’ I said. ‘You were probably the first stranger to enter the place in a month, so it’s only to be expected

         that they would chatter about you, and that the few women who knew who you were would be proud of it and perhaps tell some

         tales. As for me, I’m used to it, and you must have heard such expressions on the way here many times; I know I did.’

      


      

      ‘Yes,’ she admitted, and sat down on the sill of the embrasure. In the city below, the lamps of the swarming shops were beginning

         to fill the valley of the Acis with a yellow radiance like the petals of a jonquil, but she did not seem to see them.

      


      

      ‘Now you understand why the regulations of the guild forbid me from taking a wife – although I will break them for you, as

         I have told you many times, whenever you want me to.’

      


      

      ‘You mean that it would be better for me to live somewhere else, and only come to see you once or twice a week, or wait till

         you came to see me.’

      


      

      ‘That’s the way it’s usually done. And eventually the women who talked about us today will realize that sometime they, or

         their sons or husbands, may find themselves beneath my hand.’

      


      

      ‘But don’t you see, this is all beside the point. The thing is …’ Here Dorcas fell silent, and then, when neither of us had

         spoken for some time, she rose and began to pace the room, one arm clasping the other. It was something I had never seen her

         do before, and I found it disturbing.

      


      

      ‘What is the point, then?’ I asked.


      

      ‘That it wasn’t true then. That it is now.’


       ‘I practiced the Art whenever there was work to be had. Hired myself out to towns

         and country justices. Several times you watched me from a window, though you never liked to stand in the crowd – for which

         I hardly blame you.’

      


      

      ‘I didn’t watch,’ she said.

      


      

      ‘I recall seeing you.’


      

      ‘I didn’t. Not when it was actually going on. You were intent on what you were doing, and didn’t see me when I went inside

         or covered my eyes. I used to watch, and wave to you, when you first vaulted onto the scaffold. You were so proud then, and

         stood just as straight as your sword, and looked so fine. You were honest. I remember watching once when there was an official

         of some sort up there with you, and the condemned man and a hieromonach. And yours was the only honest face.’

      


      

      ‘You couldn’t possibly have seen it. I must surely have been wearing my mask.’


      

      ‘Severian, I didn’t have to see it. I know what you look like.’


      

      ‘Don’t I look the same now?’


      

      ‘Yes,’ she said reluctantly. ‘But I have been down below. I’ve seen the people chained in the tunnels. When we sleep tonight,

         you and I in our soft bed, we will be sleeping on top of them. How many did you say there were when you took me down?’

      


      

      ‘About sixteen hundred. Do you honestly believe those sixteen hundred would be free if I were no longer present to guard them?

         They were here, remember, when we came.’

      


      

      Dorcas would not look at me. ‘It’s like a mass grave,’ she said. I could see her shoulders shake.


      

      ‘It should be,’ I told her. ‘The archon could release them, but who could resurrect those they’ve killed? You’ve never lost

         anyone, have you?’

      


      

      She did not reply.


      

      ‘Ask the wives and the mothers and the sisters of the men our prisoners have left rotting in the high country whether Abdiesus

         should let them go.’

      


      

      ‘Only myself,’ Dorcas said, and blew out the candle.


      

      Thrax is a crooked dagger entering the heart of the mountains. It lies in a narrow defile of the valley of the Acis, and extends

         up it to Acies Castle. The harena, the pantheon, and the other public buildings occupy all the level land between the castle

         and the wall (called the Capulus) that closes the lower end of the narrow section of the valley. The private buildings of

         the city climb the cliffs to either side, and many are in large measure dug into the rock itself, from which practice Thrax

         gains one of its sobriquets – the City of Windowless Rooms.

      


      

      Its prosperity it owes to its position at the head of the navigable part of the river. At Thrax, all goods shipped north on

         the Acis (many of which have traversed nine tenths of the length of Gyoll before entering the mouth of the smaller river,

         which may indeed be Gyoll’s true source) must be unloaded and carried on the backs of animals if they are to travel farther. Conversely, the hetmans of the mountain tribes

         and the landowners of the region who wish to ship their wool and corn to the southern towns bring them to take boat at Thrax,

         below the cataract that roars through the arched spillway of Acies Castle.

      


      

      As must always be the case when a stronghold imposes the rule of law over a turbulent region, the administration of justice

         was the chief concern of the archon of the city. To impose his will on those without the walls who might otherwise have opposed

         it, he could call upon seven squadrons of dimarchi, each under its own commander. Court convened each month, from the first

         appearance of the new moon to the full, beginning with the second morning watch and continuing as long as necessary to clear

         the day’s docket. As chief executor of the archon’s sentences, I was required to attend these sessions, so that he might be

         assured that the punishments he decreed should be made neither softer nor more severe by those who might otherwise have been

         charged with transmitting them to me; and to oversee the operation of the Vincula, in which the prisoners were detained, in

         all its details. It was a responsibility equivalent on a lesser scale to that of Master Gurloes in our Citadel, and during

         the first few weeks I spent in Thrax it weighed heavily upon me.

      


      

      It was a maxim of Master Gurloes’s that no prison is ideally situated. Like most of the wise tags put forward for the edification

         of young men, it was inarguable and unhelpful. All escapes fall into three categories – that is, they are achieved by stealth,

         by violence, or by the treachery of those set as guards. A remote place does most to render escapes by stealth difficult,

         and for that reason has been favored by the majority of those who have thought long upon the subject.

      


      

      Unfortunately, deserts, mountaintops, and lone isles offer the most fertile fields for violent escape – if they are besieged

         by the prisoners’ friends, it is difficult to learn of the fact before it is too late, and next to impossible to reinforce

         their garrisons; and similarly, if the prisoners rise in rebellion, it is highly unlikely that troops can be rushed to the

         spot before the issue is decided.

      


      

      A facility in a well-populated and well-defended district avoids these difficulties, but incurs even more severe ones. In

         such places a prisoner needs, not a thousand friends, but one or two; and these need not be fighting men – a scrubwoman and

         a street vendor will do, if they possess intelligence and resolution. Furthermore, once the prisoner has escaped the walls,

         he mingles immediately with the faceless mob, so that his reapprehension is not a matter for huntsmen and dogs but for agents

         and informers.

      


      

      In our own case, a detached prison in a remote location would have been out of the question. Even if it had been provided

         with a sufficient number of troops, in addition to its clavigers, to fend off the attacks of the autochthons, zoanthrops,

         and cultellarii who roamed the countryside, not to mention the armed retinues of the petty exultants (who could never be relied

         upon), it would still have been impossible to provision without the services of an army to escort the supply trains. The Vincula

         of Thrax is therefore located by necessity within the city – specifically, about halfway up the cliff side on the west bank,

         and a half league or so from the Capulus.

      


      

      It is of ancient design, and always appeared to me to have been intended as a prison from the beginning, though there is a

         legend to the effect that it was originally a tomb, and was only a few hundred years ago enlarged and converted to its new

         purpose. To an observer on the more commodious east bank, it appears to be a rectangular bartizan jutting from the rock, a

         bartizan four stories high at the side he sees, whose flat, merloned roof terminates against the cliff. This visible portion

         of the structure – which many visitors to the city must take for the whole of it – is in fact the smallest and least important

         part. At the time I was lictor, it held no more than our administrative offices, a barracks for the clavigers, and my own

         living quarters.

      


      

      The prisoners were lodged in a slanted shaft bored into the rock. The arrangement used was neither one of individual cells

         such as we had for our clients in the oubliette at home, nor the common room I had encountered while I was myself confined

         in the House Absolute. Instead, the prisoners were chained along the walls of the shaft, each with a stout iron collar about

         his neck, in such a way as to leave a path down the center wide enough that two clavigers could walk it abreast without danger

         that their keys might be snatched away.

      


      

      This shaft was about five hundred paces long, and had over a thousand positions for prisoners. Its water supply came from

         a cistern sunk into the stone at the top of the cliff, and sanitary wastes were disposed of by flushing the shaft whenever

         this cistern threatened to overflow. A sewer drilled at the lower end of the shaft conveyed the wastewater to a conduit at

         the cliff base that ran through the wall of the Capulus to empty into the Acis below the city.

      


      

      The rectangular bartizan clinging to the cliff, and the shaft itself, must originally have constituted the whole of the Vincula.

         It had subsequently been complicated by a confusion of branching galleries and parallel shafts resulting from past attempts

         to free prisoners by tunneling from one or another of the private residences in the cliff face, and from countermines excavated to frustrate such attempts – all now pressed into service to provide additional accommodations.

      


      

      The existence of these unplanned or poorly planned additions rendered my task much more difficult than it would otherwise

         have been, and one of my first acts was to begin a program of closing unwanted and unnecessary passages by filling them with

         a mixture of river stones, sand, water, burned lime, and gravel, and to start widening and uniting those passages that remained

         in such a way as to eventually achieve a rational structure. Necessary though it was, this work could be carried forward only

         very slowly, since no more than a few hundred prisoners could be freed to work at a time, and they were for the most part

         in poor condition.

      


      

      For the first few weeks after Dorcas and I arrived in the city, my duties left me time for nothing else. She explored it for

         us both, and I charged her strictly to inquire about the Pelerines for me. On the long journey from Nessus the knowledge that

         I carried the Claw of the Conciliator had been a heavy burden. Now, when I was no longer traveling and could no longer attempt

         to trace the Pelerines along the way or even reassure myself that I was walking in a direction that might eventually bring

         me in contact with them, it became an almost unbearable weight. While we were traveling I had slept under the stars with the

         gem in the top of my boot, and with it concealed in the toe on those few occasions when we were able to stop beneath a roof.

         Now I found that I could not sleep at all unless I had it with me, so I could assure myself, whenever I woke in the night,

         that I retained possession of it. Dorcas sewed a little sack of doeskin for me to hold it, and I wore it about my neck day

         and night. A dozen times during those first weeks I dreamed I saw the gem aflame, hanging in the air above me like its own

         burning cathedral, and woke to find it blazing so brightly that a faint radiance showed through the thin leather. And once

         or twice each night I awakened to discover that I was lying on my back with the sack on my chest seemingly grown so heavy

         (though I could lift it with my hand without effort) that it was crushing out my life.

      


      

      Dorcas did everything in her power to comfort and assist me; yet I could see she was conscious of the abrupt change in our

         relationship and disturbed by it even more than I. Such changes are always, in my experience, unpleasant – if only because

         they imply the likelihood of further change. While we had been journeying together (and we had been traveling with greater

         or lesser expedition from the moment in the Garden of Endless Sleep when Dorcas helped me clamber, half-drowned, onto the

         floating walkway of sedge) it had been as equals and companions, each of us walking every league we covered on our own feet

         or riding our own mount. If I had supplied a measure of physical protection to Dorcas, she had equally supplied a certain moral shelter to me, in that few could pretend for long to despise her innocent beauty, or profess horror

         at my office when in looking at me they could not help but see her as well. She had been my counselor in perplexity and my

         comrade in a hundred desert places.

      


      

      When we at last entered Thrax and I presented Master Palaemon’s letter to the archon, all that was by necessity ended. In

         my fuligin habit I no longer had to fear the crowd - rather, they feared me as the highest official of the most dreaded arm

         of the state. Dorcas lived now, not as an equal but as the paramour the Cumaean had once called her, in the quarters in the

         Vincula set aside for me. Her counsel had become useless or nearly so because the difficulties that oppressed me were the

         legal and administrative ones I had been trained for years to wrestle with and about which she knew nothing; and moreover

         because I seldom had the time or the energy to explain them to her so that we might discuss them.

      


      

      Thus, while I stood for watch after watch in the archon’s court, Dorcas fell into the habit of wandering the city, and we,

         who had been incessantly together throughout the latter part of the spring, came now in summer to see each other hardly at

         all, sharing a meal in the evening and climbing exhausted into a bed where we seldom did more than fall asleep in each other’s

         arms.

      


      

      At last the full moon shone. With what joy I beheld it from the roof of the bartizan, green as an emerald in its mantle of

         forest and round as the lip of a cup! I was not yet free, since all the details of excruciations and administration that had

         been accumulating during my attendance on the archon remained to be dealt with; but I was now at least free to devote my full

         attention to them, which seemed then nearly as good a thing as freedom itself. I had invited Dorcas to go with me on the next

         day, when I made an inspection of the subterranean parts of the Vincula.

      


      

      It was an error. She grew ill in the foul air, surrounded by the misery of the prisoners. That night, as I have already recounted,

         she told me she had gone to the public baths (a rare thing for her, whose fear of water was so great that she washed herself

         bit by bit with a sponge dipped in a bowl no deeper than a dish of soup) to free her hair and skin from the odor of the shaft,

         and that she had heard the bath attendants pointing her out to the other patrons.

      




      

      II


      

      Upon the Cataract


      

      The following morning, before she left the bartizan, Dorcas cut her hair until she almost seemed a boy, and thrust a white

         peony through the circulet that confined it. I labored over documents until afternoon, then borrowed a layman’s jelab from

         the sergeant of my clavigers and went out hoping to encounter her.

      


      

      The brown book I carry says there is nothing stranger than to explore a city wholly different from all those one knows, since

         to do so is to explore a second and unsuspected self. I have found a thing stranger: to explore such a city only after one

         has lived in it for some time without learning anything of it.

      


      

      I did not know where the baths Dorcas had mentioned stood, though I had surmised from talk I had heard in court that they

         existed. I did not know where the bazaar where she bought her cloth and cosmetics was located, or even if there were more

         than one. I knew nothing, in short, beyond what I could see from the embrasure, and the brief route from the Vincula to the

         archon’s palace. I had, perhaps, a too-ready confidence in my own ability to find my way about in a city so much smaller than

         Nessus; even so I took the precaution of making certain from time to time, as I trod the crooked streets that straggled down

         the cliff between cave-houses excavated from the rock and swallow-houses jutting out from it, that I could still see the familiar

         shape of the bartizan, with its barricaded gate and black gonfalon.

      


      

      In Nessus the rich live toward the north where the waters of Gyoll are purer, and the poor to the south where they are foul.

         Here in Thrax that custom no longer held, both because the Acis flowed so swiftly that the excrement of those upstream (who

         were, of course, but a thousandth part as numerous as those who lived about the northern reaches of Gyoll) hardly affected

         its flood, and because water taken from above the cataract was conveyed to the public fountains and the homes of the wealthy

         by aqueducts, so that no reliance had to be put upon the river save when the largest quantities of water – as for manufacturing

         or wholesale washing – were required.

      


      

      Thus in Thrax the separation was by elevation. The wealthiest lived on the lowest slopes near the river, within easy reach of the shops and public offices, where a brief walk brought them to piers

         from which they could travel the length of the city in slave-rowed caiques. Those somewhat less well off had their houses

         higher, the middle class in general had theirs higher still, and so on until the very poorest dwelt just below the fortifications

         at the cliff tops, often in jacals of mud and reeds that could be reached only by long ladders.

      


      

      I was to see something of those miserable hovels, but for the present I remained in the commercial quarter near the water.

         There the narrow streets were so thronged with people that I at first thought a festival was in progress, or perhaps that

         the war – which had seemed so remote while I remained in Nessus but had become progressively more immediate as Dorcas and

         I journeyed north – was now near enough to fill the city with those who fled before it.

      


      

      Nessus is so extensive that it has, as I have heard said, five buildings for each living inhabitant. In Thrax that ratio is

         surely reversed, and on that day it seemed to me at times that there must have been fifty for each roof. Too, Nessus is a

         cosmopolitan city, so that although one saw many foreigners there, and occasionally even cacogens come by ship from other

         worlds, one was always conscious that they were foreigners, far from their homes. Here the streets swarmed with diverse humanity, but they merely reflected the diverse nature

         of the mountain setting, so that when I saw, for example, a man whose hat was made from a bird’s pelt with the wings used

         for ear flaps, or a man in a shaggy coat of kaberu skin, or a man with a tattooed face, I might see a hundred more such tribesmen

         around the next corner.

      


      

      These men were eclectics, the descendants of settlers from the south who had mixed their blood with that of the squat, dark

         autochthons, adopted certain of their customs, and mingled these with still others acquired from the amphitryons farther north

         and those, in some instances, of even less-known peoples, traders and parochial races.

      


      

      Many of these eclectics favor knives that are curved – or as they are sometimes called, bent – having two relatively straight

         sections, with an elbow a little toward the point. This shape is said to make it easier to pierce the heart by stabbing beneath

         the breastbone; the blades are stiffened with a central rib, are sharpened on both sides, and are kept very sharp; there is

         no guard, and their hafts are commonly of bone. (I have described these knives in detail because they are as characteristic

         of the region as anything can be said to be, and because it is from them that Thrax takes another of its names: the City of

         Crooked Knives. There is also the resemblance of the plan of the city to the blade of such a knife, the curve of the defile

         corresponding to the curve of the blade, the River Acis to the central rib, Acies Castle to the point, and the Capulus to the line at which the steel vanishes into the haft.)

      


      

      One of the keepers of the Bear Tower once told me that there is no animal so dangerous or so savage and unmanageable as the

         hybrid resulting when a fighting dog mounts a she-wolf. We are accustomed to think of the beasts of the forest and mountain

         as wild, and to think of the men who spring up, as it seems, from their soil as savage. But the truth is that there is a wildness

         more vicious (as we would know better if we were not so habituated to it) in certain domestic animals, despite their understanding

         so much human speech and sometimes even speaking a few words; and there is a more profound savagery in men and women whose

         ancestors have lived in cities and towns since the dawn of humanity. Vodalus, in whose veins flowed the undefiled blood of

         a thousand exultants – exarchs, ethnarchs, and starosts – was capable of violence unimaginable to the autochthons that stalked

         the streets of Thrax, naked beneath their huanaco cloaks.

      


      

      Like the dog-wolves (which I never saw, because they were too vicious to be useful), these eclectics took all that was most

         cruel and ungovernable from their mixed parentage; as friends or followers they were sullen, disloyal, and contentious; as

         enemies, fierce, deceitful, and vindictive. So at least I had heard from my subordinates at the Vincula, for eclectics made

         up more than half the prisoners there.

      


      

      I have never encountered men whose language, costume, or customs are foreign without speculating on the nature of the women

         of their race. There is always a connection, since the two are the growths of a single culture, just as the leaves of a tree,

         which one sees, and the fruit, which one does not see because it is hidden by the leaves, are the growths of a single organism.

         But the observer who would venture to predict the appearance and flavor of the fruit from the outline of a few leafy boughs

         seen (as it were) from a distance, must know a great deal about leaves and fruit if he is not to make himself ridiculous.

      


      

      Warlike men may be born of languishing women, or they may have sisters nearly as strong as themselves and more resolute. And

         so I, walking among crowds composed largely of these eclectics and the townsmen (who seemed to me not much different from

         the citizens of Nessus, save that their clothing and their manners were somewhat rougher) found myself speculating on dark-eyed,

         dark-skinned women, women with glossy black hair as thick as the tails of the skewbald mounts of their brothers, women whose

         faces I imagined as strong yet delicate, women given to ferocious resistance and swift surrender, women who could be won but

         not bought – if such women exist in this world.

      


      

      From their arms I traveled in imagination to the places where they might be found, the lonely huts crouched by mountain springs,

         the hide yurts standing alone in the high pastures. Soon I was as intoxicated with the thought of the mountains as I had been

         once, before Master Palaemon had told me the correct location of Thrax, with the idea of the sea. How glorious are they, the

         immovable idols of Urth, carved with unaccountable tools in a time inconceivably ancient, still lifting above the rim of the

         world grim heads crowned with mitres, tiaras, and diadems spangled with snow, heads whose eyes are as large as towns, figures

         whose shoulders are wrapped in forests.

      


      

      Thus, disguised in the dull jelab of a townsman, I elbowed my way down streets packed with humanity and reeking with the odors

         of ordure and cookery, with my imagination filled with visions of hanging stone, and crystal streams like carcanets.

      


      

      Thecla must, I think, have been taken at least into the foothills of these heights, no doubt to escape the heat of some particularly

         torrid summer; for many of the scenes that rose in my mind (as it seemed, of their own accord) were noticeably childlike.

         I saw rock-loving plants whose virginal flowers I beheld with an immediacy of vision no adult achieves without kneeling; abysses

         that seemed not only frightening but shocking, as though their existence were an affront to the laws of nature; peaks so high

         they appeared to be literally without summit, as though the whole world had been falling forever from some unimaginable Heaven,

         which yet retained its hold on these mountains.

      


      

      Eventually I reached Acies Castle, having walked almost the entire length of the city. I made my identity known to the postern

         guards there and was permitted to enter and climb to the top of the donjon, as I had once climbed our Matachin Tower before

         taking my leave of Master Palaemon.

      


      

      When I had gone there to make my farewell to the only place I had known, I had stood at one of the loftiest points of the

         Citadel, which was itself poised atop one of the highest elevations in the whole area of Nessus. The city had been spread

         before me to the limits of vision, with Gyoll traced across it like the green slime of a slug across a map; even the Wall

         had been visible on the horizon at some points, and nowhere was I beneath the shadow of a summit much superior to my own.

      


      

      Here the impression was far different. I bestrode the Acis, which leaped toward me down a succession of rocky steps each twice

         or three times the height of a tall tree. Beaten to a foaming whiteness that glittered in the sunlight, it disappeared beneath

         me and reappeared as a ribbon of silver racing through a city as neatly contained in its declivity as one of those toy villages

         in a box that I (but it was Thecla) recalled receiving on a birthday.

      


      

      Yet I stood, as it were, at the bottom of a bowl. On every side the walls of stone ascended, so that to look at any one of

         them was to believe, for a moment at least, that gravity had been twisted until it stood at right angles to its proper self

         by some sorcerer’s multiplication with imaginary numbers, and the height I saw was properly the level surface of the world.

      


      

      For a watch or more, I think, I stared up at those walls, and traced the spidery lines of the waterfalls that dashed down

         them in thunder and clean romance to join the Acis, and watched the clouds trapped among them that seemed to press softly

         against their unyielding sides like sheep bewildered and dismayed among pens of stone.

      


      

      Then I grew weary at last of the magnificence of the mountains and my mountain dreams – or rather, not weary, but dizzied

         by them until my head reeled with vertigo, and I seemed to see those merciless heights even when I closed my eyes, and felt

         that in my dreams, that night and for many nights, I would fall from their precipices, or cling with bloody fingers to their

         hopeless walls.

      


      

      Then I turned in earnest to the city and reassured myself with the sight of the bartizan of the Vincula, a very modest little

         cube now, cemented to a cliff that was hardly more than a ripple among the incalculable waves of stone around it. I plotted

         the courses of the principal streets, seeking (as in a game, to sober myself from my long gazing on the mountains) to identify

         those I had walked in reaching the castle, and to observe from this new perspective the buildings and market squares I had

         seen on the way. By eye I looted the bazaars, finding that there were two, one on either side of the river; and I marked afresh

         the familiar landmarks I had learned to know from the embrasure of the Vincula – the harena, the pantheon, and the archon’s

         palace. Then, when everything I had seen from the ground had been confirmed from my new vantage point, and I felt I understood

         the spatial relationship of the place at which I stood to what I had known earlier of the plan of the city, I began to explore

         the lesser streets, peering along the twisted paths that climbed the upper cliffs and probing narrow alleys that often seemed

         no more than mere bands of darkness between buildings.

      


      

      In seeking them out, my gaze came at last to the margins of the river again, and I began to study the landings there, and

         the storehouses, and even the pyramids of barrels and boxes and bales that waited there to be carried aboard some vessel.

         Now the water no longer foamed, save when it was obstructed by the piers. Its color was nearly indigo, and like the indigo

         shadows seen at evening on a snowy day, it seemed to slip silently along, sinuous and freezing; but the motion of the hurrying

         caiques and laden feluccas showed how much turbulence lay concealed beneath that smooth surface, for the larger craft swung their long bowsprits like fencers, and both yawed crabwise at times while their oars

         threshed the racing eddies.

      


      

      When I had exhausted all that lay farther downstream, I leaned from the parapet to observe the closest reach of the river

         and a wharf that was no more than a hundred strides from the postern gate. Looking down at the stevedores there who toiled

         to unburden one of the narrow river boats, I saw near them, unmoving, a tiny figure with bright hair. At first I thought her

         a child because she seemed so small beside the burly, nearly naked laborers; but it was Dorcas, sitting at the very edge of

         the water with her face in her hands.

      




      

      III


      

      Outside the Jacal


      

      When I reached Dorcas I could not make her speak. It was not simply that she was angry with me, although I thought so at the

         time. Silence had come upon her like a disease, not injuring her tongue and lips but disabling her will to use them and perhaps

         even her desire to, just as certain infections destroy our desire for pleasure and even our comprehension of joy in others.

         If I did not lift her face to mine, she would look at nothing, staring at the ground beneath her feet without, I think, seeing

         even that, or covering her face with her hands, as she had been covering it when I found her.

      


      

      I wanted to talk to her, believing – then – that I could say something, though I was not certain what, that would restore

         her to herself. But I could not do so there on the wharf, with stevedores staring at us, and for a time I could find no place

         to which I could lead her. On a little street nearby that had begun to climb the slope east of the river, I saw the board

         of an inn. There were patrons eating in its narrow common room, but for a few aes I was able to rent a chamber on the floor

         above it, a place with no furniture but a bed and little space for any, with a ceiling so low that at one end I could not

         stand erect. The hostess thought we were renting her chamber for a tryst, naturally enough under the circumstances – but thought

         too, because of Dorcas’s despairing expression, that I had some hold on her or had bought her from a procurer, and so gave

         her a look of melting sympathy that I do not believe she noticed in the least, and me one of recrimination.

      


      

      I shut and bolted the door and made Dorcas lie on the bed; then I sat beside her and tried to cajole her into conversation,

         asking her what was wrong, and what I might do to right whatever it was that troubled her, and so on. When I found that had

         no effect, I began to talk about myself, supposing that it was only her horror of the conditions in the Vincula that had moved

         her to sever herself from discourse with me.

      


      

      ‘We are despised by everyone,’ I said. ‘And so there is no reason why I should not be despised by you. The surprising thing

         is not that you should have come to hate me now, but that you could go this long before coming to feel as the rest do. But

         because I love you, I am going to try to state the case for our guild, and thus for myself, hoping that perhaps afterward you won’t feel so badly about having loved a torturer,

         even though you don’t love me any longer.

      


      

      ‘We are not cruel. We take no delight in what we do, except in doing it well, which means doing it quickly and doing neither

         more nor less than the law instructs us. We obey the judges, who hold their offices because the people consent to it. Some

         individuals tell us we should do nothing of what we do, and that no one should do it. They say that punishment inflicted with

         cold blood is a greater crime than any crime our clients could have committed.

      


      

      ‘There may be justice in that, but it is a justice that would destroy the whole Commonwealth. No one could feel safe and no

         one could be safe, and in the end the people would rise up – at first against the thieves and the murderers, and then against

         anyone who offended the popular ideas of propriety, and at last against mere strangers and outcasts. Then they would be back

         to the old horrors of stoning and burning, in which every man seeks to outdo his neighbor for fear he will be thought tomorrow

         to hold some sympathy for the wretch dying today.

      


      

      ‘There are others who tell us that certain clients are deserving of the most severe punishment, but that others are not, and

         that we should refuse to perform our office upon those others. It certainly must be that some are more guilty than the rest,

         and it may even be that some of these who are handed over to us have done no wrong at all, neither in the matter in which

         they are accused, nor in any other.

      


      

      ‘But the people who urge these arguments are doing no more than setting themselves up as judges over the judges appointed

         by the Autarch, judges with less training in the law and without the authority to call witnesses. They demand that we disobey

         the real judges and listen to them, but they cannot show that they are more deserving of our obedience.

      


      

      ‘Others yet hold that our clients should not be tortured or executed, but should be made to labor for the Commonwealth, digging

         canals, building watchtowers, and the like. But with the cost of their guards and chains, honest workers might be hired, who

         otherwise would want for bread. Why should these loyal workers starve so that murderers shall not die, nor thieves feel any

         pain? Furthermore, these murderers and thieves, being without loyalty to the law and without hope of reward, would not work

         save under the lash. What is that lash but torture again, going under a new name?

      


      

      ‘Still others say that all those judged guilty should be confined, in comfort and without pain, for many years – and often

         for as long as they will live. But those who have comfort and no pain live long, and every orichalk spent to maintain them so would have to be taken from better purposes. I know little of the war, but I know enough

         to understand how much money is needed to buy weapons and pay soldiers. The fighting is in the mountains to the north now,

         so that we fight as if behind a hundred walls. But what if it should reach the pampas? Would it be possible to hold back the

         Ascians when there was so much room to maneuver? And how would Nessus be fed if the herds there were to fall into their hands?

      


      

      ‘If the guilty are not to be locked away in comfort, and are not to be tortured, what remains? If they are all killed, and

         all killed alike, then a poor woman who steals will be thought as bad as a mother who poisons her own child, as Morwenna of

         Saltus did. Would you wish that? In time of peace, many might be banished. But to banish them now would only be to deliver

         a corps of spies to the Ascians, to be trained and supplied with funds and sent back among us. Soon no one could be trusted,

         though he spoke our own tongue. Would you wish that?’

      


      

      Dorcas lay so silent upon the bed that I thought for a moment she had fallen asleep. But her eyes, those enormous eyes of

         perfect blue, were open; and when I leaned over to look at her, they moved, and seemed for a time to watch me as they might

         have watched the spreading ripples in a pond.

      


      

      ‘All right, we are devils,’ I said. ‘If you would have it so. But we are necessary. Even the powers of Heaven find it necessary

         to employ devils.’

      


      

      Tears came into her eyes, though I could not tell whether she wept because she had hurt me or because she found that I was

         still present. In the hope of winning her back to her old affection for me, I began to talk of the times when we were still

         on the way to Thrax, reminding her of how we had met in the clearing after we had fled the grounds of the House Absolute,

         and of how we had talked in those great gardens before Dr Talos’s play, walking through the blossoming orchard to sit on an

         old bench beside a broken fountain, and of all she had said to me there, and of all that I had said to her.

      


      

      And it seemed to me that she became a trifle less sorrowful until I mentioned the fountain, whose waters had run from its

         cracked basin to form a little stream that some gardener had sent wandering among the trees to refresh them, and there to

         end by soaking the ground; but then a darkness that was nowhere in the room but on Dorcas’s face came to settle there like

         one of those strange things that had pursued Jonas and me through the cedars. Then she would no longer look at me, and after

         a time she truly slept.

      


      

      I got up as silently as I could, unbolted the door, and went down the crooked stair. The hostess was still working in the

         common room below, but the patrons who had been there were gone. I explained to her that the woman I had brought was ill, paid the rent of the room for several days, and promising to return and take care of any other

         expenses, asked her to look in on her from time to time, and to feed her if she would eat.

      


      

      ‘Ah, it will be a blessing to us to have someone sleeping in the room,’ the hostess said. ‘But if your darling’s sick, is

         the Duck’s Nest the best place you can find for her? Can’t you take her home?’

      


      

      ‘I’m afraid living in my house is what has made her ill. At least, I don’t want to risk the chance that returning there will

         make her worse.’

      


      

      ‘Poor darling!’ The hostess shook her head. ‘So pretty too, and doesn’t look more than a child. How old is she?’


      

      I told her I did not know.


      

      ‘Well, I’ll have a visit with her and give her some soup when she’s ready for it.’ She looked at me as if to say that the

         time would come soon enough once I was away. ‘But I want you to know that I won’t hold her a prisoner for you. If she wants

         to leave, she’ll be free to go.’

      


      

      When I stepped out of the little inn, I wished to return to the Vincula by the most direct route; but I made the mistake of

         supposing that since the narrow street on which the Duck’s Nest stood ran almost due south, it would be quicker to continue

         along it and cross the Acis lower down than to retrace the steps Dorcas and I had already taken and go back to the foot of

         the postern wall of Acies Castle.

      


      

      The narrow street betrayed me, as I would have expected if I had been more familiar with the ways of Thrax. For all those

         crooked streets that snake along the slopes, though they may cross one another, on the whole run up and down; so that to reach

         one cliff-hugging house from another (unless they are quite close together or one above the other) it is necessary to walk

         down to the central strip near the river, and then back up again. Thus before long I found myself as high up the eastern cliff

         as the Vincula was on the western one, with less prospect of reaching it than I had when I left the inn.

      


      

      To be truthful, it was not a wholly unpleasant discovery. I had work to do there, and no particular desire to do it, my mind

         being still full of thoughts of Dorcas. It felt better to wear out my frustrations by the use of my legs, and so I resolved

         to follow the capering street to the top if need be and see the Vincula and Acies Castle from that height, and then to show

         my badge of office to the guards at the fortifications there and walk along them to the Capulus and so cross the river by

         the lowest way.

      


      

      But after half a watch of strenuous effort, I found I could go no farther. The street ended against a precipice three or four

         chains high, and perhaps had properly ended sooner, for the last few score paces I had walked had been on what was probably no more than a private path to the miserable jacal of mud and sticks before which I stood.

      


      

      After making certain there was no way around it, and no way to the top for some distance from where I stood, I was about to

         turn away in disgust when a child slipped out of the jacal, and sidling toward me in a half bold, half fearful way, watching

         me with its right eye only, extended a small and very dirty hand in the universal gesture of beggars. Perhaps I would have

         laughed at the poor little creature, so timid and so importunate, if I had felt in a better mood; as it was, I dropped a few

         aes into the soiled palm.

      


      

      Encouraged, the child ventured to say, ‘My sister is sick. Very sick, sieur.’ From the timbre of its voice I decided it was

         a boy; and because he turned his head almost toward me when he spoke, I could see that his left eye was swollen shut by some

         infection. Tears of pus had run from it to dry on the cheek below. ‘Very, very sick.’

      


      

      ‘I see,’ I told him.


      

      ‘Oh, no, sieur. You cannot, not from here. But if you wish you can look in through the door – you will not bother her.’


      

      Just then a man wearing the scuffed leather apron of a mason called, ‘What is it, Jader? What does he want?’ He was toiling

         up the path in our direction.

      


      

      As anyone might have anticipated, the boy was only frightened into silence by the question. I said, ‘I was asking the best

         way to the lower city.’

      


      

      The mason answered nothing, but stopped about four strides from me and folded arms that looked harder than the stones they

         broke. He seemed angry and distrustful, though I could not be sure why. Perhaps my accent had betrayed that I came from the

         south; perhaps it was only because of the way I was dressed, which though it was by no means rich or fantastic, indicated

         that I belonged to a social class higher than his own.

      


      

      ‘Am I trespassing?’ I asked. ‘Do you own this place?’


      

      There was no reply. Whatever he felt about me, it was plain that in his opinion there could be no communication between us.

         When I spoke to him, it could only be as a man speaks to a beast, and not even to intelligent beasts at that, but only as

         a drover shouts at kine. And on his side, when I spoke it was only as beasts speak to a man, a sound made in the throat.

      


      

      I have noticed that in books this sort of stalemate never seems to occur; the authors are so anxious to move their stories

         forward (however wooden they may be, advancing like market carts with squeaking wheels that are never still, though they go

         only to dusty villages where the charm of the country is lost and the pleasures of the city will never be found) that there

         are no such misunderstandings, no refusals to negotiate. The assassin who holds a dagger to his victim’s neck is eager to

         discuss the whole matter, and at any length the victim or the author may wish. The passionate pair in love’s embrace are at least equally willing to postpone

         the stabbing, if not more so.

      


      

      In life it is not the same. I stared at the mason, and he at me. I felt I could have killed him, but I could not be sure of

         it, both because he looked unusually strong and because I could not be certain he did not have some concealed weapon, or friends

         in the miserable dwellings close by. I felt he was about to spit onto the path between us, and if he had I would have flung

         my jelab over his head and pinned him. But he did not, and when we had stared at each other for several moments, the boy,

         who perhaps had no idea of what was taking place said again, ‘You can look through the door, sieur. You won’t bother my sister.’

         He even dared to tug a little at my sleeve in his eagerness to show he had not lied, not seeming to realize that his own appearance

         justified any amount of begging.

      


      

      ‘I believe you,’ I said. But then I understood that to say I believed him was to insult him by showing that I did not have

         faith enough in what he said to put it to the test. I bent and peered, though at first I could see little, looking as I was

         from the bright sunshine into the shadowy interior of the jacal.

      


      

      The light was almost squarely behind me. I felt its pressure on the nape of my neck, and I was conscious that the mason could

         attack me with impunity now that my back was toward him.

      


      

      Tiny as it was, the room inside was not cluttered. Some straw had been heaped against the wall farthest from the door, and

         the girl lay upon it. She was in that state of disease in which we no longer feel pity for the sick person, who has instead

         become an object of horror. Her face was a death’s head over which was stretched skin as thin and translucent as the head

         of a drum. Her lips could no longer cover her teeth even in sleep, and under the scythe of fever, her hair had fallen away

         until only wisps remained.

      


      

      I braced my hands on the mud and wattle wall beside the door and straightened up. The boy said, ‘You see she is very sick,

         sieur. My sister.’ He held out his hand again.

      


      

      I saw it – I see it before me now – but it made no immediate impression on my mind. I could think only of the Claw; and it

         seemed to me that it was pressing against my breastbone, not so much like a weight as like the knuckles of an invisible fist.

         I remembered the uhlan who had appeared dead until I touched his lips with the Claw, and who now seemed to me to belong to

         the remote past; and I remembered the man-ape, with his stump of arm, and the way Jonas’s burns had faded when I ran the Claw

         along their length. I had not used it or even considered using it since it had failed to save Jolenta.

      


      

      Now I had kept its secret so long that I was afraid to try it again. I would have touched the dying girl with it, perhaps,

         if it had not been for her brother looking on; I would have touched the brother’s diseased eye with it if it had not been

         for the surly mason. As it was, I only labored to breathe against the force that strained my ribs, and did nothing, walking

         away downhill without noticing in what direction I walked. I heard the mason’s saliva fly from his mouth and smack the eroded

         stone of the path behind me; but I did not know what the sound was until I was almost back at the Vincula and had more or

         less returned to myself.

      




      

      IV


      

      In the Bartizan of the Vincula


      

      ‘You have company, Lictor,’ the sentry told me, and when I only nodded to acknowledge the information, he added, ‘It might

         be best for you to change first, Lictor.’ I did not need then to ask who my guest was; only the presence of the archon would

         have drawn that tone from him.

      


      

      It was not difficult to reach my private quarters without passing through the study where I conducted the business of the

         Vincula and kept its accounts. I spent the time it took to divest myself of my borrowed jelab and put on my fuligin cloak

         in speculating as to why the archon, who had never come to me before, and whom, for that matter, I had seldom even seen outside

         his court, should find it necessary to visit the Vincula – so far as I could see, without an entourage.

      


      

      The speculation was welcome because it kept certain other thoughts at a distance. There was a large silvered glass in our

         bedroom, a much more effective mirror than the small plates of polished metal to which I was accustomed; and on it, as I saw

         for the first time when I stood before it to examine my appearance, Dorcas had scrawled in soap four lines from a song she

         had once sung for me:
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