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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.
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When Pamra left Thou-ne, moving westward along the River road, some thousand of the residents of Thou-ne went after her. Most of them were provisioned to some extent, though there were some who went with no thought for food or blankets, trusting in a providence that Pamra had not promised and had evidently not even considered. Peasimy Flot, for all his seeming inanity, was well provided for. He had a little cart with things in it, things he had been putting by for some time. The widow Flot would have been surprised to find in it items that had disappeared from her home over the last fifteen years or so. There were others in Thou-ne who would have been equally surprised to find their long-lost belongings assisting Peasimy in his journey.


The procession came to Atter, and though some of the Thou-neites dropped out of the procession, many of Atter joined it. Pamra preached in the Temple there, to general acclaim. Then came Bylme and Twarn-the-little, then Twarn-the-big – where the townspeople made Pamra a gift of a light wagon in which she might ride, pulled by her followers – then a dozen more towns, and in each of them the following grew more numerous, the welcome more tumultuous. Peasimy himself began to appoint ‘messengers’ to send ahead with word of their coming. It was something that came to him, all at once. ‘Light comes,’ he told them. ‘That is what you must say.’ As time went on, the messages grew more detailed and ramified, but it was always Peasimy who sent them.


It was on a morning of threatening cloud that they left Byce-barrens for the town of Chirubel.


The storm did not precisely take them by surprise; the day had brought increasing wind and spatters of rain from very near dawn until midafternoon. Still, when in late afternoon the full fury of the wind broke over them and the skies opened, the multitude were in nowise prepared for it. Some stopped where they were, crawling under their carts or pitching their tents as best they might, to cower under them out of the worst of the downpour. Others fled into the woods, where they sought large trees or overhanging ridges. Pamra, high on her wagon, simply pointed ahead with one imperious finger, and the men who dragged the wagon, half-drowned by the water flowing over their faces, staggered on into the deluge. It was not until they stumbled into the outer wall of the Jarb House that they realized she had pointed toward it all along. Pamra came down from the wagon, and the dozen or so of them, including Peasimy Flot, struggled around the perimeter of the place looking for a door.


It opened when they pounded, warmth drifting out into the chill together with a puff of warm, dry air laden with strange smells and a haze of smoke. Peasimy coughed. Pamra pressed forward against the warding arm of the doorkeeper, the others following, gasping, wetter than fish.


They passed down a lengthy corridor into the main hall to stand there stunned at the scale of the place. It was like standing in a chimney. At one side stairs curved up to a balcony that spiraled around the open area, twisted up, and up, kept on going around and around, smaller and smaller, to the seeming limit of their eyes, where it ended in a dark glassy blot, a tented skylight black with rain. It was, Pamra thought, like being inside the trunk of a hollow tree with an opening at the top and all the tree’s denizens peering down at you. Heads lined the balconies, went away to be replaced by others, and throughout the whole great stack of living creatures came a constant rustle and mumble of talk, a bubbling pulse of communication that seemed to be one seamless fabric of uninterrupted sound.


From some of the balconies nets hung, littered with a flotsam of clothing and blankets. From other balconies long, polished poles plunged to lower levels. A brazier was alight at the center of the floor, its wraiths rising in dim veils in this towering, smokestack space.


‘Come in,’ said the Mendicant ironically. ‘So nice to have you.’


‘It is raining out there,’ announced Pamra evenly, no whit aware of the sarcasm. She drew back the cloak that had covered Lila to disclose the child, not at all discomfited by the soaking she had received.


‘Wet,’ affirmed Peasimy. ‘Dreadful wet. A great flood out of the skies. Mustn’t let her drown. Too important.’


‘Ah,’ assented the Mendicant. ‘And you are?’


‘The crusade,’ said Peasimy. ‘We are the crusade. Light comes! She is the Bearer of Truth, the very Mother of Truth.’


‘Ah,’ said the Mendicant again, frowning slightly. He had heard of this. All this segment of Northshore had heard of this, one way or the other. As one of the Order’s more trusted messengers, he had more interest in it than most. A message had come through Chiles Medman, Governor General of the Order, from Tharius Don asking the Order to assist in procuring information.


‘Trale,’ he introduced himself. ‘Mendicant brother of the Jarb. What can I offer you by way of assistance?’


‘Towels,’ said Pamra simply. ‘And a fire to dry ourselves. Something hot to drink if you have it conveniently by.’ She stared around her, up at the endless balconies where people came and went, staring down at her, leaving the railings to others who stared in their turn. Pale blots. Mouths open. Hands moving in beckoning gestures. Something distressed her, but she could not identify it. Something was wrong, missing, as though she had forgotten to put on her skirt or her tunic. She looked down at herself, puzzled. She was damp but fully dressed. Why, then, this feeling of nakedness?


Trale led them across the hall, through an arch beneath the balcony and into a wide, low room that curved away just inside the outer wall. A refectory. Pamra shivered. It was not unlike the refectory at the Tower of Baris. The smells were not unlike those smells. Cereals and soap, steam and grease, cleanliness at war with succulence. Trale beckoned to them from an angled corner, a smaller room opening off the large one, where a fire blazed brightly upon the hearth.


‘I’ll return in a moment,’ he murmured, leaving them there. Those who had drawn the cart stood back, waiting for Pamra to approach the fire. She gestured them forward. The room was warm enough without baking herself. She took off her outer clothing and spread it on a table. Her knee-length undertunic was only damp, clinging to her body like a second skin. The men turned their eyes away under Peasimy’s peremptory gaze, one of them flushing.


Trale was back in a moment with towels and a pile of loosely woven robes over one arm. He did not seem to notice Pamra’s body under the clinging fabric but merely handed her one of the robes, as impersonally as a servant. Behind him came a man and a woman, one bearing a tea service, the other a covered platter at which Peasimy looked with suspicion.


‘Jarb,’ said Trale. ‘It is our custom.’


‘We won’t—’ Pamra began.


‘No. It is our custom. With any visitor. Call it – oh, a method of diagnosis.’


‘We are not ill.’


‘The diagnosis is not always of illness. Do take tea. This is a very comforting brew. It has no medicinal qualities aside from that.’


They sat steaming before the fire, moisture rising from them and from their discarded clothing in clouds. Rain fell down the chimney, making small spitting noises in the fire. The wall at their side reverberated to the thunder outside, hummed to the bow-stroke of the wind. In the great hall the voice murmur went on and on. Beside the fire Trale knelt to scrape coals into a tiny brazier. Beside the brazier lay three oval roots, warty and blue, each the size of a fist. Jarb roots, Pamra thought. Trale peeled the roots carefully, dropping the peels into a shallow pan. When all three were peeled, he laid the roots into the ashes and began to dry the peels over the brazier, stirring them with a slender metal spoon. The woman who had brought in the tea buried the peeled roots in the ashes and turned to smile at Pamra.


‘It is only the peel which has the power of visions. Jarb root itself is delicious. The Noor eat it all the time. Have you ever tasted it?’


Pamra shook her head, oppressed once more by the sense of something missing. ‘No.’ She ate less and less as the crusade wore on. Hunger seemed scarcely to touch her. Now, for some reason, however, she felt ravenous. Perhaps it was the smoke. Perhaps the smell of food. ‘I am hungry, though.’


‘They only take a few moments to steam. Some scrape the ashes off, but I like the taste.’ She drew a pipe from her pocket and handed it to Trale, who filled it with the powdery scraps from the pan. All three had pipes, and in a moment all three were alight, seated before the fire, the smoke from the pipes floating out into the room, into the refectory, away into the chimney of the great hall. The fragrance was the same one that already permeated everything. Sweet, spicy. Pamra folded her arms on the table and laid her head upon them, suddenly both hungry and tired. She had not felt this hungry, this tired, in months. Why was she here? She thought briefly of the Gift of Potipur, wishing she were aboard, translating the murmur of Tower talk into the murmur of tidal current, the thunder outside into the creak of boat timbers. She could be there. With Thrasne. Instead of here. Beside her Lila chortled and said, clearly, ‘Over the River. Thrasne went over the River.’


Peasimy turned, his little ruby mouth open, cheeks fiery red with the drying he had given them. ‘She talked!’


Pamra nodded sleepily. ‘She does, sometimes.’


‘I hadn’t heard her before.’


‘She talks about the River a lot. Mostly that.’ She rubbed her forehead fretfully. The sweet smell of the Jarb had soaked into the top of her nose and was filling it, like syrup.


She turned to find the three smokers knocking the dottle from their pipes onto the hearth. The immediacy of the smell was dissipating.


The woman raked the baked Jarb root from the fire, brushing it off and placing it upon a little plate. This she placed before Pamra with a spoon. ‘Try a little.’


Pamra spooned off a bite, blowing on it to cool it. The root was sweet, too, but delicious. The slightly ashy taste only complemented it. She took another spoonful, then hesitated.


‘Go ahead, eat it all,’ the woman said. ‘There are people bringing plenty of food for you and for the others.’


By the fire, Trale sat, rocking back and forth.


‘Did you have a vision?’ asked Peasimy curiously, studying the man’s face.


‘Oh, yes.’


‘What was it of?’


‘Of you, Peasimy Flot. And of Pamra Don. And of what is to come.’


‘Oh!’ Peasimy clapped his hands, delighted. ‘Tell us!’


Trale shook his head. ‘I’m afraid it can’t be told. There are only colors and patterns.’


‘Red and orange and yellow of flame,’ said the woman. ‘Black of smoke.’


‘Red and orange and yellow of flowers,’ said the man. ‘Black of stony mountains.’


‘Red and orange and yellow of metal,’ said Trale. ‘Black of deep mines.’


‘That doesn’t sound like much of a vision,’ pouted Peasimy.


‘Or too much of one,’ said Pamra, one side of her mouth lifted in a half smile. The Jarb root had settled into her, making some of the same kind of happiness Glizzee spice often made. Not rapture. More a contentment. Warmth. It had been a sizable root, and her sudden hunger was appeased. She smiled again, head nodding with weariness. ‘I’m so sleepy.’


‘Come with me,’ the woman said. ‘We’ll find a place for you to rest.’


They went out into the great hall again and up the spiraling balcony. A twist and a half up the huge trunk, the woman pointed into a room where a wide bed was spread with gaily worked quilts. The door was fastened back with a strap, and the woman loosened it now, letting the door sag toward its latch.


‘Sleep. When you’ve slept enough, come back down to the place we were. I’ll be there, or Trale. Will the baby be all right, here with you?’


Pamra nodded, so weary she could hardly hold her head up. She heard the latch click as she crawled into the bed, felt Lila curl beside her with a satisfied murmur, then was gone into darkness.


Outside the room people moved to and fro, some of them pausing to stare curiously at the door before moving away to be replaced by someone else. Inside the room, Lila squirmed out of Pamra’s grasp, turned to let her feet drop off the edge of the bed, then stagger-crawled to the door to sit there with her own hands pressed to its surface, smiling, nodding, sometimes saying something to herself in a chuckling baby voice, as though she watched with her fingers what transpired outside the wooden barrier.


Below in the firelit room, the three Mendicants crouched before the fire, staring into the flames. Peasimy had fallen asleep where he sat, as had the men with him.


‘Mad,’ said Trale at last. ‘There’s no doubt.’


‘None,’ agreed the woman. ‘She hasn’t eaten for weeks or months. She’s all skin and eyes. She’s an ecstatic. A visionary. The fasting only makes it worse. The minute the smoke hit her, she felt hungry. She’s half starved herself.’


‘How long do you think we can get her to stay?’ the man asked.


‘No time at all. Tomorrow morning, perhaps. If the storm goes on, perhaps until the rain stops.’


‘Not long enough to do any good.’


‘No.’


‘It’s too bad, isn’t it?’


Trale nodded, poking at the fire. ‘Well, a time of changes is often unpleasant. I don’t see the Jarb Houses seriously threatened. Or the Mendicants.’


‘There will be a need for more houses.’ The woman made a spiraling gesture that conveyed the wholeness of the edifice with all its murmurous inhabitants.


‘Perhaps some of the people in residence will be able to leave,’ the man said. He sounded doubtful of this.


‘Some are ready to leave as Mendicants.’ Trale sighed. ‘Taking their pipes with them, as we do. The others – if they go, they go into madness once more. More houses will be needed, but it’s unlikely we’ll be able to build them.’


‘We could keep her here.’


‘By force?’ It was a question only, without emotion. But the woman flushed deep crimson. ‘I thought, persuade her, perhaps.’


‘Try,’ Trale urged her. ‘By all means, Elina, try. It has not a hope of success, but you will not be content unless you try.’


Late in the day a bell rang and people began filing down from the chimney top toward the refectory. Children leapt from the railings into nets and from these into other nets below. Some whirled down tall poles. A train of whooping boys came spinning down the spiraling banister, loud with laughter. The tables filled, and there was a clatter of bowls and spoons. Out in the chimney hall, Elina pared Jarb-root peels onto the brazier, renewing the pale wraiths of smoke which filled all the space to its high, blind skylight. Pamra opened the door of her room and came out onto the balcony to look down, Lila held high against her shoulder. Elina beckoned to them, and Lila squirmed out of Pamra’s arms, over the railing, plunging downward, arms spread as though to fly. Elina caught her, without thinking, only then turning pale with shock while the child chortled in her arms and Pamra, above, put hands to her throat as though to choke off a scream.


‘All right,’ said Lila. ‘You caught me.’


‘Did you know I would?’ the woman asked in an astonished whisper.


‘Oh, yes,’ said Lila. ‘The smoke is nice.’


Pamra was coming slowly down the twisting ramp, her eyes never leaving the child below. Lila squirmed to be put down and staggered toward the foot of the ramp, face contorted in the enormous concentration necessary to walking. She did not fall until the ramp was reached, and Pamra scooped her up.


‘Lila, don’t ever do that again.’ In her voice was all the anguish of every mother, every elder sister, all imperiousness gone. She smiled at Elina, shaking her head, and they shared the moment. Children! The things they did! It lasted only a moment.


‘I should be getting back to my people,’ Pamra said. ‘They will be wondering what has happened to me.’


‘They know you are here,’ the woman responded. ‘It is still raining. They will be more comfortable if they believe you are comfortable. Do not add your discomfort to their own by going back into the wet.’


‘You’re right, of course. And it will not hurt to have a warm meal.’ Pamra was amazed at herself, but she was hungry again. She looked around her curiously. ‘I got only the general impression before. Are all Jarb Houses built this way?’


‘Yes. So the smoke can permeate the whole structure.’


‘The smoke? I see it does. But why?’


Elina took her by the arm, drawing her close, as though they had been sisters, used to sharing confidences. ‘The Jarb smoke is said to give visions, you know? But in reality, Jarb smoke erases visions and restores reality. For those disturbed by visions of madness, the Jarb smoke brings actuality. You see that woman going into the refectory? The tall one with the wild red hair? On the outside, she is a beast who roams the forests, killing all who pursue her, sure of their ill will and obsessed by the terrors of the world. Here she is Kindle Kindness, a loving friend to half the house.’


Pamra peered at the woman, not seeming to understand what was being said.


‘Outside, she has visions of herself as a beast, of herself hunted. In the house, the smoke wipes those visions away. In here, she is only herself.’


Pamra stared at her, awareness coming to her suddenly, her face paling. ‘Neff,’ she cried. ‘Neff!’


‘Shhh,’ said Elina. ‘Shhh. There is no need to cry out.’


‘Neff! Where is he?’


Trale came from the refectory, joining them, taking Pamra’s other arm. Wearily, pointedly, with a resigned look at Elina, he said, ‘Your visions wait for you outside. They cannot come into a Jarb House.’


Pamra drew herself up, regally tall, becoming someone else. ‘Truth cannot exist in this place, can it, Mendicant? Light cannot come here? Only darkness and smoke?’


He shook his head. ‘All your – all your friends are waiting for you. Come now. There is food waiting, also.’


She shook her head at them, pityingly, but allowed them to take her to the place where Peasimy stook impatiently with the others, all standing beside their chairs, waiting for her to be seated; then all waiting until she began eating. She nodded at the others, saying, ‘Eat quickly, my friends. We must leave this place.’


‘Dark comes?’ asked Peasimy, glaring at the Mendicants. ‘Pamra?’


She shook her head. ‘They are not evil, Peasimy. They are only misled.’ She had been hungry, but now she began to toy with the food before her, obviously impatient to be gone. Elina laid a hand upon her shoulder, tears in the corners of her eyes. ‘Pamra! Courtesy! “Neff” is not impatient.’ Pamra took a bite, chewed it slowly, watching them with that same pitying gaze. Now she knew what had been missing since she had entered the house. Neff, and Delia, and her mother. Them and their voices. Gone. As though they had never been except in her memory. Did these poor smoke-blinded fools think she would let them go? Though she could not see them in this smoky haze, the center of her being clung to what she knew to be true. They – they were true. Neff was true. She took another bite, smiled at Peasimy and encouraged him to eat.


From the side of the room, Trale watched, eyes narrowed in concentration. Elina came toward him. ‘She did not make the connection with her own condition at all.’


‘Oh, yes. She knows what we tried to do. But she has rejected it.’


‘Why, Trale?’


‘Because her madness is all she has. Whatever else there might have been once has been taken away. Whatever else there might be in the future seems shoddy in comparison. Who would wed a man when one might wed an angel? Who would live as a woman when one might rule as a goddess?’


‘We could keep her here by force.’


‘Setting aside that we would break all our vows, yes. We could.’


‘In time, she would forget.’


‘Ah.’


‘She would grow accustomed.’


‘Elina.’


‘Yes, Trale.’


‘Clip the flame-bird’s wings if you must, Elina. Set it among your barnyard fowl. Tell yourself you do it to save the flame-bird’s life. But do not expect it to nest, or to sing.’


She bowed her head, very pale. At the table behind her, Pamra rose, her hand shaking as she wiped her mouth with the napkin. ‘Where are my clothes?’ she asked.


Peasimy found them for her, beside the fire, and she put them on. They were warm and dry.


‘Won’t you stay until it stops raining?’ Elina asked her. ‘Only until morning.’


‘No,’ Pamra said, her eyes darting from place to place in the high dwelling, marking it in her memory. Another time – there might be converts to be had in places like this. ‘No. Neff is waiting. Mother and Delia. They’re waiting. We have set our feet upon the road and must not leave it. This is a bad place, Elina. You should come with us. You can’t see the road from in here, Elina. Come with us…’ Her face lit from within, glowed, only for a moment, but for that moment Elina felt herself torn, wrenched, dragged to the gate of herself. Fear struck at her and she drew back.


‘No, Pamra. It is safe here. The people here find much joy and comfort.’


‘Joy,’ said Pamra. ‘Comfort!’ The scorn in her voice was palpable, an acid dripping upon those words. ‘Safety. Yes. That is what you have here.’


Peasimy was suddenly beside her, swallowing the last bite of his supper. Then they were moving toward the entrance, out across the open chimney, through the hallway, pulling at the great doors. They went into the night, a night miraculously cleared of storm, with the moons lighting the sky. Potipur, half-swollen and sullen above them to the west; Viranel a mere sickle dipping beyond the western horizon; Abricor a round melon, high in the east.


‘You see,’ said Pamra. ‘Neff has arranged it. Here he comes now.’ And she turned her radiant face to the woods, from which some invisible presence moved to join her. Elina, in the doorway, gasped, for she saw it, for that moment saw it, a towering figure of white light, golden wings outstretched, its breast stained with red.


Trale was behind her. ‘Come in, Elina.’


‘Trale, I saw…’


‘Saw what she sees. As do all those who follow her. Come in to the fire, Elina.’


Behind Pamra and the others, the doors of the Jarb House shut with a solemn clang. From the forests came the multitude, and Pamra’s heart sang. ‘Crusade,’ she called. ‘Let us go on.’
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Thrasne thought of what he was about to do somewhat as he might have regarded taking the axe to himself if he had been touched by blight. He would have rejected the intention to lop off his own leg with horror, yet he would have done it because the alternative was more terrible still.


So without enthusiasm, with a kind of deadly reluctance, he fell in with the plan to go with a group of Medoor Babji’s Melancholics on a voyage of exploration to find Southshore. He resolved upon it because staying anywhere near Pamra was more horrifying than leaving the world in which she moved. If he stayed, he would have to follow her. And it would be terrible to watch Pamra, to hear of her, to be told of the crusade. Any of these were more repugnant to him than risking his own life. He told himself he would welcome death if it meant he need not realize the danger Pamra ran and go in apprehension of that terror.


‘I love her,’ he said to Medoor Babji. ‘Whether she is mad or not. I love her.’ And he did. His loins quivered at the thought of her. He knew every curve of her body, and he dreamed of that body, waking in a shaking sweat from agonies of unfulfilled passion.


And Babji, having observed his obsession over the days that had just passed, was wise enough to hold her tongue, though she thought, Stupid man, at him, not entirely with affection. How could she blame him for this unfulfillable desire when she had a similar one of her own?


Here, in the city of Thou-ne, on the same day Pamra cried crusade in the Temple of the Moons, Medoor Babji came to Taj Noteen and gave him the tokens she carried with few words of explanation about the seeker birds, watching his face as it turned from brown to red to pallid gray, then to brown once more.


‘Deleen p’Noz,’ he said, sinking to one knee. ‘Your Gracious Highness.’ The secret Noor language was used these days only for names and titles, little else.


‘We need none of that,’ she told him firmly. ‘This is not the courts of the Noor. I do not need to hear “Deleen p’Noz” to be recalled to my duty. We are not in the audience tent of the Queen. Though I am the Queen’s chosen heir, we are here, Noteen, in Thou-ne, as we were this morning when you whacked me with your whip stock. I’ve told you what we are to do. I want you to pick me a crew to go. Thrasne will need his own boatmen, and we cannot expect to live on the deck if there is storm or rough weather. We must limit our numbers, therefore, to the space available. Thrasne kindly offers us the owner-house. There are three rooms for sleeping, with two bunks in each room. There is an office and a salon. Not large. We can have none among us who will cause dissension.’


‘Not Riv Lymeen, then,’ he mused. ‘How about old Porabji?’


‘He has a good mind,’ she assented. ‘Which we may need far more than a young man’s strength. Yes.’


Noteen thought about it. ‘Do we need a recorder? Someone to keep an account? A journal of the voyage?’


She thought a moment, then nodded. Queen Fibji had not commanded it, yet it was something that should be done.


‘Then Fez Dooraz. He was clerk at the courts for ten years as a younger man. He looks as though a breath would blow him over, but he’s the most literate of all of us.’


She suggested, ‘Lomoz Borab is sound. And what about Eenzie?’


‘Eenzie the Clown?’


‘I’d like one more woman along, Noteen. And Eenzie makes us all laugh. We may need laughter.’


He assented. ‘Six, then. Porabji, Dooraz, Borab, and Eenzie. You, Highness. And me.’


‘You, Noteen?’


‘I will send the troupe back to the steppes. Nunoz can take them.’


‘I had not thought of you, Noteen.’


‘You object?’ He asked it humbly enough.


She thought of this. He had not bullied her more than he had bullied anyone else. She could detect no animosity against him in herself. ‘Why not. And I have a thought about it, Noteen. You will command our group. So far as they are concerned, Queen Fibji’s message came to you.’


He thought on this, overcoming his immediate rejection of the idea as he confronted her thoughtful face. It might be better, he thought to himself, if no one knew who Medoor Babji was. ‘It might be safer for you,’ he murmured.


‘I was not thinking of that,’ she said, ‘so much as the comfort of the voyage. We have done well enough with me as a novice. Why complicate things?’


‘Thrasne owner doesn’t know?’


‘I told him we were ordered to go. I didn’t tell him the seeker birds came to me, or what words they carried.’


‘Do you have enough coin to pay him?’


‘Strange though it may seem, Taj Noteen, he isn’t doing it for coin, or at least not primarily for coin, but yes. I have enough.’ Among the tokens she carried was one that would open the coffers of money lenders in Thou-ne. The Noor had accounts in many parts of Northshore.


‘We’ll need more yet for stores. How long a voyage do we plan?’


‘Queen Fibji commands us to provision for a year. A full year. We will need most of the hold space for stores. Thrasne knows that.’


‘Well then, I’ll get Dooraz and Porabji ready. They’re good storesmen, both of them.’


And it began.


Thrasne talked to the crew. He didn’t give them his reasons, just told them they’d be well paid. Several of the men told him they’d go ashore, thanks for everything but they were not really interested in a voyage that long. Thrasne nodded and let them go. The others chewed it over for a time.


‘You’ll want me to replace the ones that left,’ Obers-rom said at last. ‘We’ll need full crew, Thrasne owner. I don’t suppose those blackfaces will be up to much in the way of helping on a boat.’


‘I don’t suppose so. And we’d better get in the habit of callin’ ’em by their names, Obers-rom. Or just say “Noor.” They count that as polite.’


Obers-rom agreed. He hadn’t meant anything by it. Boatmen weren’t bigoted. They couldn’t be. They’d never make a copper if they couldn’t deal with all kinds.


And it was Obers-rom who worked with Zyneem Porabji and Fez Dooraz – they were Obbie and Zynie and Fez within the day – to fill the Gift of Potipur’s holds. From the purveyors and suppliers they ordered dried fish and pickled fish and salted fish, grain in bulk, grain in dry cakes, and grain in flour, dried fruit, jam, hard melons, half barrels of slib roots – ready to sprout salad whenever they were wet down, even with the brackish River water. They ordered smoked shiggles, procured by Fez from some unspecified source along with kegs of Jarb roots. They bought sweetening and spices and kegs of oil, both oil for cooking and for the lanterns and stove. They paid for bolts of pamet cloth and coils of rope, extra lines for fishing, and bags of frag powder. They bought a pen of fowl for the rear deck with snug, watertight nesting boxes, and the cooper began making an endless series of kegs for fresh drinking water.


They ordered spices and medicines, a set of new pans for the cook, and supplementary tools for the carpenter’s locker.


Not all of this was available in Thou-ne. Some of it was mustered mysteriously by the Noor and arrived as mysteriously on other boats coming from the east. This meant delay, and more delay, but the Noor were patient, more patient than Thrasne owner, who wanted only to put some great challenge like an impenetrable wall between himself and the way Pamra had gone. The harder he worked, the less he thought of her, yet he could not give up thinking of her entirely and went each day to the marketplace, asking for news of her, unable to tell truth from rumor when news was given.


And in between times he sat in his cubby or alone in his watching place and distracted himself by writing in his book. Though, as it happened, sometimes the things he wrote were not a distraction at all but led him deep within himself to the very things he would rather not have thought of.




3


Talker of the Sixth Degree, by the grace of Potipur articulate, Sliffisunda of the Gray Talons perched in the entryway of his aerie waiting for the approach of the delegation. He had asked for a report on the herd beasts, and the keepers had told him they would send a delegation. From the north-lands somewhere, wherever it was they kept the young animals they had taken. So, let them send their delegation and be quick about it. Sliffisunda was hungry. They had brought him a new meat human just that afternoon, and he could hear it moving about in his feeding trough. It made him salivate disgustingly, and the drool leaked from his beak onto his feet, making them itch.


Rustling on the rampway. Wings at far aperture. So, they were assembling. Now they approached. Stillisas, Talker of the Fifth Degree. Two fours, Shimmipas and Slooshasill. He knew them, but then… he knew all Talkers. There were only some fifteen hundred of them in the whole world, divided among the Gray, Black, Blue, and Red Talons, the only four that had not been allowed to fall into ruin at time of hunger. Well.


‘Uplifted One.’ Stillisas bowed, tail tucked tight to show honor. The others, one on either side, bowed as deeply.


‘So,’ Stillisunda croaked. ‘Stillisas. You have something to report to me.’


‘About young thrassil and weehar, Uplifted One. We have six of each animal. One male, five females of each. They are carefully hidden. I have just come from place. By next summer they will be of age to breed. Slave humans say we must capture other males, next year or year after, if herds are to grow strong. No more females are needed.’


‘And how long, Stillisas, before we may dispense with shore-fish?’ Many of the Thraish had adopted the Noor word for the human inhabitants of Northshore. It conveyed better than any other word his feelings for humans. Shore-fish. Offal. To be eaten only when one must.


‘Realistically, Uplifted One, about fifteen years. And then only under most rigid controls. There is already some trouble with fliers assigned to me as help. Fliers must be prepared for restraint. Fliers must be sensible!’


Sliffisunda twitched in irritation, depositing shit to show the extent of his offendedness. ‘You may leave that to Sixth Degree, Stillisas. To those of us who no longer share meat.’


Stillisas flushed red around his beak. It was true. Stillisas did share meat with others, one wriggling body for four or five Fifth Degree Talkers instead of having one for each of them. Only the Sixth Degree could eat in dignified privacy, without the stink of others’ saliva on their food. He should not have spoken so. He abased himself now, crouching in the female mating position while Sliffisunda flapped twice, accepting the subordination.


‘If all goes well, there will be herd of some sixty to eighty thousand in thirteen years, Uplifted One. Weehar females often throw twins, according to sloosil, captured humans. At Thraish present numbers, fifty thousand animals will be needed annually to feed Thraish people. In fourteenth or fifteenth year, that many may be slaughtered.’


‘Enough if horgha sloos, sharing meat,’ sneered Sliffisunda. He shat again. ‘And if Thraish do not share?’


‘Many years longer, Uplifted One. One and one-half million animals each year would be needed if all are to have fresh meat, without sharing.’


‘At Thraish present numbers.’


‘Yes, Uplifted One.’


Sliffisunda hissed. There were only seventy some-odd thousand of the Thraish. Only fifteen hundred of them were Talkers. At one time there had been almost a million fliers. But it would take two hundred million weehar and thrassil slaughtered a year to support that many. Dared he dream of that?


Power. Power over many. What power was it to be Talker over this pitiful few? He dreamed of the ancient days when wings had filled the skies of Northshore, when wings had flown over the River, perhaps to the fabled lands of the south, in the days before the fear came to prevent their flying over the River at all. But why not? There had been that many once. If the fliers had stopped breeding when the Talkers suggested it, all would have been well. So, somehow the fliers must be brought under control. It would require some new laws, some new legends. The opaque film slid across his eyes as he connived. An elite order of fliers to carry out will of Talkers. Breeding rights given as awards for service. Eggs destroyed if flier did not obey. Number carefully controlled. And yet, that number could be larger than at present. Much larger.


He came to himself with a shudder. Those crouched before him pretended not to notice his abstraction, though he glared at them for a long moment, daring them to speak.


‘Tell me of disturbance among the sloosil,’ he asked at last. ‘I hear there is disorder among humans, near Black Talons, in places called Thou-ne and Atter.’


‘It is same person as before,’ murmured Slooshasill. ‘Uplifted One sought same person in year past. Human called Pamra Don.’


So. Human called Pamra Don. Human who emptied pits in Baris. ‘Rivermen!’ Sliffisunda hissed. It took him a time to recognize that the three before him had not replied. Contradiction? ‘Talkers do not agree?’


‘Pits are full,’ ventured Shimmipas. ‘Full. Fliers gorge.’


‘Not Rivermen.’ Sliffisunda almost crouched in amazement, catching himself only just in time. ‘Tell!’


‘Procession.’ The Talker shrugged. ‘Many humans walking. At sunset Pamra Don speaks to them.’


‘Words?’


‘Tells of Holy Sorters in sky. Tells of Protector of Man. Says humans must know truth. Says will tell Protector of Man.’


‘Shimness,’ snorted Sliffisunda. It was the name of a legendary Thraish flier, one who had always accomplished the opposite of what he tried. In common parlance it meant ‘crazy’ or ‘inept,’ and it was in this sense Sliffisunda used it now.


‘Pits are full,’ Shimmipas repeated stubbornly. ‘If procession goes on, more pits will be full.’


Sliffisunda looked narrowly at the others. They dropped their eyes, appropriately wary.


‘See with eyes,’ Sliffisunda said at last. It was all he could do. In the room behind him the chains in the meat trough rattled, reminding him of hunger. He drooled, dismissing the delegation, and returned to his own place. They had brought him a young one this time. Soft little breasts, tasty. Tasty rump. The Tears had softened it nicely, and the mindless eyes rolled wildly as he tore at the flesh. It screamed, and he shut his eyes, imagining a weehar in his claws. It, too, would scream. Why, then, did these human cries always annoy him? He tore the throat out, cutting off the sound, irritated beyond measure, no longer enjoying the taste.


He went to his spy hole and looked out upon the sky. The delegation was just leaving, three Talkers and three ordinary fliers, flying east along the River against a sky of lowering storm. Foolish to fly in this weather. They could be blown out over water. Sliffisunda postulated, not for the first time, where the fear had come from that prevented the Thraish from flying over water at all. Survival, he told himself. During Thraish-human wars, many Thraish ate fish. Other Thraish killed them. Only Thraish who did not eat fish survived. Perhaps reason some Thraish did not eat fish then was fear of water.


It was possible. Anything was possible. Even this thing in Thou-ne and Atter was possible.


He would go to Black Talons. He would see for himself.
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The Council of Seven was gathered in the audience hall of the Chancery, the round council table set just outside the curtained niche where Lees Obol lay. By an exercise of willful delusion, one could imagine the Protector of Man as part of the gathering. The chair nearest the niche was empty. Perhaps the Protector occupied it spiritually. Or so, at least, Shavian Bossit amused himself by thinking.


As for the other six, they were present in reality. Tharius Don, fidgeting in his chair as though bitten by fleas. Gendra Mitiar, driving invisible creatures from the crevasses of her face with raking fingers. General Jondrigar, his pitted gray skin twitching in the jellied light. Koma Nepor, Ezasper Jorn. And, of course, Shavian himself. A second ring of chairs enclosed the first, occupied by functionaries and supporting members of the Chancery staff. So, Tharius had invited Bormas Tyle to attend, though Bormas was a supporter of Bossit’s and Tharius knew it. Gendra had her majordomo, three district supervisors, and her Noor slave to lend her importance, though Jhilt squatted on the floor behind the second ring of chairs, conscious of her inferiority in this exalted gathering.


Koma Nepor and Ezasper Jorn supported one another. And Chiles Medman, the governor general of the Jarb Mendicants, was there – supporting whom? Shavian wondered. The Jarb Mendicants were tolerated by the Chancery, even used by the Chancery from time to time, but they could not be considered a part of the hierarchy. So what was Medman here for? Supporting some faction? There were three factions, at least. Tharius, the enigma, who would do the gods knew what if he were in power. Gendra, advocate of increasing the elixir supply and the power of the Chancery with it, and of increased repression. She enjoyed that. And Bossit himself, practical politician, who plotted enslavement of the Thraish and no more of their bloody presumption. And old Obol, of course, behind the curtains, lying in his bed like a bolster, barely breathing.


The general had no faction. His Jondarites stood around the hall as though carved of black stone. The scales of their fishskin jerkins gleamed in the torchlight; their high plumes nodded ebon and scarlet. Their axes were of fragwood, toothed with obsidian. Only their spear points were of metal. From time to time the general pivoted, surveying each of them as though to find some evidence of slackness. He found none. The soldiers in the audience hall were a picked troop. If any among them had been capable of slackness, that tendency was long since conquered.


‘Let’s get to it,’ Shavian muttered at last, tapping his gavel on the hollow block provided for it. It made a clucking, minatory sound, and they all looked up, startled.’ We are met today to consider the matter of this “crusade” – preached and led by one Pamra Don. I might say, this person is the same Pamra Don who caused us some difficulty a year or so ago.’ He stared at Gendra, letting his silence accuse her.


She bridled. ‘You know we’ve set Laughers after her, Bossit. Including that Awakener from Baris. Potipur knows he would give his life to get his hands on her. His search must have been out of phase. Evidently she has been behind him the whole time.’


‘Behind him, or on the River, or hidden by Rivermen, what matter which,’ Shavian sneered, annoyed with her. ‘The fact is, she avoided him, him and all the others who were looking for her. She came to surface in a town where no Laughers were, a town from which your representative had only recently departed, a town ripe for ferment because of some damned statue the superstitious natives had found in the River.’


‘The Jondarites should have stopped it,’ growled Gendra through her teeth, glaring at the general. ‘Why have Jondarites in all the towns otherwise…’


‘The Jondarites have no orders concerning crusades,’ said the general in an expressionless voice. ‘They are ordered to put down insurrection. There was no insurrection. They are ordered to punish disrespect of the Protector of Man. No disrespect is being shown, rather the contrary. They are told to quell heresy. There has been no heresy they could detect. The woman spoke of lies told to the Protector, of plots against the Protector.’ His eyes glowed red as he spoke. Who knew better than he of the lies that surrounded Lees Obol? Who knew better than he of the actuality of conspiracies? Scarcely a day went by that Jondrigar did not uncover a plot against the Protector. The mines had their share of Chancery conspirators he had unearthed.


‘Enough,’ rapped Shavian. ‘Recriminations will not help us.’


‘Where is the crusade now?’ Tharius Don asked, knowing the answer already but wishing to get the conversation away from those around the table and onto something less emotionally charged. He was rigid in his chair, yet twitchy, full of nervous energy. New adherents to the cause were being reported almost daily. For reasons he could not admit even to himself, he had been delaying the strike for months, and it could not be put off much longer. With every week that passed, the fear of discovery grew more imminent and compelling. In his heart he thanked the gods for the crusade, even though it had put Pamra Don at risk. It had drawn the Chancery’s attention, for a time. ‘What’s the name of the town?’


‘A few days ago, she was in Chirubel,’ Bossit answered in a weary, irritated voice. He did not want the fliers stirred up any more than they were, and though this matter had not yet seemed to upset them, who knew what it might mean in the future. And with Lees Obol failing so fast… though he had only the Jondarites’ word for that. No one else could get nearer to him than across the room. He shook his head and rasped, ‘A watchtower relay brought word. The pits in Chirubel are full. There was a great storm there, and many of her followers died.’


‘Died?’ Tharius had not heard this.


‘Old people, mostly. The great mob of them have no proper provision of food or shelter. The towns have been instructed to put their own surplus foodstuffs under guard, and the Jondarites have been ordered to prevent looting. So, there is a good deal of hunger. Which begets a regrettable tendency to eat off the land, as it were.’


‘Violence?’


‘Some. Fights break out. Mostly the deaths are old people dying of lung disease brought on by cold and hunger. Some younger ones, too, through accidents or violence. Some children and babies, the same.’


‘So, the pits are full,’ Gendra mused. ‘Well, the fliers wanted the quota of bodies increased. They should be happy.’


‘Ezasper Jorn,’ queried Bossit, ‘what mood are the fliers in?’


Jorn, huddled in his chair wrapped in three layers of blankets, blinked owlishly at them from his cavern of covers. ‘Voiceless as mulluks. They may not understand what’s going on so far as a crusade is concerned. They don’t seem curious, but then they’ve seen these little skirmishes before. We’ve had intertown wars; we’ve had rebellions put down by the Towers. That kind of thing has filled the worker pits from time to time over the centuries, so they might not think much of it. In short, they do not seem to be concerned. It’s a local phenomenon, after all.’


‘They’ll scarcely change their reproductive habits on the basis of this temporary glut, which, at most, affects ten or a dozen towns.’ Koma Nepor was using his best pedant’s voice, reserved for meetings such as this where chortle and giggle would not serve. ‘I agree with Jorn. They’ll stuff themselves for a time; then the movement or whatever it is will fizzle out as these things always do; and they’ll go back to normal.’


‘Hungry normal,’ commented Gendra with a vast grinding of teeth. ‘In those towns, at least. With all the oldsters gone, the death rate will be low for a time.’ She reflected upon this. There was no reason the average life-span should not be somewhat shortened. For parents, say, fifteen years after the birth of the last child. Or even twelve. For nonreproducers, earlier, unless they filled some important niche in the town economy. She would send word to the Towers. Fuller pits around the world would please the fliers, and if she could start currying the favor of the Talkers even now…
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