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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.












 


 


 


 


BEHOLD NOW BEHEMOTH
which I made with thee. …
He is the chief of the ways of God.
The Book of Job
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Dawn on Dinadh.


Deep in the canyonlands shadow lies thickly layered as fruit-tree leaves in autumn. High on the walls the sun paints stripes of copper and gold, ruby and amber, the stones glowing as though from a forge, hammered here and there into mighty arches above our caves. Inside the caves, the hives spread fragrant smoke, speak a tumult of little drums, breathe the sound of bone flutes. Above all, well schooled, the voice of the songfather soars like a crying bird:


‘The Daylight Woman, see how she advances, she of the flowing garments, she of the golden skin and shining eye. …’


I do not speak with Daylight Woman. I revere her, as do all Dinadhi, but it is Weaving Woman I plead with, am pleading with. Origin of all patterns, I pray, let my shuttle carry brightness!


Each morning before first light, songfather comes to the lip of our cave, where it pushes out, pouting above the darkness below. There he stands, hearing the far faint sounds of daysongs from the east, raising his voice when first light touches the rimrock above, using his song to coax the light down the great wall. Today I stand unnoticed in the shadow beside the hive, listening as the song flows north and east and west into a dozen canyons, past a hundred hives, stirring reverberations and resonances, joining a great warp and woof of sound that follows Daylight Woman’s eternal march westward. Dawnsong, so the songfather tells us, endlessly circles our world like the belt that runs from the treadle to the wheel, and thus Dinadh is never without welcome to the Lady of Light.


One time we had another lady. One time we had another father, too, but they were relinquished long ago, when the terrible choice was made. Though the songfathers assure us we were made for that choice, we people, we women, sometimes I grieve over it. Sometimes in the night, darkness speaks to me, and the stars call my name. Saluez, they cry, Saluez, look at us, look at all the mysteries in the night. …


But still we have appropriate and sufficient deities. We have Weaving Woman and Brother and Sister Rain, and many others. And Lady Day. In darkness, one could step into error. In cloud or fog – rare enough anywhere on Dinadh – one could stray from the right path. Led by Daylight Woman, we walk only the chosen trail, the wise way, and each morning and evening the songfathers celebrate her shining path.


‘The lighted path, the chosen way,’ intones Hallach, in the words I had anticipated. I hear those words coming back from farther north, where the canyon rim is lower and comes later into the light. Though it sounds like an echo, it is being sung by the songfather of Damanbi. From where I stand I can hear light welcomed not only from Damanbi but also from beyond it, from Dzibano’as and Hamam’n. When the wind blows from the east, we hear the song from Chacosri, around the corner in Black-soil canyon.


I am not the only listener. Inside the hive everyone is gathered behind the doorskins listening, waiting the time of release. Children jitter impatiently. Some men and women paint their faces to ready themselves for the day. Old people with many tasks confronting them stand stolidly, wishing the welcome finished.


And I, Saluez? I wish it could go on forever. I wish the moment could stand frozen in time and not move at all.


‘See her rise,’ sings Hallach. ‘See her dance in garments of fire. See dark withdraw, exposing the world to her grace.’


It is planting season, a time to consider fecundity; so songfather sings now to Brother Big Rain, begging for storm upon the heights, and to Sister Deep Rain, begging for long slow drizzle that will wet the canyons and fill the springs. He mentions the top spring and pool, the lower spring and pool, the waterfall that spreads its moist lace over the rock, the wetness of the bottomland where the summer crops will grow. He sings to Weaving Woman of the pattern of foods eaten at different seasons.


No doubt songfather is eager for summer food, as we all are. We are all sick of winter-fungus, life-bread, grown in the hives during cold time, using the warmth of our bodies, the waste of our bodies to feed itself. It has no taste. It keeps us alive, but it gives no pleasure. During winter, all the pleasurable food must be saved for others, for there are worse things than mere tastelessness.


But soon the time of winter-fungus will be past. First-water has already been carried to the fruit trees, to wake them from winter. Now songfather sings of damp soil, the feel of it, the perfume of unfolding blossoms, continuing this litany until light falls on his face. He opens his soft, fleece outer robe and his patterned cotton inner robe, exposing bare flesh to the light, closing his eyes as he feels the warmth move from chest to belly to thigh. When it reaches his knees, he looks downward through slitted lids, not to miss the moment the sun touches his feet. The final words of the song must be timed properly.


‘… even as she has commanded, step into her day! Go forth!’


The song ends as all morning songs end, when light lies on the feet of the singer. Hah-Hallach, songfather of Cochim-Mahn, turns and steps forward onto daylight, seeing the way clearly. The musicians on the roof of the song-study house have been waiting for this. The bone flute shrieks, the panpipes make their breathy sound, the gongs tremble, the little drums, with a final flourish, tum-te-tum into silence. Only then the poisoned doorskins are set aside by careful hands, and people pour from the hive, the sound of day voices bubbling up like water in the spring. Now are talking voices, voices for the light, stilled since dark came. They speak of planting maish and melons. They ask who left a water bowl outside all night. They rise in annoyance at children, and children’s voices respond after the manner of children.


And I? I wait until songfather sees me standing there, where I have been since before light, my head bent down, trying not to tremble, for it would not be fitting for songfather to see me tremble.


‘Songfather,’ I murmur.


‘Girl,’ says Hah-Hallach, who until yesterday called me Saluez, sweet Sally-girl, who until yesterday was Grandpa, who until yesterday would have put arms about me, holding me.


Am I different today from yesterday? I am still Saluez, granddaughter of his heart, so songfather has said to me, manytime, many-time. Am I changed? Am I not still myself, the self I grew to be? Until yesterday, I knew who Saluez was. Until yesterday, when Masanees told me it was certain:


‘You are with child,’ she said, gripping my shoulders to help me control my shaking.


I cried then. I was too proud to scream, but I cried, and Masanees wiped my face and cuddled me close as only women will cuddle me close now, only women who know. I had not wanted to be this way. I was not ready for this. Some say there are herbs one can take, but such things are only whispered. The songfathers do not allow it; they say we were made for fecundity, such is the purpose of the pattern, so the Gracious One has spoken. They tell us how all nature is made the same, every tree with its fruit, every blossom with its bee. So every girl must take a lover, once she is able.


I said no, no, no. My friend Shalumn said no, no, no. We were enough for one another, she and I. But this young man said yes, yes, yes. And that young man said yes, yes, yes. And Chahdzi father looked at me beneath his eyebrows, so. So, I picked the one who was least annoying, and it was done. I had a lover. If all went well, soon I would have a husband. When the seed sprouts, Dinadhis say, then the gardeners join their hands and dance. Their hands, and other parts as well. I take no great pleasure in that thought. First loving is, as the old women say, fairly forgettable. Nor is there any pleasure in the thought of what comes between.


So, now I am with child and am no longer favorite anything to Hallach, songfather. Now I become part of the promise, part of the covenant, part of the choice. For this time between the planting and the dancing, only that. Nothing more.


‘A day has been appointed for you,’ says songfather, not looking at me.


I feel myself shake all over, like a tree in wind, like a newborn little wool-beast experiencing the coldness of air for the first time. Is it fear I feel, or is it anger at their pushing me so? ‘Soon you will be old enough. Soon you will have a lover. Soon you will have a husband. It is the way of Dinadh.’ I learned these words when I was first able to talk. Now it is all I can do to stand until the shudder passes, leaving me chilled beneath the sun.


‘You are prepared?’ It is the ritual question.


‘Songfather,’ I say, ‘I am prepared.’ The words are the correct words. I have been trained since babyhood to say those words, but no amount of training has made them sound sincere, not even to me! What is it I am supposed to be prepared for? No one will say. They whisper. They hint. But no one ever says!


‘You were made for this,’ he says solemnly. ‘As the Gracious One has told us, you were made for the giving of this gift. Who will go with you?’


I say, ‘Masanees, sister-mother.’ Masanees has done this thing before, several times, successfully! She is of my mother’s generation, though my mother is gone.


Hah-Hallach knows all this. ‘She will watch over you,’ he says, approvingly.


‘Yes, songfather.’ I suppose she will.


‘Attend to the day. Soon you will go and our songs will go with you.’ He strides past me, toward the song-study house.


So. The Gracious One has been mentioned in passing. I have fulfilled my destiny and said my words. The songfather has said his words. Sweet-Sally and Grandpa have said no words at all. The thing is resolved upon, whatever the thing is, and all Dinadhi know their parts in the pattern. They are they, and I am Saluez, who turns and goes back into the hive, for there is much preparation to be made.


Still I cannot keep my head from going back, far back to let my eyes look high, there, among the rimrock, among all those piles of stones where stands the House Without a Name. It has stood there since the Dinadhi came to this place. One stands above every hive. This was the choice we were offered by the Gracious One. This is the choice we made, so songfather says. We people of Dinadh.


But deep inside me I say no! No! This is not the choice I made. I had no part in it. You songfathers made this choice for me, and I have no part in it at all!




Songfather spoke to me at Cochim-Mahn on Dinadh. In another place another man spoke to another woman. That place was the city of Alliance Prime on the world now called Alliance Central. The world had once been called earth, when Alliance Central was only a department, a bureaucracy, that grew and grew until all the earth was covered by Alliance Central and no one called it earth anymore. So I have been taught, as all Dinadhi children are taught, for Dinadh is a member of the Alliance.


The powerful man was the Procurator himself, and the woman was Lutha Tallstaff. She was part of a happening thing and I was part of the same happening thing, a branching of the pattern, as we say, though she and I knew nothing of one another at the time. While we live, say the weavers, we are only the shuttles, going to and fro, unable to see the pattern we are making, unaware of other shuttles in the weft. After years we can look back to see the design we have made, the pattern Weaving Woman intended all along. A time comes when one sees that pattern clear, and then one says, remember this, remember that; see how this happened, see how that happened. Remember what the songfather said, what the Procurator said.


What he first said was, ‘You knew Leelson Famber.’


It was a statement of fact, though he paused, as one does when expecting an answer.


Lutha Tallstaff contented herself with a slight cock of her head, meaning all right, so? She was annoyed. She felt much put upon. She was tired of the demands made upon her. Anyone who would send invigilators to drag her from her bath and supper – not literally drag, of course, though it felt like it – to this unscheduled and mysterious meeting at Prime needed no help from her! Besides, she’d last seen Leelson four years ago.


‘You knew Famber well.’ This time he was pushing.


Skinny old puritan, Lutha thought. Of course she had known Leelson well.


‘We were lovers once,’ she replied, without emphasis, letting him stew on that as she stared out the tall windows over the roofs of Alliance Prime upon Alliance Central.


A single ramified city-structure, pierced by transport routes, decked with plazas, fountains, and spires, flourished with flags, burrowed through by bureaucrats, all under the protective translucence of the Prime-dome, higher and more effulgent than those covering the urbs. The planet had been completely homo-normed for centuries. Nothing breathed upon it but man and the vagrant wind, and even the wind was tamed beneath the dome, a citywide respiration inhaled at the zenith and exhaled along the circumference walls into the surrounding urbs with their sun-shielded, pallid hordes. Lutha, so she would tell me, had a large apartment near the walls: two whole rooms, and a food dispenser and sleeping cubicles and an office wall. The apartment had a window scene, as well, one that could create a forest or a meadow or a wide, sun-drenched savanna, complete with creatures. Lutha sometimes wondered what it would be like to actually live among other creatures. Came a time she and I laughed ruefully about that, a time when we knew all too well what it was like!


On that day, however, she was not thinking of creatures as she remained fixed by the Procurator’s expectant eyes. He was waiting for more answer than she had given him thus far.


She sighed, already tired of this. ‘Why is my relationship with Leelson Famber any concern of yours?’


‘I … that is, we need someone who … was connected to him.’


Only now the tocsin. ‘You knew Leelson Famber,’ he’d said. ‘You knew him.’


‘Why!’ she demanded with a surge of totally unexpected panic. ‘What’s happened to him?’


‘He’s disappeared.’


She almost laughed, feeling both relief and a kind of pleasure at thinking Leelson might be injured, or ill, or maybe even dead. So she told me.


‘But you were lovers!’ I cried in that later time. ‘You said you were made for each other!’


So we believe, we women of Dinadh, who sit at the loom to make an inner robe for our lovers or our children or our husbands or ourselves, beginning a stripe of color, so, and another color, so, with the intent that they shall come together to make a wonderful pattern at the center, one pattern begetting another. So people, too, can be intended to come together in wonder and joy.


So I pleaded with her, dismayed. ‘Didn’t you love him? Didn’t he love you?’


‘You don’t understand,’ she cried. ‘We’d been lovers, yes! But against all good sense! Against all reason. It was like being tied to some huge stampeding animal, dragged along, unable to stop!’ She panted, calming herself, and I held her, knowing very well the feeling she spoke of. I, too, had felt dragged along.


‘Besides,’ she said, ‘I was sick of hearing about Leelson! Him and his endless chain of triumphs! All those dramatic disappearances, those climactic reappearances, bearing wonders, bearing marvels. The Roc’s egg. The Holy Grail.’


‘Truly?’ I asked. Even I had heard of the Holy Grail, a mystical artifact of the Kristin faith, a religion mostly supplanted by Firstism, though it is practiced by some remote peoples still. ‘Practiced,’ we say of all religions but that of the Gracious One. ‘Because they haven’t got it right yet.’ It is the kind of joke our songfathers tell.


But Lutha shook her head at me, crying angrily, saying well, no, not the Holy Grail. But Leelson had found the Sword of Salibar, and the Gem of Adalpi. And there was that business about his fetching home the Lost King of Kamir. Well, we knew what came of that!


Perhaps the Procurator understood her ambivalence, for he lurched toward her, grimacing. ‘Sorry!’ He chewed his lip, searching for words, his twisted body conveying more strain than the mere physical. ‘I perceive the fact of his disappearance does not convey apprehension.’


‘His disappearance alone does not make me apprehensive,’ Lutha drawled, emulating his stuffy manner. Though it annoyed the Fastigats, who claimed intuition as a province solely theirs, even laymen could play at inferences. ‘I gather from your obvious distress, however, that his disappearance does not stand alone.’


Seeming not to notice her sarcasm, he gestured toward the wide chairs he had ignored since she entered the room. ‘Sit down, please, do. Forgive my rudeness. I haven’t had time for niceties lately. Let me order refreshment.’


‘If it pleases you.’ She was starved, but damned if she’d let him know it.


‘I hope it will please us both. Today … today could use some leavening of pleasure, even if it is only a little fragrance, a little savor.’


She seated herself as he murmured rapidly into his collar-link before scrambling into the chair across from her, a spindly lopsided figure, his awkwardness made more evident by the skintight uniform. When in the public gaze, draped in ceremonial robes or tabards or togas or what-have-you, even elderly bureaucrats could look imposing enough, but without the draperies, in official skinnies with their little potbellies or saggy butts fully limned, many of them were a little ridiculous. Even the Fastigats. So she said of him.


He, peering nearsightedly at her, saw wings of white hair at either side of her face, stark against otherwise char-black tresses, a bed-of-coals glow warming the brown matte skin at lip and cheek: forge lights, comforting or burning. He saw her square, possibly stubborn jaw. He looked into her eyes, a dark warm gray, almost taupe, showing more anger and pain than he had expected. No doubt the Procurator saw it all. If he cared about such things, no doubt he thought what I thought: how lovely! Though perhaps he had less reason than I to value loveliness.


So he looked at her but did not speak again until the almost invisible shadows had fetched fragrant teas and numerous small plates of oddments, something to suit every taste. Lutha averted her eyes from the food items that were still moving or all-too-recently dead and concentrated on the tray of small hot tarts set conveniently at her elbow. The aroma and taste were irresistible.


‘You have some problem concerning Leelson Famber?’ she prompted, brushing crumbs from her lips with one of the folded finan skins provided as napkins, soft and silky to the touch. On its own world, the finan is rare, almost extinct. Using its skins for napkins would be a conceit had the animal not been made for that purpose, as the Firsters aver. They are the hierarchs of homo-norm, of whom there are many, even upon Alliance Central. Besides, the finans’ genetic pattern had been saved in the computers at Prime. So Lutha told me.


Instead of answering, the Procurator asked, ‘Are you familiar with what is now called the “Ularian crisis”?’


Familiar, Lutha thought. Now there was a word. The crisis had been when? Almost a century ago. And on the frontier, to boot. Why in the world would a linguist like herself – a document expert, yes, but withal a mere functionary – be expected to be ‘familiar’ with such distant and ancient history?


She put her mind in neutral and stared at the table, noticing the foods she found most attractive were now closer to her and the disgusting dishes had been removed. How did the shadows know? Was her face that easy to read? Or were the shadows taught to interpret the almost imperceptible twitches and jerks most people made without realizing it. Were they empaths, like Fastigats? Perhaps they actually were Fastigats, turned invisible as penance for some unseemly behavior. Fastigats were great ones for seemliness.


What had the old man been talking of? Of course. ‘Ularian crisis,’ she said. ‘Around twenty-four hundred of the common era, a standard century ago, give or take a little. Alliance frontier worlds in the Hermes Sector were overrun by a race or force or something called Ularians.’ She paused, forehead wrinkled. ‘Why was it named that?’


‘The first human populations that vanished were in a line, a vector, that led toward the Ular Region,’ he replied.


She absorbed the fact. ‘So, this something wiped all human life off a dozen worlds or systems or—’


The Procurator gestured impatiently at this imprecision.


She gave him a half smile, mocking his irritation. ‘Well, a dozen somethings, Procurator – you asked what I knew and I’m telling you.’ She resumed her interrupted account, ‘Sometime later the Ularians went away. Thereafter, briefly, occurred the Great Debate, during which the Firster godmongers said Ularians didn’t exist because the universe was made for man, and the Infinitarians said Ularians could exist because everything is possible. Both sides wrote volumes explaining Ularians or explaining them away – on little or no evidence, as I recall – and the whole subject became so abstruse that only scholars care one way or the other.’


The Procurator shook his head in wonder. ‘You speak so casually, so dis-respectfully of it.’


She considered the matter ancient history. ‘I shouldn’t be casual?’


He grimaced. ‘At the time humans – at least those who knew what was going on – feared for the survival of the race.’


‘Was it taken that seriously?’ she asked, astonished.


‘It was by Alliance Prime, by those who knew what was happening! All that saved us from widespread panic was that the vanished settlements were small and few. Publicly, the disappearances were blamed on environmental causes, even though people vanished from every world in Hermes Sector – that is, every one but Dinadh.’


She shrugged, indicating disinterest in Dinadh. She who was to learn so much about Dinadh knew and cared nothing for it then.


The Procurator went on. ‘My predecessors here at Prime could learn nothing about the Ularians. The only evidence of the existence of an inimical force was that men had disappeared! Prime had no idea why they – or it – attacked in the first place.’


He leaned forward, touching her lightly on the knee. ‘Did Leelson ever speak to you of Bernesohn Famber?’


She was suddenly intrigued. ‘Oh, yes. Leelson’s great-grandpop. One of the greatest of all Fastigats, to hear Leelson tell it. A genius, a biochemist.’


‘Do you remember the name Tospia?’


Lutha smiled. ‘Bernesohn’s longtime lover. A Fastiga woman, of course.’ She frowned. ‘A diva in solo opera. Leelson played some of her sensurrounds for me. Very nice, though I think the senso-techs were owed as much credit as Tospia herself. To my taste, one person’s performance sensed six times, however differentiated and augmented, does not have the interactive passion of six separate actors. I’ve yet to experience one that has true eroticism.’


The Procurator peered at her over the rim of his cup. ‘But Leelson never mentioned Bernesohn and the Ularians?’


She gave the question to her subconscious, which came up empty. ‘I recall no connection.’


He settled himself with a half-muffled groan. ‘I beg your patience:


‘A century ago, there were twelve human populations on planets in Hermes Sector. Eleven of these were only settlements, six of them homo-normed, the other five at the survey stage. The twelfth world, Dinadh, had a planetary population. Dinadh is a small world, an unimportant world, except that it is near us in a spaciotemporal sense, though not in an astrophysical one. Everything into and out of Hermes Sector, including information, routes through Dinadh and did, even then.




‘So, it was customary for freighters to land there, whether going or coming, and one did so a century ago, bringing the news that two of the settlements in Hermes Sector had vanished. Prime sent six patrol ships carrying investigative teams; two ships returned with news of further vanishments; the other four did not return. We sent more men to find the lost men – frequently a mistake, as in this case. None of them returned. Dinadh’s government, such as it is, refused to consider even partial evacuation, which would have been the best we could do. Evacuating a populated planet is impossible. There aren’t enough ships to keep up with the birthrate.’ He sighed.


‘And?’ she prompted.


‘Dinadh is the only occupied planet of its system, the only one suitable for occupation. The Alliance did the only thing it could think of, englobing the system with unmanned sentinel buoys. We might as well have done nothing, for all the good it did. No one came out of the sector toward Dinadh. Every probe we sent into the sector from Dinadh simply disappeared.


‘Ten standard years went by; then twenty, then thirty. Planets applying for colony rights were sent elsewhere. Then, thirty-three standard years after the crisis, the sentinel buoys picked up a freighter crossing the line from Hermes Sector into Dinadhi space! The holds were stuffed with homo-norm equipment. The crew claimed they had found it abandoned and therefore salvageable, after falling into Hermes Sector accidentally, through a rogue emergence. Later we checked for stellar collapse and found an enormous one about the right time—’


‘Stellar collapse?’


‘The usual cause of rogue emergences is stellar collapse. The dimensional field twitches, so to speak. Things get sucked in here and spat out there. Well, the crew was brought here, and more questions were asked. It turned out they’d picked up equipment from four worlds in the sector and had noticed nothing at all inimical. We sent volunteer expeditions to investigate. All of them returned shrugging their shoulders and shaking their heads. Nothing. No sign of what had happened to the human population thirty-odd years before, and no signs of aliens at all. We assumed the Ularians, whatever they or it had been, had departed.’


‘So there were no survivors?’ mused Lutha.


He shook his head. ‘Oh, we looked, believe me! We had no information about Ularians, no description of them, no actual proof that they existed, which gratified the Firster godmongers, you may be sure, for they’d claimed from the beginning there were no such things as Ularians. Since government is always delicately poised vis-à-vis godmongers, we were extremely interested in what survivors might tell us, but we never found a thing in Hermes Sector. Oh, there were some children who turned up on Perdur Alas around twenty years ago, but they were probably emergence castaways also.’




‘Unlikely they’d have been there for eighty years. They’d have had to be third or fourth generation.’


‘Quite right. All this is mere diversion, however.’


‘You started by asking me about Bernesohn Famber,’ she said impatiently.


‘The relevant fact is that Bernesohn Famber was on one of the ships that went into Hermes Sector right after the vanishments.’


‘One of the lost ships.’


‘No! One that came back. Bernesohn was erratic and secretive. A genius, no doubt, but odd. Sometimes he didn’t appear outside his quarters for days and days. His colleagues didn’t expect to see him regularly, so they didn’t realize he was gone! When the ship got back here, they didn’t have any idea where or when he’d gone. We couldn’t find him.’


The Procurator leaned back in his chair. ‘Imagine our discomfiture sometime later when we learned he was living on Dinadh.’


‘How did you find that out?’ Lutha asked.


‘Well, a year or so after Bernesohn disappeared, Tospia, his longtime companion, gave womb-birth to twins. In Fastiga.’


Lutha knew where Fastiga was. It might be called a suburb of Prime. Leelson’s mother lived there.


The Procurator went on. ‘Tospia’s twins were entered in the Famber lineage roster, but nobody at Prime made the connection.’


She said impatiently, ‘You intend to make the point, I presume, that the twins were conceived after Bernesohn’s disappearance?’


The Procurator assented. ‘Years later a sensation sniffer for one of the newslinks did a so-called biography of Tospia – unauthorized, need I say – in which he alleged that Bernesohn Famber could not have fathered the twins. Tospia threw a memorable and widely publicized tantrum and sued the sniffer for misprision of media freedom, asserting that Bernesohn had been living on Dinadh and that she had visited him there.’


The Procurator set down his cup and went on:


‘Enormous consternation, as you might imagine! Alliance officers were sent to Dinadh immediately to debrief Bernesohn about the Ularians.’


‘And?’


He shrugged, mouth downturned. ‘And the Dinadh planetary authorities turned them all away, saying that Bernesohn had bought a hundred-year privacy lease, that even though he was no longer at his leasehold, his lease was still in effect and no one could be admitted but family members, thank you very much. His “family members” were notably uncooperative, and since our only reason for questioning Bernesohn was the Ularian threat, which was seemingly over, we couldn’t demonstrate compelling need. In the absence of compelling need, we had no authority to invade a member planet, and that’s what it would have taken.’




He nodded to himself, then resumed in a thoughtful voice: ‘Of course, we drew what inferences we could. We assumed Bernesohn had gone there because he expected to find something on Dinadh, but if he’d come up with anything useful, he hadn’t told Prime about it.’


‘You said he was no longer at his leasehold?’


He sighed, turning his cup in his hands. ‘All Dinadh said about the matter was that they “had welcomed him as an outlander ghost.”’


‘Which means?’


‘We presume it means he died. And there the matter has rested until now. …’ His voice trailed off disconsolately.


‘But?’


‘But, now they’re back.’


Lutha stared at him, disbelieving. ‘The Ularians?’


He nodded, swallowed, shredded the finan-skin napkin between his fingers. ‘Almost a hundred standard years! Why not fifty years ago? It was then Prime decided it was safe to open up Hermes to colonization once more. There are three populated worlds and several colonies in there; there are homo-norm teams on half a dozen other worlds, and survey teams everywhere worthy of survey.’


‘And?’


‘And two of the colonies are gone. Like last time.’


Lutha turned away from his distress, giving herself time to think, holding her cup over the table and feeling it grow heavier as it was filled with tea by an almost invisible shadow.


‘What has all this to do with Leelson?’ she asked.


‘Now we’re desperate to know whatever Bernesohn Famber knew. As long as Bernesohn’s privacy lease has any time to run, however, the only people Dinadh will allow to poke about among Bernesohn’s belongings are family members. Family is a very big thing on Dinadh. Since Leelson is descended from Bernesohn, Leelson is Bernesohn’s “family,” so far as the Dinadhi are concerned.’


Now Lutha understood what they were asking of her. ‘You need Leelson, but Leelson has disappeared.’ She tapped her fingers, thinking. ‘Did you think I might know where Leelson is? Or did you have some idea the Dinadhi would accept me as Leelson’s “family”?’


‘I don’t think you know where Leelson is, no. I know the Dinadhi will accept you as family. You are Leelson’s wife as they define wife.’


When Lutha told me this, I laughed. It was true, in a way. She was Leelson’s wife as we on Dinadh define wife. Some of the time.


‘Because we were lovers?’ she asked him.


‘Because you bore his child,’ the Procurator said.


She felt the blood leave her face, felt it drain away to disclose a familiar sorrow, an endless ache. ‘My son is a private matter.’


He sighed. ‘Believe me, Lutha Tallstaff, under other circumstances I would not challenge your privacy. The Ularians give us no choice. Do you remember Mallia Stentas? From Keleborn?’


Lutha answered distractedly, ‘We were at upper school together. She became a manager for some agricultural consortium. …’


‘You may mourn her now – she and her lifemates and all their many children – gone from Tapil’s World. And the people on Up-dyke-Chel. They are not merely dead, but dust in the wind, vanished and gone, no stone to mark the place they were. Whatever the Ularians may be, when they come upon a world, they leave behind no monuments. …’


He stood, walked across the room to the wall retriever, and flicked it into life. ‘Tapil’s World,’ he murmured. ‘Beamed by our recorders.’


An empty town materialized before them. Everywhere evidence of interruption. A doll lying abandoned by a fence. A child’s wagon, half-full of harvested vegetables, standing at the side of a fenced garden. A sun hat caught in a thorny shrub. A fuzzy native animal – either useful for something or a neutered pet, as it would not have escaped homo-norming otherwise – hopping slowly along a hedge, crying plaintively. Kitchens with food half-prepared, rooms with tables still littered, desks still piled. The probe came down over one desk, focusing on a holo that stood there. Herself. Mallia and herself, young scholars, arms around one another, grinning into eternity.


‘Damn you,’ Lutha said without heat.


‘I want you to feel it,’ he admitted. ‘It could be your house. It could be you, and your son. It could be all humanity.’


During our time together, Lutha described his voice, full of a sonorous beauty, like the tolling of a funeral bell. He was working Fastigat stuff on her, wringing her emotions like a wet towel, making her all drippy. Leelson had done that from time to time, worked Fastigat stuff on her, though he had done it for their mutual pleasure.


‘Nothing like a romantic moon,’ she told me. ‘A little wine, and a silver-tongued Fastigat to make the worlds move.’


‘It does not take wine or a Fastigat to move the world,’ I told her, thinking of my own love.


‘I am relieved to hear it,’ she said then, laughing as she wept. We had then a good deal of reason to weep.


But even then, during her meeting with the Procurator, she thought all that Fastigat stuff unnecessary. The memory of Mallia alone wrung her quite enough.


So, she took a deep breath and said to this old, conniving man: ‘You want me to go to Dinadh, is that it?’


The Procurator nodded. ‘We want someone to go, and the only people they will allow are Leelson, his mother, or you. Leelson’s mother has refused to go. Leelson himself, we can’t find. That leaves you. You’re already proficient in basic Nantaskan. Dinadh speaks a dialect of Nantaskan. And I’ll send a Fastigat with you.’


‘Please. No,’ she cried.


He reached toward her, pleadingly. ‘Lutha. Please. We’ll pick someone who isn’t … intrusive. Someone tactful.’


She snorted.


‘Some Fastigats can be,’ he said in an offended tone.


‘The Dinadhi will allow me a companion?’ She sneered. ‘Someone nonfamily?’


‘If he goes as your assistant or servant, yes. You’ll need some such to help with your son. You’ll have to take the boy.’


She laughed again, this time incredulously. ‘You’re joking, of course.’ He knew how ridiculous the idea was. Even the invigilators who had summoned her to this meeting had been aware of the problem Leely presented. They’d brought a whole crèche team with them to take care of Leely while she was away.


He shook his head at her, leaning forward to pat her knee, an avuncular gesture. ‘Believe me, Lutha, I wouldn’t ask it if it weren’t necessary. The Dinadhi won’t accept you without the boy.’


‘You expect me to drag a child across half a dozen sectors to …’ This child, she said to herself. This particular child, with his particular problems.


‘Spatiotemporally, it’s not half a dozen sectors,’ he told her. ‘I wish it were, quite frankly. We’d be safer!’


She made herself relax, slowly picked up the cup once more, finding it fresh, steaming hot.


‘Will you go?’ he asked.


‘Do I have a choice?’ she grated. ‘If I don’t go, you’ll—’


‘Nothing,’ he assured her. ‘Really nothing. We have the power to compel you, but compelling you would be useless. We need your willing, intelligent cooperation. It’s up to you whether you give it or not.’


As though that old devil conscience would have let her say no! ‘You know me,’ she said angrily. ‘You knew I wouldn’t say no. Didn’t you?’


As he did. As Fastigats did. Lutha told me all about Fastigats. Fastigats get to know people very quickly, very well, very completely, as had this bald, quirky old empath across from her who hadn’t come right out and told her he was one of them. Who hadn’t needed to, any more than Leelson had, when they had been together.




‘You’re going to be fine,’ Leelson had said often during her later stages of pregnancy, soothing her in moments of dismay.


‘I know,’ she’d snapped. ‘Women have been having babies for hundreds of thousands of years.’


‘Well, yes. But I don’t regard that as particularly comforting, do you?’ He made a face at her, making her laugh. ‘Stars have been blowing up into novas for billions of years, but that doesn’t make their near vicinity desirable.’


‘If you intend a similarity, I am offended,’ she said. ‘Though I may have assumed the proportions of a nova, I have no intention of bursting. I merely scream when I stand up, because it hurts to stand up! This may sound like an explosion, but actually—’


‘We are not Firsters. You could have –’ he interrupted gently.


‘Don’t tell me. Of course I could have.’ Could have chosen not to be pregnant. Could have chosen to delay the development of the fertilized egg. Could have had the baby developed in a biotech uterus, given crèche birth. She hadn’t chosen that. Why not? She didn’t know why not! Why had he gotten her pregnant in the first place? Fastigats could control that if they wanted to! Obviously, he hadn’t wanted to!


‘Well then?’ Leelson being reasonable.


‘I keep thinking it must be boring for you.’ Great Gauphin, it was boring enough for her.


‘A new experience is seldom boring. Womb-birth is becoming quite rare, and rare happenings appeal to the collector’s taste. All Fastigats are collectors.’


She didn’t say what she was thinking, that the whole thing had been an accident. That she’d had second thoughts about it, but then Leelson’s mother had said – Leelson had said …


The less thought about all that the better. Still, she was peevish when Leelson seemed more fascinated by the pregnancy than he was by her. She said this, laughing at herself.


‘It’s not true,’ he assured her. ‘I am passionately fond of you, Lutha Tallstaff. You are like a dinner full of interesting textures and flavors, like a landscape full of hidden wonders. I am not ignoring you in all this.’


True. When one had a Fastigat for a lover, one could not complain of being ignored. One’s every whim was understood; one’s every mood was noted. For the most part, one’s every desire was satisfied, or thwarted, only to make the satisfaction greater when it occurred. If a Fastigat lover was not forthcoming, it was not through lack of understanding. Sometimes Lutha felt (so she told me) she was understood far too well. Sometimes she longed for argument, for passionate battle, for a sense of her own self back again. Pride kept her from showing it, that and the fear that Leelson would accommodate her. Only a fool would take on an opponent who could block every thrust before it was made.


It was easier during those early months after Leely was born, for then Leelson switched at least part of his searching intelligence from her to the child, leaving Lutha to her udderish moods and mutters while he hovered over the infantender, forehead creased, feeling his way into that little mind.


‘Like a maze,’ he’d said, almost dazedly. ‘All misty walls and dazzling spaces. Hunger or discomfort comes in like jagged blobs of black, and the minute he eliminates or burps or takes the nipple, he’s back to dazzling spaces again.’


‘No faces?’ she’d asked, disappointed. Babies were supposed to recognize faces. Like baby birds, back when there had been birds, recognizing the special markings of their own species. Eyes, nose, mouth: that configuration was supposed to be instinctively recognized by humans. Lutha had read about it.


‘Well, I can’t feel faces,’ he’d replied. ‘No doubt they’re there.’


Later he postulated that Leely recognized something else or more than faces. Some quality unique to each person, perhaps. Some totality.


‘He’s not one of us, I’m afraid. Not a Fastigat.’ Leelson had shaken his head ruefully over the four-month-old child. It was then Lutha admitted to herself what she had refused to consider before: Leelson was disappointed at not having a Fastigat son. Virtually all Fastigat sons were empaths, at least. If she’d had a daughter, it wouldn’t have mattered!


‘Hardly fair,’ she’d muttered, wanting to weep. ‘Sexist!’


He’d smiled charmingly, the way he did. Fastigats were almost always charming. ‘Not my fault, Lutha. I didn’t design it. It’s sex-linked, that’s all.’


‘You’d think biologists—’


He hadn’t let her finish. ‘Well, of course our women say attempting to make female Fastigats is meaningless, because any normal woman is a sensitivity match for a male empath, any day.’


He’d made her laugh, hiding his own disappointment. Perhaps even then he’d known – or at least suspected – this disappointment wasn’t to be the only one.


Time came soon enough, of course, when suspicion was fulfilled and Leelson went away. Unforgivably away. Without announcement or preamble. One morning she had wakened to find him gone. He’d left a note, of course, if one could call five words a note. Not much after their years together.


‘You must feel abandoned. Betrayed!’ This from Lutha’s older sister, Yma, sector-famed, thespian absolute.


The accuracy of this made Lutha blaze hotly as she denied it. ‘I do not! Leelson’s and my relationship lasted a long time. Neither of us is from a contractual culture, so why would I feel betrayed!’ She said it as though she meant it. In fact, she did feel betrayed and abandoned, not that she could possibly admit it to Yma. How could he? She couldn’t have left Leelson! How could he have left her?


Yma went on. ‘Perhaps not a contract, but still …’


‘But still nothing, Yma. I had a child because I wanted a child.’ That was partly true. She kept her lip from trembling with considerable effort. After the initial shock, she had wanted a child.


‘Well, of course you did, darling, but it was a genetic risk. With him.’


‘Fastigat men father normal children on non-Fastigat women all the time!’


Yma couldn’t leave it at that. ‘Well, there are no aberrations in your family line.’


‘You don’t know that!’ Lutha cried.


‘Oh, yes I do and so do you. Even though we’ve never met them, we know all about Papa’s side of the family. They’re all totally ordinary, ordinary, ordinary!’ To Yma, nothing could be worse.


Lutha did indeed know a great deal about Papa’s family, and his many siblings and half siblings out on the frontier. Frontier worlds began with a colony ship, a few hundred crew members, and a hundred thousand human embryos. Thirteen or fourteen years later the original embryos were boys and girls who began procreating on their own, using the crèche equipment on the ship. A few decades, the colony might number in the millions! Twenty children per woman was not uncommon, virtually all of them crèche-born. In a homo-normed world, there were few impediments. No dangerous diseases, little danger from weather, no danger from plants or animals – in fact few plants and no animals at all.


‘Mama Jibia does go on and on about the kinfolk,’ Lutha admitted.


‘She’s never said anything indicating they’re anything but boring. And Mama’s family, we know all about, both sides, four generations back. Her mother is Lucca Fineapple, and we’ve met her. Remember?’


‘The religious grandma,’ said Lutha with vague discomfort at the memory. ‘Who visited us on her way through the sector.’


‘Exactly. You do remember! We thought her very strange! Well, women who depilate and tattoo their entire bodies are strange. But that’s simply attitudinal; biologically she’s quite all right. And Mama Jibia is always telling stories about Lucca’s mother – Nitha Bonetree, remember, the one who first ran away to the frontier?’


‘Which is where Lucca was born, and Mama too. I guess I remember some of that. Mama Jibia always said we’d inherited our talents from Nitha’s line.’


‘It isn’t the detail that matters in any case! The only thing that matters is there’s no problem in your family on either side back four generations. And Leelson should not have left you to provide the entire care for the boy, as though it were somehow your fault!’


Lutha felt herself turning red, felt the tears surging, heard the anger in her words. ‘I had always intended to be responsible for my child. It was my choice.’


Was it? Was it indeed? Then why couldn’t she remember making it! She asked me this and I laughed. I couldn’t remember either. It had just happened. One couldn’t really question it. Lutha said even Yma knew she’d gone too far. Wisely she let the matter drop.


Lutha never mentioned to Yma the credit drafts regularly deposited to her account from Fastiga. Fastigats did not father by chance. As a society, they fathered no unknown or unacknowledged children, and all children fathered by Fastigats received support from Fastiga. It was a matter of honor, one of the primary differences, so said Fastigats, between Fastigats and lesser men.


Fastigats didn’t even sign certificates of intent. Their honor was so untarnished they were exempt from the requirement imposed on all other citizens of Central, to have five responsible, self-supporting coparents on record by the fourth month of pregnancy.


Lutha and Yma and Mama Jibia and two male cousins had signed for Leely. No one cared who had children, or how many, but one of the basic rights of Alliance citizens was not to be responsible for other people’s. The penalties for dereliction of responsibility were severe, and the credit drafts from Fastiga were infuriatingly beyond the call of duty. Even more infuriating were the Fastigat uncles and male cousins who visited at intervals, observed Leely’s growth and development, then went away again. Meantime, Leely grew bigger and stronger and older and Lutha became more tired and desperate.


‘You ought to consider the alternatives,’ Yma said, every time they met. ‘Really, Lutha. You ought to. …’


The Fastigat uncles and cousins also urged her to consider alternatives. Santeresa’s World, they’d suggested, where the whole planet made its living caring for the sick, the injured, the disabled. It was expensive, but Fastiga would pay for it. Lutha had refused. Her child was not an alternative. End of statement. End of consideration, no matter how her life narrowed around her day by day and even her necessary professional duties gave way to Leely’s needs. She could not decide to let him go any more than she had decided to have him. Though she had. She must have!


For years now she had kept a fragile calm, slathering sentimental oil on every emotional linkage, making her life move like some old cog-and-belt-driven machine, creaking and wobbling from one day to the next. And now, here, all at once, this skinny old fart, this Fastigat servant of the Alliance, this bureaucrat, had thrust an additional duty among her gears, grinding her to a screaming halt!


She abandoned simile and summoned anger, making herself rage at being forced to do the Alliance’s will. Was this a penalty, for having known Leelson? Another one?


The anger wouldn’t hold. It was too hard to hide from herself the anticipation she felt at the promise of somewhere to go, the relief at the idea of someone to help her. The promise of succor and change.


So Lutha planned a journey, even as I, Saluez, planned a journey, though hers was far longer than mine. In a sense, at least, hers was longer, though mine wrought greater changes. For me a night soon came when Shalumn and I wept on each other’s shoulders, I out of fright, she out of fear of losing me. The following morning I bent beneath the brow-strap of my carrying basket and went up the rocky trail with Masanees. High on a shelf above Cochim-Mahn, I panted, waiting for her to catch up with me. Masanees is not as agile as she once was. She has not yet received Weaving Woman’s reward, that comfortable time of life when she need no longer fear conceiving, but she is no longer young. I am young. I am twelve in Dinadh years, twenty standard years. Too young for this, perhaps. But no. Women younger than I, much younger than I have made this trip. If a woman is old enough to conceive, she is old enough for this. So the songfathers say. ‘Soil which accepts seed is ready for the plow!’


‘Whsssh,’ Masanees breathed as she came up to the stone where I waited. ‘Time for a breather. That path gets steeper every year.’


‘Have you come up before this year?’ I asked, knowing the answer already.


Masanees nodded. ‘With Dziloch. And last year with Kh’nas.’


‘Imsli a t’sisri,’ I murmured. Weave no sorrow.


‘None,’ Masanees replied cheerfully. ‘They’re both fine. We did it right.’


I tried to smile and could not. I was not reassured. Each year some did not return from the House Without a Name. Each year some went behind the veil, down into shadow. Each time the women no doubt thought they had done it right. Who would go there otherwise?


There was no point in saying it. Saying it only increased terror. I had been told one should, instead, sing quietly to oneself. A weaving song, dark and light, pattern on pattern. Turning away up the hill, I chanted quietly to myself in time with my plodding feet.


The House Without a Name stands on a promontory above Cochim-Mahn. One can see a corner of it from the shelf where the songfather stands, only a corner. One would not want to see it all. One would not want to look at it as part of one’s view of the world. It is easier to ignore it, to pretend it isn’t really there. One can then speak of the choice in measured tones, knowing one need not fear the consequences. As songfathers do.


‘That which we relinquished, death and darkness in the pattern.


‘That which we took in its place, the House Without a Name …’


That’s how the answer to the riddle goes, the one no one ever asks out loud, the riddle my grandmother whispered to me in the nighttime, as her grandmother had whispered it to her. ‘What is it men relish and women regret?’ Grandma asked, preparing me. Letting me know without really letting me know. Frightening me, but not terrifying me.


It’s the way we do things now. We hint. We almost tell, but not quite. We let young people learn only a little. If they never know it thoroughly or factually, well, that makes the choice easier. If they do stupid things because they don’t know enough, that’s expected.


As a result, ignoring the house becomes habit and I was able to ignore my approach to it until we arrived at the stone-paved area outside the door. Then I had to admit where I was.


‘Shhh,’ whispered Masanees, putting her arms around me. ‘It’s all right. We’ve all been through it, child. It’s all right.’


Still I shivered, unable to control it. ‘I’m scared,’ I whispered, shaming myself.


Evidently I wasn’t the only one to have said something like that, for Masanees went on holding me.


‘Of course you’re scared. Of course you are. The unknown is always scary. Sooner we get to it, sooner it’ll be over. Come now. Be a good, brave girl.’


She pushed the door open. The house had a pitched roof, but there were wide openings under the eaves where birds had flown in and out and little nut-eaters had scrambled down to make their mess among the other droppings.


‘First we had to make all clean,’ said Masanees. The brooms were lashed to her pack, and I followed her example as we gave the place a good sweeping and brushing, including the tops of two low stone tables that stood side by side. One table had a stone basin in its center. We wiped it clean and filled it with water we’d carried up from below. Then we emptied the packs at either side of the basin, and I exclaimed at the sight of such bounty! Meal cakes, beautifully colored and baked in fancy shapes. Strips of meat dried into spirals around long sticks of candied melon. Squash seeds roasted and salted. Dried fruits. More candied fruits. Masanees showed me how to lay it all out in patterns, varying the colors, making it bright and attractive. There is always a store of such foods kept in the hive, she said, even when we have nothing to eat but winter-fungus. Even when we hunger, these ritual foods are kept sacred so they will not hunger.


When everything was done on the one table, she cast me a look from the corners of her eyes, and I knew whatever was going to happen to me, Saluez, would happen now. She spread a folded blanket upon the other table and helped me lie facedown upon it. She gave me a ring of basketwork and told me to put my face firmly down in it. She shackled my wrists and ankles to the rings in the stone.


‘Ready?’ asked Masanees.


I jerked at the shackles. I could feel my eyes, wide. I knew the whites were showing, knew I was beginning to panic.


‘Shh, shh. It’s all right. Here. Drink this.’ She raised my head and held the cup to my lips.


‘I’ll be all right,’ I cried mindlessly, not drinking.


‘You’ll be all right,’ Masanees agreed, tipping the cup. ‘Come on, Saluez. It’s easier so.’


I made myself drink. My arms and legs jerked against the bonds. Gradually they stopped moving and lay quiet. I could hear. I could feel. I could breathe through the basketwork, but I did so quietly. The basket ring encircled my face, and beneath my eyes was only the stone of the table.


I heard the heavy door close as Masanees left. I knew what was outside, nearby, hanging from the branch of an ancient tree: a wooden mallet beside a gong. I heard her feet pause, heard her voice saying words I knew, heard the metal struck by the mallet, a slow series of blows that reverberated among the canyons, a long plangent sound, not sweet but seductive. One, two, three. Then a long pause. Then one, two, three again. The series went on. Triplet, then pause. Triplet, then pause. Then a responsive sound. Was it what she expected? It seemed very loud to me.


My limbs wanted to jerk, to pull free. They could not move. The sounds outside increased. …


I heard her feet hurry off. Somewhere nearby, hidden in the trees, she would conceal herself to wait, and watch, until she could return to let me go. …


I do not like remembering that time. Sometimes the whole thing comes back on me, all at once, before I have had a chance to shut it out. I cry out, then. I stand shivering. People pretend not to see me, turning their eyes away until I have shaken the memory off and closed the door upon it. I do not like remembering that time, so I shall remember something else instead.


I shall remember when I was a child in Cochim-Mahn.


Dinadhi girl-children have much to learn. Clay between the hands and the whirl of the wheel. Wool and cotton between the fingers and the twist of the spindle. The weight of brush and broom, the long hours at the loom. The feel of the grindstone under one’s palms, the bend of the back when dropping seeds into the holes made by the planting stick. The setting of the solar cooker to gather all the sun’s heat. The forward thrust of the head against the tump line, bringing down wood for the winter. A woman must be always busy if her family is to be clad and shod and fed and kept warm, so a girl-child is taught to be constantly busy as well.


Once each left-thumb day – it is how we count days: little-finger day, lesser twin, longer twin, point-finger day, thumb day; right hand first, then left, making a double hand; five double hands to the month; twelve months to the year, plus the eight or nine extra days Daylight Woman gives us at harvest time. As I say, once every left-thumb day, my mother went to the sanctuary cells of Bernesohn Famber, taking me with her as her mother had taken her. Famber was not there, of course. He had become an outlander ghost a long time before, in the time of my great-grandmother. Still, he had paid for a hundred-year lease, paid for cells allocated to him and secured against intrusion or extradition for one hundred standard years. The price for such a lease includes food and cleaning. The food mostly came from off-planet, but the cleaning was done by us.


Each tenth day we took brooms and brushes and soft old rags and went into his cell, which is around the back of the main hive, on the cave-floor level, in a kind of protrusion built out from the body of the hive. We don’t like outlanders stumbling about among us in the hive, so our leasehold has its own entrance. In case an outlander needs help at night, there is a corridor that comes into a storeroom of the hive, but it is seldom used except by those who serve the outlanders.


The Cochim-Mahn leasehold is three cells built around a toilet place. We don’t use the manure of outlanders in our fungus cellars. There is some feeling it might kill the fungus. Instead we buy these closet things from the Alliance for our leaseholders to use, and when they get used up, we trade for new ones. So Bernesohn Famber’s place was a little corridor with five doors in it, one to the hive storeroom, one to the toilet, and three more to the three cells. The cell nearest the front, nearest the lip of the cave, had a door to the outside as well. All of the rooms had lie-down shelves around the sides. One back room was where Famber had slept, one he had used for storage, and the one with the door to the outside had his worktable and a comfortable chair and many strange devices and machines. These, Mama told me, were recorders and computers and analyzers, to help Bernesohn Famber with his work.


‘What was his work?’ I always asked, each and every time.


‘Finding out about Dinadh,’ she always said, winking at me. Grown-ups wink like that when they hint something about the choice. Or the House. Or the other world we had, before we came here. Things we are not supposed to talk about.


‘Did he find out?’ I asked.


‘Nobody knows,’ she said, marching back through the cells to the back one, where she started with the broom and I followed with the brush, sweeping down the smooth mud walls, brushing off the sleeping shelves, making a little pile of dust and grit that got bigger the farther we pushed it from cell to cell, until at last we could push it right out the door onto the floor of the cave. Then I took the broom and pushed it across the cave floor, farther and farther forward, until it came to the edge and fell over, all that dust and grit and sheddings of the hive falling down like snow on the canyon bottom.


Sometimes, while Mama was sweeping, I’d sit and look at the machines, longing to push just one button, just to see what would happen. It was forbidden, of course. Such things were not Dinadhi things. We had to live without things like that. We had chosen to live without them. We had chosen to give them up in return for what we were promised instead.


After we cleaned Bernesohn Famber’s leasehold, sometimes we went down to the storerooms to pick something for supper. In summers, there are all kinds of things, fresh or dried melon, fresh or dried meat, different kinds of vegetables and fruit, pickled or fresh or dried. There is almost always grain, head grain or ear grain, eaten whole or cracked or ground for making bread. We have seeds for roasting, and honey too. We brought bees with us, from the other world.


In late winter and early spring, though, there’s mostly fungus from the cellars, pale and gray and tasting like wood. The only good thing about fungus is that it’s easy to fix. It can be eaten fresh or dried, raw or cooked. We usually put some salt and herbs on it to make it taste like something. Most all of our cookery is done in the mornings, when the sun is on the cave. We use solar reflectors for cooking. The whole front edge of the cave is lined with them, plus all the level spots to either side, and any time of the morning you can see women scrambling across the cliff wall to get at their own ovens and stewpots.


After food is cooked, it’s kept warm in padded boxes until eating time. None of our food is very hot, except in wintertime. Then we have fires in the hive, and we over them. It would take too many trees to have fires in summer. That was part of the promise and the choice as well. We have to protect the trees and certain plants because the beautiful people need them.


Even though girls had much to learn, sometimes Mama would tire of teaching me and say, ‘Go on, go play,’ and then I’d have to try to find somebody else whose mama had said, ‘Go play,’ to them too.


Shalumn and I played together mostly. We played babies and we played wedding and we played planting and harvest, smoothing little patches in the dust and grooving them like ditches, and putting tiny rocks down for the vegetables. We had dolls, of course, made out of reed bundles, covered with cloth, with faces painted on. We didn’t play with the boys, not once we were old enough to know who was a boy and who was a girl. Boys played sheepherder and songfather and watermaster, and they had games where somebody always won and somebody always lost. Shalumn and I played bed games together, and once Mama caught us at it and whipped us both on our bottoms. I still have a little line there, on one side, where the whip cut. After that we were careful.


I remember those as pleasant times, but I can’t make them sound like much. Nothing much happens with children on Dinadh. We don’t have adventures. If we tried to have an adventure, we’d probably die right away. Maybe better … better I think of some other story. Not my life or Lutha Tallstaff’s life, but someone else’s. Another person entirely, the third one of us. The one Lutha and I met together. Snark the shadow.


At the end of each workday the Procurator dismissed his shadows, allowing them to descend the coiled ramps that led from occupied areas to Shadowland beneath. There each shadow entered the lock as he was programmed to do.


‘Strip off your shadow suit,’ said the lock.


The shadow stripped off the stiff suit with all its sensors and connectors, hanging it in an alcove in one side of the booth.


‘Place your hands in the receptacles.’


The shadow placed.


‘Bend your head forward to make contact with the plate.’


The shadow bent.


Light, sounds, movement. Snark stood back from the plate, shaking her head, as she always did, bellowing with rage, as she always did.


‘Leave the cubicle,’ said the voice, opening the door behind her, opposite the one she’d come in by.


‘Goddamn bastards,’ screamed Snarkey, hammering at the cubicle wall. ‘Shitting motherfuckers.’


The floor grew hot. She leapt and screamed, resolved to obey no order they gave her. As always, the floor grew too hot for her, and she leapt through the door just in time to avoid being seared.


‘It’s the mad howler,’ said slobber-lipped Willit from a distant corner of the locker room. ‘Snarkey-shad herself, makin’ noises like a human.’


‘Shut the fuck up,’ growled Snark.


Willit laughed. Others also laughed. Snark panted, staring about herself, deciding who to kill.


‘Slow learner,’ commented Kane the Brain, shaking his head sadly.


Snarkey launched herself at Kane, screaming rage, only to find herself on the floor, whimpering, her thumb in her mouth.


‘An exceptionally slow learner,’ repeated the former speaker, kicking Snark not ungently in the ribs. ‘Poor old Snark.’




‘Good baby-girl shadow.’ Willit sneered as he passed on his way to the door. ‘Play nice.’


Snark sobbed as the room emptied.


‘Have you quite finished?’ asked the mechanical voice from a ceiling grille.


‘Umph,’ she moaned.


‘I’ll ask one more time. Have you quite finished?’


‘Yessir.’ The word dragged reluctantly from her throat, burning as it came.


‘Then get up and get dressed. The locker room will be steam-cleaned in five minutes. Besides, you are no doubt hungry.’


She was hungry. Procurator had hosted a banquet today, and shadows had served the food, seeing it, smelling it, seeing other people eat it. Shadows didn’t eat. Shadows didn’t get hungry or sleepy or need the toilet. Sometimes they got in the way of things and were killed, but if so, they did it quietly. Ordinary people didn’t stare at shadows, it wasn’t civilized, any more than wondering about them was. Shadows were a peculiar possession of bureaucrats in office in Alliance Prime, and that’s all anyone really needed to know unless one was a shadow oneself.


The metallic voice preached at her. ‘If you’ll make it a habit to eat just before you go on shift and immediately after, you’ll feel less hunger and you’ll be less uncontrolled. If you are less uncontrolled, you won’t find yourself rolling around on the floor making infant noises and attracting the scorn and derision of your fellows.’


‘Damn motherfuckers ain’ my fellows.’


‘What did you say?’


‘I said I feel little collegiality for those sharing my conditions of servitude.’


In the sanctuary, when Snark was a little kid, the grown-ups had talked High Alliance. She could talk like that anytime. If she hadn’t been able to remember back that far, she could mimic her fellow-shad, Kane the Brain. Kane talked like an official butthead.


The voice said, ‘You aren’t required to feel collegiality. You are only required to behave as though you do.’


Snark panted, letting the rage seep away. Each time she came off shift, it was the same. Everything that had happened to her, every glance that had slid across her without seeing her, every gesture she was supposed to notice, every need she was expected to anticipate, all of them boiled inside her all day, rising higher and higher, until the cubicle took the controls off and she exploded.


Which was wasting time, she told herself. Wasting her own time. She only had one third of her time to herself, as herself. One third she was a shadow, under full control. One third she was asleep, also under control. The rest of the time, here in Shadowland, she could feel however she wanted to feel, do whatever she wanted to do. She could eat, talk, have sex – if she could find somebody willing. She could read, attend classes, engage in hobbies. If she wanted to kill somebody, have sex with somebody unavailable, the simulation booth would accommodate her. The booth would help her do anything! Anything except kill people so they stayed dead.


If they didn’t stay dead, what was the point! So she’d asked herself before. What was the point of living like this?


‘You are at liberty to end it,’ Kane had told her. ‘The fourth human right is the right to die.’


‘Th’fucks that mean?’ she’d screamed the first time she’d heard Kane on this subject.


Kane had explained it all. Kane had even escorted Snark to a disposal booth and explained the controls. ‘Simple, for the simpleminded,’ Kane had said. ‘Enter, close door, press button. Wait five minutes to see if you change your mind. When the bell rings, press button again. Zip. All that’s left are a few ashes. No pain, no blood, no guts, no untidiness whatsoever.’


So said Kane, but the last thing Snark wanted was a neat disposal booth and a handful of ashes. Where was the joy in no pain, no blood? Who got anything out of that? That was no way to kill anybody, not even yourself! God, if you were going to kill yourself, at least make it a real mess! Make ’em clean up after you!


‘Why you all the time wanting to kill folks?’ Susso, one of her sometime sex partners, wanted to know.


‘Get in my nose,’ she’d snarled. ‘Push against me!’


‘Everybody gets in your nose,’ Susso said. ‘All the time. The only way you could be happy is if you killed everybody in the world and had it all to yourself.’


It wasn’t true. There’d been some good kids at the sanctuary when they’d first brought Snark there. Snark hadn’t wanted to kill them. She’d liked them. She’d been what? Nine or ten maybe? Old enough to tell them things. And to tell the supervisor as well.


‘Where are you from, little girl?’


‘From the frontier.’


‘Don’t tell lies, little girl. Children don’t come from the frontier.’


‘It’s not a lie! I did so!’


‘Don’t contradict me, little girl. Don’t be a nasty, contradictory little liar.’


Her name hadn’t been Snark then. It had been something else. And she hadn’t wanted to kill people then. That came later, after they’d named her Snark the liar, Snark the thief. Not Snark the murderer, though. She’d never actually killed anybody, though she’d wanted to. Just her luck they’d caught her before she’d done it.




The judgment machines were clear about that: ‘You are sentenced to lifetime shadowhood because of your emotional need to breach the first and second rights of man.’


‘They got no right,’ Snark had snarled to Susso. ‘They got no right.’


‘Why don’ they?’ he’d asked. ‘As much as you.’


‘They’re machines,’ she’d told him. ‘On’y machines. I’m a person, a human. The universe was made for me!’


Susso had shaken his head. ‘You been listenin’ to some Firster godmonger on the newslink, girl. Some belly-sweller. Some prick-waver. Forget Firsters. They don’t talk for this world. Not for Alliance Central, they don’t. Too many Fastigats on Alliance Central. Fastigats don’t listen to Firsters. This world is different. This world has shadows, and most of the time shadows aren’t human. One third the time, shadows got the right to live like they want except they try an’ hurt somebody. The rest o’ the time, shadows got no rights. That’s the way this world is!’


Snark knew that. When the invigilators had dragged her before the huge, unbearably shiny robo-judge, they’d read her the words printed across its front: EQUAL JUSTICE; THE SAME REMEDY FOR THE SAME CRIME, EVERY TIME.


‘On Alliance Central, human rights are those rights our people grant one another and enforce for one another,’ the machine said in its solemn, mechanical voice. ‘There are four human rights universally recognized. The first of these is the right of all individuals to do what they choose with an absolute minimum of interference. Man is not required to meet any standard of behavior so long as he is not adversely sensed by any other human. The second right is that of choosing one’s dependants. Persons may not be taxed or otherwise forced to support dependants they have not chosen, though they are absolutely required to care for those they have signed for. The third right is to be protected from those who would infringe upon the first two rights through interference or unlawful dependency. Thievery, of which you have been convicted, is a crime of interference and dependency. You have put others to inconvenience and you have supported yourself at others’ expense. You may be brought into alignment with social norms if you so choose. Do you so choose?’


Of course she hadn’t so chosen. And she never would! Which she’d said, not quite that politely.


Imperturbably, the machine had gone on: ‘If one chooses not to be aligned, the fourth human right is to die. Do you choose to die?’


She hadn’t chosen that either.


‘On Alliance Central, persons choosing neither to be aligned nor to die have only one alternative remaining – to become shadows.’


Or, as Kane the Brain said later, ‘Spend two thirds of your time asleep or serving the bureaucracy so they’ll let you think you’re doing what you want one third of your time!’


Which is what Snark had ended up doing. No fix for her. No having her mind changed so she wouldn’t want to steal anymore. No having her chemistry changed so she wouldn’t want to maim or kill. No, better be herself one third of the time than never be herself at all.


‘So go to the simul and kill somebody,’ Susso had yelled at her when she’d tried to damage Susso and found herself curled up on the floor, thumb in mouth. ‘Go to the simul and slap people around, kill people, that’s what you want. Do it! But you can’t do it out here!’


It sounded great, but nobody stayed dead in a simul! How could you get any satisfaction killing somebody who didn’t stay dead? You wake up the next day, the same person is still walking around, looking through you. No matter you’d disposed of him in the simul, you’d still be smelling him. And even when Snark was in the simul, something inside her just knew the people in there weren’t real, even though they looked just like the ones, sounded just like the ones Snark hated!


Sounded like Kane, talking like he did. Or looked just like that bastard Willit, egging her on that way, making her end up with her thumb in her mouth. Sounded like that bastard Procurator, him with his fancy tea parties. If Snark wanted, she could bring up the Procurator in the simul booth, or that black-haired woman he’d had with him the other day, Lutha Tallstaff. There she’d sat, hair perfect, face perfect, dressed in clothes you could kill for, holding out a cup to be filled, never noticing who it was that filled it! Never noticing who brought the food, who served it! Not a nod. Not a smile. Pretending Snark really was invisible!


Bitch! What she’d like to do to that bitch! She could tie her up and make her watch while Snark carved the old bastard into slices. Then, when it got to be her turn, let her feel what it was like not to exist! Let high-and-mighty Lutha Tallstaff learn what it felt like to be chopped up into bloody pieces, made into nothing!


Whimpering in eagerness, ignoring her hunger, Snark ran from the locker room in the direction of the simul booth.


The day I went to the House Without a Name, Chahdzi, my father, spent the morning cleaning the upper pool. In the afternoon it was his responsibility to carry food down into the canyon, so all day he kept an eye on the shadow at the bottom of the canyon, judging the progress of the day. If he was to return before dusk, he would need to stop work on the upper pool when the shadow touched the bottom of the eastern wall, or perhaps, for safety’s sake, a little time before.


When the shadow was where he thought it should be, he went up the short ladders to the cave floor, took a sack of Kachis-kibble from the storehouse, put it over his shoulders, fastened it onto the carrier belts that crossed his chest, swung himself around the ends of the ladder, and began the descent to the canyon floor. Tonight he needed to speak to songfather about the old outlander ghost who was causing so much inconvenience. When he had done that, perhaps he could also discuss certain conflicts in his own life that needed patterning. Had these conflicts been decreed by Weaving Woman? If so, could they be sung and acknowledged? Could his annoyance be exorcised in song? Or must it remain silent, part of the corruption inevitably incurred when the terrible choice had been made?


I, Saluez, know this, because I know how he thought. My father often spoke to me of his troubles, of his confusions. He did not get on well with Zinisi, his wife (who was not my mother). Always he resolved to speak to his father, to songfather about it. Always he delayed. Sometimes he spoke of his ambition to become a songfather himself, a das-dzit, a patterner, a seer-of-both-sides. I asked him once why, if seeing both sides was important, only men could be songfathers? Did not women have a side? He said he would ask songfather, but he never did.


There were two ladders leading down to the first spring, two ladders more to the first pool, where he’d been scraping algae that morning. Six more ladders led to the second spring and pool, the big one that was still under construction, and then two to the bottom, where the orchards and gardens and grain fields were. From there it was an easy walk down the canyon to the feeding stones where the beautiful people would come to feed at dusk. Lovely on wings, the Kachis, he hummed beneath his breath. Lovely on wings, both powerful and wise.


‘See them come on their wings of light,’ he sang softly. ‘See them emerge from the shadows of the trees. Beautiful on wings …’ Though sometimes he wondered if he really wanted … No. That had been decided long ago.


He muttered these same phrases to me, sometimes. Whispering as though he didn’t intend me to hear. Or, perhaps, intended that I should hear without being certain he intended it. A hint, rather than a word. Which is the same way certain other information was transmitted. No one had really said it.


When he came to the level of the spring, he slowed his climb, taking extra care. There the water falls into the first pool from such a height that it is often blown onto the ladder rungs and into the carved climbing holes, making the footing treacherous. Wetness spread beside him, dripping from the higher to the lower rocks, in some places running in tiny moss-edged diagonals across the almost vertical surfaces of the stones. This was rain that had fallen far from here, high up, soaking into the flesh of the mesa to emerge at last like blood from a wound.


Arriving at the first pool, he stopped to ease the straps over his shoulders as he listened to the spring dripping musically into the shallow puddle at the lip. From the shallow it runs back into the cavern where he’d been working. There the water glints, sending wavering glimmers of reflected light up the smooth vertical shaft that emerges before the hive. This is the household pool from which the people of Cochim-Mahn take water for cooking and hivekeeping. Several large round pots hung before him, tipped on their sides in their rope cradles, ready to be lowered into the water. As he rested, a pot dropped downward, filled, leveled, and then jerked upward, dripping and sloshing as it went. He could hear women singing, Yeeah-mai, Eeah-mai, as they turned the spool to wind the rope. Our water, our blood; our water, our blood.


Beneath the sound of their voices chortled the sound of the second spring, the larger one, so powerful at this time of year that it actually spurts from the side of the mountain, arching out between two chunks of green stone to fall chuckling into the big pool the people of Cochim-Mahn have been building for a long, long time. Generations of our people have carved out the mountain behind the water-lip, caulking the cracks to make a place for the water to rest away from the sucking wind and the thirsty sun. Huge stone pillars have been left to hold the mountain up, and among these monstrous trunks the water lies smooth as a mirror, stretching far back into the darkness, deep in some places as four or five tall men.


Between first pool and second, the ladders are shorter and quite dry. My father made quick work of them. The main water gate stands beside the second pool, where well-caulked wooden pipes lead downward to the tanks below. There, also, is the stone house of the seasonally elected water-master, one who will assure fair distribution of crop water. This early in the year the house was empty, no water was being used except the bucketsful that had been carried to the fruit trees. From far back in the darkness, my father could hear the tap of hammers. There, behind a cofferdam, several of our kinsmen were cutting more stone away, making the storage pond even larger.


The last ladders are the longest, down to the canyon floor where a trickle of meltwater, all that had escaped the traps of the hives upstream, ran between green banks dotted with flowers. From here it is an easy trot to the feeding stones.


The stones are huge and flat. Later in the season, when true warmth comes, the people of the nearer towns spend a day here, scrubbing away the grease and winter-filth and scenting the place with fragrant smoke and fresh herbs. My father ignored the smell as he set the open end of the sack at the lip of the dished stone, then turned to spill its contents behind him. He left without looking back. It is not polite to look at other persons’ food or at persons who are eating; so it is not polite to observe the Kachis either. Looking at another person’s food implies that one has not had enough. Looking at another person’s food is like begging. Only babies and dogs look at people eating.


He set out at a trot for the ladders. Behind him he heard nothing. He slowed. Stopped. Turned. Nothing. Usually there was a call from a tree-clustered canyon and an answering chirrup from somewhere nearer. Usually he had to hurry to be away from the feeding rocks before dusk.


But tonight, nothing. The Kachis were elsewhere. Unwillingly, my father turned his eyes where the rim of the canyon gleamed high and bright in the last of the light, toward the House Without a Name.


Dusk on Dinadh.


Below in the canyon was only darkness. Beneath the arch of the cave, shadows gathered. In the hive, nighttime quiet stopped the tongues of children, men and women began to whisper. The evening song was done. Chahdzi had returned from the canyon. All the door-skins were down but one. Of all the people of Cochim-Mahn, only Hallach still stood outside upon the lip of stone. Hallach and the two women of his family who had gone to take him food and drink.


‘Songfather, this woman brings you evening food,’ whined son’s daughter, my half sister, Hazini.


‘Songfather, this woman brings you water for your mouth,’ hummed daughter’s daughter, Shalumn. My friend Shalumn.


She remained my friend. Even afterward, she talked to me sometimes. Or, she talked to the wall, knowing I was where I could hear her. So I learned how things were, how things happened, how she read Hallach’s face and his movements, seeing what he really felt written upon him.


So, she said, Hallach turned and held out his hands. Shalumn poured the water into them, murmuring rapidly as she did so. ‘Blessings upon the pattern of water, water that fecundates, that cleanses, that cools, that blesses, that heals, that becometh a tool in the dedicated hands of the Dinadhi.’


He sipped from his hands, rinsing away the words of song so they would not be contaminated by mere food, then dried his hands upon the folds of his cotton inner robe. He approved of Shalumn’s abbreviated litany. If Hazini had poured the water, she would have chattered out the entire water-blessing catalog rather than ending expeditiously with the all-purpose phrase becometh a tool in the hands. … And while Hazini had gone on and on, Hallach songfather would have had to stand hungry, which would not have bothered Hazini, who was bony as a lightning-killed tree and ate only so much as a small picky bird. Hazini did not understand hunger.




Hallach took the bowl Hazini offered, casting his eyes upward. There was light upon the height, still time to eat outside before real darkness came. He sat down, his back politely turned so the girls would not offend custom by catching sight of his food, an important courtesy in times of famine, though one not rigorously observed during the present days. There was no current shortage of food in Cochim-Mahn.


The women had raided the last of their winter stores to provide stew for tonight, stew full of the flavors of smoked meat and dried roots. A bright stripe of flavor among all those dark stripes of fungus! He scooped a mouthful onto a round of hearth-bread and let the softened meat pleasure his tongue.


‘Songfather?’ Hazini said in a self-important voice. ‘This woman has learned the rest of the rain names and would recite them for songfather.’


‘Umph,’ Hallach said around a mouthful. ‘Not tonight, Hazini. It is not a proper time.’


She made a disrespectful sound behind him, almost a rudeness.


He put down his food and turned to look at her. Her lips were compressed into that pinched line Hallach found so annoying. Just like Chahdzi’s second wife, Zinisi. Pinch-pinch, whine-whine, never satisfied with anything. Pretty, though. The way she turned her head and looked at men under her lashes, with that half smile, letting that whiny little voice come out like a seeking tendril to wind around their loins. Songfather remembered how Zinisi had wooed poor Chahdzi, the poor widower. ‘Chaa-dzi. Can liddle Zinisi have the pretty feathers, Chaa-dzi?’ Poor Chahdzi hadn’t been able to resist her. Now look at him! With only Saluez to listen to him, only Saluez to …


Hallach felt sudden fury. He fixed Hazini with a songfather glare. ‘Girl, do not make that tightness with your mouth. You cannot recite sacred names from a mouth like that.’ Rage filled him. He dared not stop to question why. ‘Also, your voice is too whiny. It must be full and generous if you are to pray to Daylight Woman and Weaving Woman and Great Lightning Wielder.’


Shalumn’s mouth puckered as though she might laugh, but as Hallach turned toward her she bowed hastily, hiding her face. Hazini, shocked into movement, turned and ran back toward the great dark slab of the hive.


Hallach, ignoring Shalumn for the moment, turned back to his food. He did not ask himself where this rage had come from. He knew. Saluez. Feelings he was supposed to have put behind him. Affections a songfather might not indulge in. His anger was unworthy of him, but nonetheless, he felt no remorse at chiding Hazini. The Gracious One had decreed this conflict from the time they had come to Dinadh. Age must discipline youth. Men must teach women the proper way of things. Some must lose that others may gain. Cold against heat, dry against wet, life against death, every quality must strain to contain its opposite, the whole requiring songfathers to sing the pattern into balance.


Though sometimes it was hard to accept … what happened.


Hallach shifted uncomfortably. It wasn’t wise to think about that either. Such thinking smacked of doubt, and of course he didn’t doubt. She’d be fine. She was his … his son’s daughter. Of course she’d be fine.


No longer at all hungry, he set the half-emptied bowl aside.


Shalumn saw all this and drew her own conclusions. She moved slightly toward him, her hesitancy reminding him she had not been dismissed. Hallach held one finger upright, stopping her where she stood.


‘Saluez,’ he said, a mere whisper. It would not have been proper for a songfather to ask about a mere girl, but he had not asked. He had merely said a name.


Shalumn had seen Masanees return. Shalumn had seen her leave again, with two of the sisterhood. Then, in the dusk, they had returned again, a cluster of women who had carried someone, someone alive, perhaps, or dead, perhaps, but who had in either case gone into a side entrance to the hive and down into a shadowy place below, a place Shalumn could not go, where even songfathers could not go.


No one had mentioned this to songfather, and he could not ask. He had not asked, and Shalumn did not move or speak. She did not look up. Her eyes remained down. There were certain things a woman would never say to a man. Not any man.


After a moment Hallach waved the finger at her, letting her take the bowl and go.


It was many days later that I came upon Shalumn in a corridor. She knew me by the borders painted upon my outer robe. Had she not painted them? Had the robe not been her gift to me? Now she turned away, as she must, and began to speak to the corridor wall. She told the wall about songfather, and Hazini, and how songfather had looked and what songfather had said. She knew I was standing in an alcove just behind her. She knew I could hear.


‘Songfather looked very sad,’ she said. ‘Songfather looked very strange. I went away then, stumbling a little. I wept. I miss my friend.’ She gulped, and I saw her wipe her face with her hand. ‘I miss my love. I will always miss my love.’ She walked away then, not glancing at me, but her cheeks were wet.


Shalumn’s were the only tears I saw shed for me. Songfather could not show grief. Chahdzi could not show grief. Hazini would not grieve, nor Zinisi, nor any of the people of the hive. Weaving Woman sends the shuttles to and fro, light and dark, youth and age, good and ill, wisdom and stupidity. Belief and doubt, also. Belief and doubt.


Often the pattern is not as we ourselves would weave it.
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