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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.




   PREFACE


      But strength still goes out from your thorns,
and from your abysses the sound of music.
Your shadows lie on my heart like roses
and your nights are like strong wine.




      

      I


      

      The Village of Saltus


      

      Morwenna’s face floated in the single beam of light, lovely and framed in hair dark as my cloak: blood from her neck pattered

         to the stones. Her lips moved without speech. Instead I saw framed within them (as though I were the Increate, peeping through

         his rent in Eternity to behold the World of Time) the farm, Stachys her husband tossing in agony upon his bed, little Chad

         at the pond, bathing his fevered face.

      


      

      Outside, Eusebia, Morwenna’s accuser, howled like a witch. I tried to reach the bars to tell her to be quiet, and at once

         became lost in the darkness of the cell. When I found light at last, it was the green road stretching from the shadow of the

         Piteous Gate. Blood gushed from Dorcas’s cheek, and though so many screamed and shouted, I could hear it pattering to the

         ground. Such a mighty structure was the Wall that it divided the world as the mere line between their covers does two books;

         before us now stood such a wood as might have been growing since the founding of Urth, trees as high as cliffs, wrapped in

         pure green. Between them lay the road, grown up in fresh grass, and on it were the bodies of men and women. A burning cariole

         tainted the clean air with smoke.

      


      

      Five riders sat destriers whose hooked tushes were encrusted with lazulite. The men wore helmets and capes of indanthrene

         blue and carried lances whose heads ran with blue fire; their faces were more akin than the faces of brothers. On these riders,

         the tide of travelers broke as a wave on a rock, some turning left, some right. Dorcas was torn from my arms, and I drew Terminus Est to cut down those between us and found I was about to strike Master Malrubius, who stood calmly, my dog Triskele at his side,

         in the midst of the tumult. Seeing him so, I knew I dreamed, and from that knew, even while I slept, that the visions I had

         had of him before had not been dreams.

      


      

      I threw the blankets aside. The chiming of the carillon in the Bell Tower was in my ears. It was time to rise, time to run

         to the kitchen pulling on my clothes, time to stir a pot for Brother Cook and steal a sausage – a sausage bursting, savory,

         and nearly burned – from the grill. Time to wash, time to serve the journeymen, time to chant lessons to myself before Master

         Palaemon’s examination.

      


      

      I woke in the apprentices’ dormitory, but everything was in the wrong place: a blank wall where the round port should have

         been, a square window that should have been a bulkhead. The row of hard, narrow cots was gone, and the ceiling too low.

      


      

      Then I was awake. Country smells – much like the pleasant odors of flower and tree that used to float across the ruined curtain

         wall from the necropolis, but mixed now with the hot reek of a stable – drifted through the window. The bells began again,

         ringing in some campanile not far away, calling the few who retained their faith to beseech the coming of the New Sun, though

         it was very early still, the old sun had hardly dropped Urth’s veil from his face, and save for the bells the village lay

         silent.

      


      

      As Jonas had discovered the night before, our waterewer held wine. I used some to rinse my mouth, and its astringency made

         it better than water; but I still wanted water to splash on my face and smooth my hair. Before sleeping I had folded my cloak,

         with the Claw at the center, to use for a pillow. I spread it now, and remembering how Agia had once tried to slip her hand

         into the sabretache on my belt, thrust the Claw into my boot top.

      


      

      Jonas still slept. In my experience, people asleep look younger than they do awake, but Jonas seemed older – or perhaps only

         ancient; he had the face, with straight nose and straight forehead, that I have often noted in old pictures. I buried the

         smoldering fire in its own ashes and left without waking him.

      


      

      By the time I had finished refreshing myself from the bucket of the innyard well, the street before the inn was no longer

         silent, but alive with hooves that splashed through the puddles left by the previous night’s rain, and the clacking of scimitar

         horns. Each animal was taller than a man, black or piebald, rolling-eyed and half blinded by the coarse hair that fell across

         its face. Morwenna’s father, I remembered, had been a drover; it was possible this herd was his, though it seemed unlikely.

         I waited until the last lumbering beast had passed and watched the men ride by. There were three, dusty and common looking,

         flourishing iron-tipped goads longer than themselves; and with them, their hard, watchful, low-bred dogs.

      


      

      Inside the inn once more, I ordered breakfast and got bread warm from the oven, newly churned butter, pickled duck’s eggs,

         and peppered chocolate beaten to a froth. (This last a sure sign, though I did not know it then, that I was among people who

         drew their customs from the north.) Our hairless gnome of a host, who had no doubt seen me in conversation with the alcalde

         the night before, hovered over my table wiping his nose on his sleeve, inquiring about the quality of each dish as it was

         served – though they were all, in truth, very good – promising better food at supper, and condemning the cook, who was his wife. He called me sieur, not because he thought as they sometimes had in Nessus that I was an exultant incognito, but because a torturer here, as

         the efficient arm of the law, was a great person. Like most peons, he could conceive of no more than one social class higher

         than his own.

      


      

      ‘The bed, it was comfortable? Plenty of quilts? We will bring more.’


      

      My mouth was full, but I nodded.


      

      ‘Then we shall. Will three be enough? You and the other sieur, are you comfortable together?’


      

      I was about to say that I would prefer separate rooms (I thought Jonas no thief, but I was afraid the Claw might be too much

         of a temptation for any man, and I was unused, moreover, to sleeping double) when it occurred to me that he might have difficulty

         paying for a private accommodation.

      


      

      ‘You will be there today, sieur? When they break through the wall? A mason could take down the ashlars, but Barnoch’s been

         heard moving inside and may have strength left. Perhaps he’s found a weapon. Why, he could bite the masons’ fingers, if nothing

         else!’

      


      

      ‘Not in an official capacity. I may watch if I can.’


      

      ‘Everyone’s coming.’ The bald man rubbed his hands, which slithered together as if they had been oiled. ‘There’s to be a fair,

         you know. The alcalde announced it. He’s got a good head for business, our alcalde has. You take the average man – he’d see

         you here in my parlor and never think of a thing. Or at least, no more than to have you put an end to Morwenna. Not ours!

         He sees things. He sees the possibilities of them. You might say that in the wink of an eye the whole fair sprang up out of

         his head, colored tents and ribbons, roast meat and spun sugar, all together. Today? Why today we’ll open the sealed house

         and pull Barnoch out like a badger. That will warm them up, that will draw them for leagues around. Then we’ll watch you do

         for Morwenna and that country fellow. Tomorrow you’ll begin on Barnoch – hot irons you start with usually, don’t you? And

         everybody will want to be there. The day after, finish him off and fold the tents. It doesn’t do to let them hang about too

         long after they’ve spent their money, or they begin to beg and fight and so on. All well planned, all well thought out! There’s

         an alcalde for you!’

      


      

      I went out again after breakfast and watched the alcalde’s enchanted thoughts take shape. Country folk were stumping into

         the village with fruits and animals and bolts of home-woven cloth to sell; among them were a few autochthons carrying fur

         pelts and strings of black and green birds killed with the cerbotana. Now I wished I still had the mantle Agia’s brother had

         sold me, for my fuligin cloak drew some odd looks. I was about to step inside once more when I heard the quickstep of marching

         feet, a sound familiar to me from the drilling of the garrison in the Citadel, but which I had not heard since I had left it.

      


      

      The cattle I had watched earlier that morning had been going down to the river, there to be herded into barges for the remainder

         of their trip to the abattoirs of Nessus. These soldiers were coming the other way, up from the water. Whether that was because

         their officers felt the march would toughen them, or because the boats that had brought them were needed elsewhere, or because

         they were destined for some area remote from Gyoll, I had no way of knowing. I heard the shouted order to sing as they came

         into the thickening crowd, and almost together with it the thwacks of the vingtners’ rods and the howls of the unfortunates

         who had been hit.

      


      

      The men were kelau, each armed with a sling with a two-cubit handle and each carrying a painted leather pouch of incendiary

         bullets. Few looked older than I and most seemed younger, but their gilded brigandines and the rich belts and scabbards of

         their long daggers proclaimed them members of an elite corps of the erentarii. Their song was not of battle or women as most

         soldiers’ songs are, but a true slingers’ song. Insofar as I heard it that day, it ran thus:

      


      



         ‘When I was a lad, my mother said,
“You dry your tears and go to bed;
I know my son will travel far,
Born beneath a shooting star.”





      



         ‘In after years, my father said,
As he pulled my hair and knocked my head.
“They mustn’t whimper at a scar,
Who’re born beneath a shooting star.”





      



         ‘A mage I met, and the mage he said,
“I see for you a future red,
Fire and riot, raid and war,
O born beneath a shooting star.’





      



         ‘A shepherd I met, and the shepherd said.
“We sheep must go where we are led,
To Dawn-Gate where the angels are,
Following the shooting star.”’





      

      And so on, verse after verse, some cryptic (as it seemed to me), some merely comic, some clearly assembled purely for the

         sake of the rhymes, which were repeated again and again.

      


      

      ‘A fine sight, aren’t they?’ It was the innkeeper, his bald head at my shoulder. ‘Southerners – notice how many have yellow hair and dotted hides? They’re used to cold down there, and they’ll need

         to be in the mountains. Still, the singing almost makes you want to join ’em. How many, would you say?’

      


      

      The baggage mules were just coming into view, laden with rations and prodded forward with the points of swords. ‘Two thousand.

         Perhaps twenty-five hundred.’

      


      

      ‘Thank you, sieur. I like to keep track of them. You wouldn’t believe how many I’ve seen coming up our road here. But precious

         few going back. Well, that’s what war is, I believe. I always try to tell myself they’re still there – I mean, wherever it

         was they went – but you know and I know there’s a lot that have gone to stay. Still, the singing makes a man want to go with

         ’em.’

      


      

      I asked if he had news of the war.


      

      ‘Oh, yes, sieur. I’ve followed it for years and years now, though the battles they fight never seem to make much difference,

         if you understand me. It never seems to get much closer to us, or much farther off either. What I’ve always supposed was that

         our Autarch and theirs appoints a spot to fight in, and when it’s over they both go home. My wife, fool that she is, don’t

         believe there’s a real war at all.’

      


      

      The crowd had closed behind the last mule driver, and it thickened with every word that passed between us. Bustling men set

         up stalls and pavilions, narrowing the street and making the press of people greater still; bristling masks on tall poles

         seemed to have sprouted from the ground like trees.

      


      

      ‘Where does your wife think the soldiers are going, then?’ I asked the innkeeper.


      

      ‘Looking for Vodalus, that’s what she says. As if the Autarch – whose hands run with gold and whose enemies kiss his heel – would send his whole army to fetch

         a bandit!’

      


      

      I scarcely heard a word beyond Vodalus.

      


      

      Whatever I possess I would give to become one of you, who complain every day of memories fading. My own do not. They remain

         always, and always as vivid as at their first impression, so that once summoned they carry me off spellbound.

      


      

      I think I turned from the innkeeper and wandered into the crowd of pushing rustics and chattering vendors, but I saw neither

         them nor him. Instead I felt the bone-strewn paths of the necropolis under my feet, and saw through the drifting river fog

         the slender figure of Vodalus as he gave his pistol to his mistress and drew his sword. Now (it is a sad thing to have become

         a man) I was struck by the extravagance of the gesture. He who had professed in a hundred clandestine placards to be fighting for the old ways, for the ancient high civilization Urth has now

         lost, has discarded the effectual weapon of that civilization.

      


      

      If my memories of the past remain intact, perhaps it is only because the past exists only in memory. Vodalus, who wished as

         I did to summon it again, yet remained a creature of the present. That we are capable only of being what we are remains our

         unforgivable sin.

      


      

      No doubt if I had been one of you whose memories fade, I would have rejected him on that morning as I elbowed my way through

         the crowd, and so in some fashion would have escaped this death in life that grips me even as I write these words. Or perhaps

         I would not have escaped at all. Yes, more likely not. And in any case, the old, recalled emotions were too strong. I was

         trapped in admiration for what I had once admired, as a fly in amber remains the captive of some long-vanished pine.

      




      

      II


      

      The Man in the Dark


      

      The bandit’s house had differed in no way from the common houses of the village. It was of broken mine-stone, single storied,

         with a flattish, solid-looking roof of slabs of the same material. The door and the only window I could see from the street

         had been closed with rough masonry. A hundred or so fair-goers stood before the house now, talking and pointing; but there

         was no sound from within, and no smoke issuing from the chimney.

      


      

      ‘Is this commonly done hereabouts?’ I asked Jonas.


      

      ‘It’s traditional. You’ve heard the saying, “A legend, a lie, and a likelihood make a tradition”?’


      

      ‘It seems to me it would be easy enough to get out. He could break through a window or the wall itself by night, or dig a

         passage. Of course, if he expected something like this – and if it’s common and he was really engaged in spying for Vodalus,

         there’s no reason he shouldn’t – he could have supplied himself with tools as well as a quantity of food and drink.’

      


      

      Jonas shook his head. ‘Before they close the openings, they go through the house and take everything they can find in the

         way of food and tools and lights, besides whatever else may be of value.’

      


      

      A resonant voice said, ‘Having good sense, as we flatter ourselves, we do indeed.’ It was the alcalde, who had come up behind

         us without either of us noticing his presence in the crowd. We wished him a good day, and he returned the courtesy. He was

         a solid, square-built man whose open face was marred by something too clever about the eyes. ‘I thought I recognized you,

         Master Severian, bright clothes or no. Are these new? They look it. If they don’t give satisfaction, speak out to me about

         it. We try to keep the traders honest that come to our fairs. It’s only good business. If he doesn’t make them right for you,

         whoever he is, we’ll duck him in the river, you may be sure. One or two ducked a year keep the rest from feeling too comfortable.’

      


      

      He paused to step back and examine me more carefully, nodding to himself as though greatly impressed. ‘They become you. I

         must say, you’ve a fine figure. A handsome face too, save perhaps for a bit too much pallor, which our hot northern weather

         will soon make right. Anyway, they become you and look to wear well. If you’re asked where you had them, you might say Saltus Fair. Such talk does no harm.’

      


      

      I promised I would, though I was far more concerned about the safety of Terminus Est, which I had left hidden in our room at the inn, than about my own appearance or the durability of the lay clothes I had

         bought from a slopman.

      


      

      ‘You and your assistant have come to see us draw out the miscreant, I suppose? We’ll be at him as soon as Mesmin and Sebald

         bring the post. A battering ram is what we called it when we passed the word of what was intended, but I’m afraid the truth

         is that it’s nothing more than a tree trunk, and not a big one either – otherwise the village would have had to fee too many

         men to handle it. Yet it should do the work. I don’t suppose you’ve heard of the case we had here eighteen years gone?’

      


      

      Jonas and I shook our heads.


      

      The alcalde threw out his chest, as politicians do whenever they see an opportunity to speak for more than a couple of sentences.

         ‘I recall it well enough, though I wasn’t more than a stripling. A woman, I’ve forgotten her name, but we called her Mother

         Pyrexia. The stones were put up on her, just like what you see here, for it’s largely the same ones doing it, and they did

         it in the same way. But it was the other end of summer, just at apple-picking time, and that I recall very well because of

         the people drinking new cider in the crowd, and myself with a fresh apple to eat while I watched.

      


      

      ‘Next year when the corn was up, someone wanted to buy the house. Property becomes the property of the town, you know. That’s

         how we finance the work, the ones that do it take what they can find for their share, and the town takes the house and ground.

      


      

      ‘To shorten a lengthy tale, we cut a ram and broke through the door in fine fashion, thinking to sweep up the old woman’s

         bones and turn the place over to the new owner.’ The alcalde paused and laughed, throwing back his head. There was something

         ghostly in that laughter, possibly only because it blended with the noise of the crowd, and so seemed silent.

      


      

      I asked, ‘Wasn’t she dead?’


      

      ‘It depends on what you mean by that. I’ll say this – a woman sealed in the dark long enough can become something very strange,

         just like the strange things you find in rotten wood, back among the big trees. We’re miners, mostly, here in Saltus, and

         used to things found underground, but we took to our heels and came back with torches. It didn’t like the light, or the fire

         either.’

      


      

      Jonas touched me on the shoulder and pointed to a swirl in the crowd. A group of purposeful-looking men were shouldering their

         way down the street. None had helmets or body armor, but several carried narrow-headed piletes, and the rest had brass-bound staves. I was strongly reminded of the volunteer guards who had admitted Drotte, Roche,

         Eata, and me to the necropolis so long ago. Behind these armed men were four who carried the tree trunk the alcalde had mentioned,

         a rough log about two spans across and six cubits long.

      


      

      A collective indrawn breath greeted them; it was followed by louder talk and some good-natured cheering. The alcalde left

         us to take charge, directing the men with staves to clear a space about the door of the sealed house and using his authority,

         when Jonas and I pushed forward to get a better view, to make the crowd give way for us.

      


      

      I had supposed that when all the breakers-in were in position they would proceed without ceremony. In that, I had reckoned

         without the alcalde. At the last possible moment he mounted the doorstep of the sealed house, and waving his hat for silence,

         addressed the crowd.

      


      

      ‘Welcome visitors and fellow villagers! In the time it takes to draw breath thrice, you will see us smash this barrier and

         drag out the bandit Barnoch. Whether he be dead, or, as we have good reason to believe – for he hasn’t been in there that

         long – alive. You know what he has done. He has collaborated with the traitor Vodalus’s cultellarii, informing them of the

         arrivals and departures of those who might become their victims! All of you are thinking now, and rightly!, that such a vile

         crime deserves no mercy. Yes, I say! Yes, we all say! Hundreds and maybe thousands lie in unmarked graves because of this

         Barnoch. Hundreds and maybe thousands have met a fate far worse!

      


      

      ‘Yet for a moment, before these stones come down, I ask you to reflect. Vodalus has lost a spy. He will be seeking another.

         On some still night not long, I think, from now, a stranger will come to one of you. It is certain he will have much talk—’

      


      

      ‘Like you!’ someone shouted, to general laughter.


      

      ‘Better talk than mine – I’m only a rough miner, as many of you know. Much smooth, persuasive talk, I ought to have said,

         and possibly some money. Before you nod your head at him, I want you to remember this house of Barnoch’s the way it looks

         now, with those ashlars where the door should be. Think about your own house with no doors and no windows, but with you inside

         it.

      


      

      ‘Then think about what you’re going to see done to Barnoch when we take him out. Because I’m telling you – you strangers particularly

         – what you’re about to see here is only the beginning of what you’ll be seeing at our fair in Saltus! For the events of the

         next few days we have employed one of the finest professionals from Nessus! You will see at least two persons executed here in the formal style, with the head struck off at a single blow. One’s a woman, so we’ll be using

         the chair! That’s something a lot of people who boast of their sophistication and the cosmopolitan tincture of their educations have never seen. And you will see

         this man,’ pausing, the alcalde struck the sunlit door-stones with the flat of his hand, ‘this Barnoch, led to Death by an

         expert guide! It may be that he has made some sort of small hole in the wall by now. Frequently they do, and if so he may

         be able to hear me.’

      


      

      He lifted his voice to a shout. ‘If you can, Barnoch, cut your throat now! Because if you don’t, you’re going to wish you

         had starved long ago!’

      


      

      For a moment there was silence. I was in agony at the thought that I should soon have to practice the Art on a follower of

         Vodalus’s. The alcalde raised his right arm over his head, then brought it down in an emphatic gesture. ‘All right, lads,

         at it with a will!’

      


      

      The four who had brought the ram counted one, two, three to themselves as if by prearrangement and ran at the walled-up door, losing some of their impetuosity when the two in front

         mounted the step. The ram struck the stones with a loud thump, but with no other result.

      


      

      ‘All right, lads,’ the alcalde repeated. ‘Let’s try it again. Show them the kind of men Saltus breeds.’


      

      The four charged a second time. At this attempt, those in front handled the step more skillfully; the stones plugging the

         doorway seemed to shudder under the impact, and a fine dust issued from the mortar. A volunteer from the crowd, a burly, black-bearded

         fellow, joined the original ramsmen, and all five charged; the thump of the ram was not noticeably louder, but it was accompanied

         by a cracking like the breaking of bones. ‘One more,’ the alcalde said.

      


      

      He was right. The next blow sent the stone it struck into the house, leaving a hole the size of a man’s head. After that,

         the ramsmen no longer bothered with a running start; they knocked the remaining stones out by swinging the ram with their

         arms until the aperture was large enough for a man to step through.

      


      

      Someone I had not noticed previously had brought torches, and a boy ran to a neighboring house to kindle them at the kitchen

         fire. The men with piletes and staves took them from him. Showing more courage than I would have credited to those clever

         eyes, the alcalde drew a short truncheon from under his shirt and entered first. We spectators crowded after the armed men,

         and because Jonas and I had been in the forefront of the onlookers, we reached the opening almost at once.

      


      

      The air was foul, far worse than I had anticipated. Broken furniture lay on every side, as though Barnoch had locked his chests

         and cupboards when the sealers came, and they had smashed them to get at his household goods. On a crippled table, I saw the guttered wax of a candle that had burned to the wood. The people behind me were pushing to

         go in farther; and I, as I discovered somewhat to my surprise, was pushing back.

      


      

      There was a commotion at the rear of the house – hurried and confused footsteps – a shout – then a high, inhuman scream.


      

      ‘They’ve got him!’ someone behind me called, and I heard the news being passed to those outside.


      

      A fattish man who might have been a smallholder came running out of the dark, a torch in one hand and a stave in the other.

         ‘Out of the way! Get back, all of you! They’re bringing him out!’

      


      

      I do not know what I expected to see … Perhaps a filthy creature with matted hair. What came instead was a ghost. Barnoch

         had been tall; he was tall still, but stooped and very thin, with skin so pale it seemed to glow as decayed wood does. He

         was hairless, bald, and beardless; I learned that afternoon from his guards that he had formed the habit of plucking his hairs

         out. Worst of all were his eyes: protuberant, seemingly blind, and dark as the black abscess of his mouth. I turned away from

         him as he spoke, but I knew the voice was his. ‘I will be free,’ it said. ‘Vodalus! Vodalus will come!’

      


      

      How I wished then that I had never been imprisoned myself, for his voice brought back to me all those airless days when I

         waited in the oubliette beneath our Matachin Tower. I too had dreamed of rescue by Vodalus, of a revolution that would sweep

         away the animal stench and degeneracy of the present age and restore the high and gleaming culture that was once Urth’s.

      


      

      And I had been saved not by Vodalus and his shadowy army, but by the advocacy of Master Palaemon – and no doubt of Drotte

         and Roche and a few other friends – who had persuaded the brothers that it would be too dangerous to kill me and too disgraceful

         to bring me before a tribunal.

      


      

      Barnoch would not be saved at all. I, who should have been his comrade, would brand him, break him on the wheel, and at last

         sever his head. I tried to tell myself that he had acted, perhaps, only to get money; but as I did so some metal object, no

         doubt the steel head of a pilete, struck stone, and I seemed to hear the ringing of the coin Vodalus had given me, the ringing

         as I dropped it into the space beneath the floor-stone of the ruined mausoleum.

      


      

      Sometimes when all our attention is thus focused on memory, our eyes, unguided by ourselves, will distinguish from a mass

         of detail some single object, presenting it with a clarity never achieved by concentration. So it was with me. Out of all

         the struggling tide of faces beyond the doorway, I saw one, upturned, illuminated by the sun. It was Agia’s.

      




      

      III


      

      The Showman’s Tent


      

      The instant was frozen as though we two, and all those about us, stood in a painting. Agia’s uptilted face, my own wide eyes;

         so we remained amid the cloud of countryfolk with their bright clothes and bundles. Then I moved, and she was gone. I would

         have run to her if I could; but I could only push my way through the onlookers, taking perhaps a hundred poundings of my heart

         to reach the spot where she had stood.

      


      

      By then she had vanished utterly, and the crowd was swirling and changing like the water under the bow of a boat. Barnoch

         had been led forth, screaming at the sun. I took a miner by the shoulder and shouted a question to him, but he had paid no

         attention to the young woman beside him and had no notion of where she might have gone. I followed the throng who followed

         the prisoner until I was sure she was not among them, then, knowing nothing better to do, began to search the fair, peering

         into tents and booths, and making inquiries of the farmwives who had come to sell their fragrant cardamom-bread, and of the

         hot-meat vendors.

      


      

      All this, as I write it, slowly convoluting a thread of the vermilion ink of the House Absolute, sounds calm and even methodical.

         Nothing could be further from the truth. I was gasping and sweating as I did these things, shouting questions to which I hardly

         stayed for an answer. Like a face seen in dream, Agia’s floated before my imagination: wide, flat cheeks and softly rounded

         chin, freckled, sun-browned skin and long, laughing, mocking eyes. Why she had come, I could not imagine; I only knew she

         had, and that my glimpse of her had reawakened the anguish of my memory of her scream.

      


      

      ‘Have you seen a woman so tall, with chestnut hair?’ I repeated it again and again, like the duelist who had called out ‘Cadroe of Seventeen Stones,’ until the phrase was as

         meaningless as the song of the cicada.

      


      

      ‘Yes. Every country maid who comes here.’


      

      ‘Do you know her name?’


      

      ‘A woman? Certainly I can get you a woman.’


      

      ‘Where did you lose her?’


      

      ‘Don’t worry, you’ll soon find her again. The fair’s not big enough for anybody to stay lost long. Didn’t the two of you arrange a place to meet? Have some of my tea – you look so tired.’

      


      

      I fumbled for a coin.


      

      ‘You don’t have to pay, I sell enough as it is. Well, if you insist. It’s only an aes. Here.’


      

      The old woman rummaged in her apron pocket and produced a flood of little coins, then splashed the tea, hissing hot, from

         her kettle into an earthenware cup and offered me a straw of some dimly silver metal. I waved it away.

      


      

      ‘It’s clean. I rinse everything after each customer.’


      

      ‘I’m not used to them.’


      

      ‘Watch the rim then – it’ll be hot. Have you looked by the judging? There’ll be a lot of people there.’


      

      ‘Where the cattle are? Yes.’ The tea was maté, spicy and a trifle bitter.


      

      ‘Does she know you’re looking for her?’


      

      ‘I don’t think so. Even if she saw me, she wouldn’t have recognized me. I … am not dressed as I usually am.’


      

      The old woman snorted and pushed a straggling lock of gray hair back under her kerchief. ‘At Saltus Fair? Of course not! Everybody

         wears his best to a fair, and any girl with sense would know that. How about down by the water where they’ve got the prisoner

         chained?’

      


      

      I shook my head. ‘She seems to have disappeared.’


      

      ‘But you haven’t given up. I can tell from the way you look at the people going past instead of me. Well, good for you. You’ll

         find her yet, though they do say all manner of strange things have been happening round and about of late. They caught a green

         man, do you know that? Got him right over there where you see the tent. Green men know everything, people say, if you can

         but make them talk. Then there’s the cathedral. I suppose you’ve heard about that?’

      


      

      ‘The cathedral?’


      

      ‘I’ve heard tell it wasn’t what cityfolk call a real one – I know you’re from the city by the way you drink your tea – but

         it’s the only cathedral most of us around Saltus ever saw, and pretty too, with all the hanging lamps and the windows in the

         sides made of colored silk. Myself, I don’t believe – or rather, I think that if the Pancreator don’t care nothing for me,

         I won’t care nothing for him, and why should I? Still, it’s a shame what they did, if they did what’s told against them. Set

         fire to it, you know.’

      


      

      ‘Are you talking about the Cathedral of the Pelerines?’


      

      The old woman nodded sagely. ‘There, you said it yourself. You’re making the same mistake they did. It wasn’t the Cathedral

         of the Pelerines, it was the Cathedral of the Claw. Which is to say, it wasn’t theirs to burn.’

      


      

      To myself I muttered, ‘They rekindled the fire.’

      


      

      ‘I beg pardon.’ The old woman cocked an ear. ‘I didn’t hear that.’


      

      ‘I said they burned it. They must have set fire to the straw floor.’


      

      ‘That’s what I heard too. They just stood back and watched it burn. It went up to the Infinite Meadows of the New Sun, you

         know.’

      


      

      A man on the opposite side of the alleyway began to pound a drum. When he paused I said, ‘I know that certain persons have

         claimed to have seen it rise into the air.’

      


      

      ‘Oh, it rose all right. When my grandson-in-law heard about it, he was fairly struck flat for half a day. Then he pasted up

         a kind of hat out of paper and held it over my stove, and it went up, and then he thought it was nothing that the cathedral

         rose, no miracle at all. That shows what it is to be a fool – it never came to him that the reason things were made so was

         so the cathedral would rise just like it did. He can’t see the Hand in nature.’

      


      

      ‘He didn’t see it himself?’ I asked. ‘The cathedral, I mean.’


      

      She failed to understand. ‘Oh, he’s seen it when they’ve been through here, at least a dozen times.’


      

      The chant of the man with the drum, similar to that I had once heard Dr Talos use, but more hoarsely delivered and bereft

         of the doctor’s malicious intelligence, cut through our talk. ‘Knows everything! Knows everybody! Green as a gooseberry! See for yourself!’

      


      

      (The insistent voice of the drum: BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!)


      

      ‘Do you think the green man would know where Agia is?’


      

      The old woman smiled. ‘So that’s her name, is it? Now I’ll know, if anybody should mention her. He might. You’ve money, why

         not try him?’

      


      

      Why not indeed, I thought.


      

      ‘Brought from the jun-gles of the North! Never eats! A-kin to the bush-es and the grass-es!’ BOOM! BOOM! ‘The fu-ture and the re-mote past are one to him!’

      


      

      When he saw me approaching the door of his tent, the drummer stopped his clamor. ‘Only an aes to see him. Two to speak with

         him. Three to be alone with him.’

      


      

      ‘Alone for how long?’ I asked as I selected three copper aes. A wry grin crossed the drummer’s face. ‘For as long as you wish.’

         I handed him his money and stepped inside.

      


      

      It had been plain he had not thought I would want to stay long, and I expected a stench or something equally unpleasant. There

         was nothing beyond a slight odor as of hay curing. In the center of the tent, in a dust-spangled shaft of sunlight admitted

         by a vent in the canvas roof, was chained a man the color of pale jade. He wore a kilt of leaves, now fading; beside him stood

         a clay pot filled to the brim with clear water.

      


      

      For a moment we were silent. I stood looking at him. He sat looking at the ground. ‘That’s not paint,’ I said. ‘Nor do I think

         it dye. And you have no more hair than the man I saw dragged from the sealed house.’

      


      

      He looked up at me, then down again. Even the whites of his eyes held a greenish tint.


      

      I tried to bait him. ‘If you are truly vegetable, I would think your hair should be grass.’


      

      ‘No.’ He had a soft voice, saved from womanishness only by its depth.


      

      ‘You are vegetable then? A speaking plant?’

      


      

      ‘You are no countryman.’


      

      ‘I left Nessus a few days ago.’


      

      ‘With some education.’


      

      I thought of Master Palaemon, then of Master Malrubius and my poor Thecla, and I shrugged. ‘I can read and write.’


      

      ‘Yet you know nothing about me. I am not a talking vegetable, as you should be able to see. Even if a plant were to follow

         the one evolutionary way, out of some many millions, that leads to intelligence, it is impossible that it should duplicate

         in wood and leaf the form of a human being.’

      


      

      ‘The same thing might be said of stones, yet there are statues.’


      

      For all his aspect of despair (and his was a sadder face by far than my friend Jonas’s), something tugged at the corners of

         his lips. ‘That is well put. You have no scientific training, but you are better taught than you realize.’

      


      

      ‘On the contrary, all my training has been scientific – although it had nothing to do with these fantastic speculations. What

         are you?’

      


      

      ‘A great seer. A great liar, like every man whose foot is in a trap.’


      

      ‘If you’ll tell me what you are, I’ll endeavor to help you.’


      

      He looked at me, and it was as if some tall herb had opened eyes and shown a human face. ‘I believe you,’ he said. ‘Why is

         it that you, of all the hundreds who come to this tent, know pity?’

      


      

      ‘I know nothing of pity, but I have been imbued with a respect for justice, and I am well acquainted with the alcalde of this

         village. A green man is still a man; and if he is a slave, his master must show how he came to that state, and how he himself

         came into possession of him.’

      


      

      The green man said, ‘I’m a fool, I suppose, to put any confidence in you. And yet I do. I am a free man, come from your own

         future to explore your age.’

      


      

      ‘That is impossible.’


      

      ‘The green color that puzzles your people so much is only what you call pond scum. We have altered it until it can live in

         our blood, and by its intervention have at last made our peace in humankind’s long struggle with the sun. In us, the tiny plants live and die, and our bodies feed from them and their dead and require no other nourishment.

         All the famines, and all the labor of growing food, are ended.’

      


      

      ‘But you must have sun.’


      

      ‘Yes,’ the green man said. ‘And I have not enough here. Day is brighter in my age.’


      

      That simple remark thrilled me in a way that nothing had since I had first glimpsed the unroofed chapel in the Broken Court

         of our Citadel. ‘Then the New Sun comes as prophesied,’ I said, ‘and there is indeed a second life for Urth – if what you

         say is the truth.’

      


      

      The green man threw back his head and laughed. Much later I was to hear the sound the alzabo makes as it ranges the snow-swept

         tablelands of the high country; its laughter is horrible, but the green man’s was more terrible, and I drew away from him.

         ‘You’re not a human being,’ I said. ‘Not now, if you ever were.’

      


      

      He laughed again. ‘And to think I hoped in you. What a poor creature I am. I thought I had resigned myself to dying here among

         a people who are no more than walking dust; but at the tiniest gleam, all my resignation fell from me. I am a true man, friend.

         You are not, and in a few months I will be dead.’

      


      

      I remembered his kin. How often I had seen the frozen stalks of summer flowers dashed by the wind against the sides of the

         mausoleums in our necropolis. ‘I understand you. The warm days of sun are coming, but when they are gone, you will go with

         them. Grow seed while you can.’

      


      

      He sobered. ‘You do not believe me or even understand that I am a man like yourself, yet you still pity me. Perhaps you are

         right, and for us a new sun has come, and because it has come we have forgotten it. If I am ever able to return to my own

         time, I will tell them there of you.’

      


      

      ‘If you are indeed of the future, why cannot you go forward to your home, and so escape?’


      

      ‘Because I am chained, as you see.’ He held out his leg so that I could examine the shackle about his ankle. His berylline

         flesh was swollen about it, as I have seen the bark of a tree swollen that had grown through an iron ring.

      


      

      The tent flap opened, and the drummer thrust his head through. ‘Are you still here? I have others outside.’ He looked significantly

         at the green man and withdrew.

      


      

      ‘He means that I must drive you off, or he will close the vent through which my sunlight falls. I drive away those who pay

         to see me by foretelling their futures, and I will foretell yours. You are young now, and strong. But before this world has

         wound itself ten times more about the sun you shall be less strong, and you shall never regain the strength that is yours now. If you breed sons, you will engender enemies against

         yourself. If—’

      


      

      ‘Enough!’ I said. ‘What you are telling me is only the fortune of all men. Answer one question truthfully for me, and I will

         go. I am looking for a woman called Agia. Where will I find her?’

      


      

      For a moment his eyes rolled upward until only a narrow crescent of pale green showed beneath their lids. A faint tremor seized

         him; he stood and extended his arms, his fingers splayed like twigs. Slowly he said, ‘Above ground.’

      


      

      The tremor ceased, and he sat again, older looking and paler than before.


      

      ‘You are only a fraud then,’ I told him as I turned away. ‘And I was a simpleton to believe in you even by so little.’


      

      ‘No,’ the green man whispered. ‘Listen. In coming here, I have passed through all your future. Some parts of it remain with

         me, no matter how clouded. I told you only the truth – and if you are indeed a friend of the alcalde of this place, I will

         tell you something further that you may tell him, something I have learned from the questions of those who have come to question

         me. Armed men are seeking to free a man called Barnoch.’

      


      

      I took my whetstone from the sabretache at my belt, broke it on the top of the chain-stake, and gave half to him. For a moment

         he did not comprehend what it was he held. Then I saw the knowledge growing in him, so that he seemed to unfold in his great

         joy, as though he were already basking in the brighter light of his own day.

      




      

      IV


      

      The Bouquet


      

      As I left the showman’s tent, I glanced up at the sun. The western horizon had already climbed more than half up the sky;

         in a watch or less it would be time for me to make my appearance. Agia was gone, and any hope of overtaking her had been lost

         in the frantic time I had spent dashing from one end of the fair to the other, yet I took comfort from the green man’s prophecy,

         which I took to mean that Agia and I should meet again before either of us died, and from the thought that since she had come

         to watch Barnoch drawn into the light, so, equally, might she come to observe the executions of Morwenna and the cattle thief.

      


      

      These speculations occupied me at first as I made my way back to the inn. But before I reached the room I shared with Jonas,

         they had been displaced by recollections of Thecla and my elevation to journeyman, both occasioned by the need to change from

         my new lay clothes into the fuligin of the guild. So strong is the power of association that it could be exercised by that

         habit while it was still out of sight on the pegs in the room, and by Terminus Est while she remained concealed beneath the mattress.

      


      

      It used to entertain me, while I was still attendant upon Thecla, to find that I could anticipate much of her conversation,

         and particularly the first of it, from the nature of the gift I carried when I entered her cell. If it were some favorite

         food thieved from the kitchen, for example, it would elicit a description of a meal at the House Absolute, and the kind of

         food I brought even governed the nature of the repast described: flesh, a sporting dinner with the shrieking and trumpeting

         of game caught alive drifting up from the abattoir below and much talk of brachets, hawks, and hunting leopards; sweets, a

         private repast given by one of the great Chatelaines for a few friends, deliciously intimate, and soaked in gossip; fruit,

         a twilit garden party in the vast park of the House Absolute, lit by a thousand torches and enlivened by jugglers, actors,

         dancers, and pyrotechnic displays.

      


      

      She ate standing as often as sitting, walking the three strides that took her from one end of her cell to the other, holding

         the dish in her left hand while she gestured with her right. ‘Like this, Severian, they all spring into the ringing sky, showering

         green and magenta sparks, while the maroons boom like thunder!’

      


      

      But her poor hand could hardly show the rockets rising higher than her towering head, for the ceiling was not much taller

         than she.

      


      

      ‘But I’m boring you. A moment ago, when you brought me these peaches, you looked so happy, and now you won’t smile. It’s just

         that it does me good, here, to remember those things. How I’ll enjoy them when I see them again.’

      


      

      I was not bored, of course. It was only that it saddened me to see her, a woman still young and endowed with a terrible beauty,

         so confined …

      


      

      Jonas was uncovering Terminus Est for me when I came into our room. I poured myself a cup of wine. ‘How do you feel?’ he asked.

      


      

      ‘What of you? It’s your first time, after all.’


      

      He shrugged. ‘I only have to fetch and carry. You’ve done it before? I wondered, because you look so young.’


      

      ‘Yes, I’ve done it before. Never to a woman.’


      

      ‘You think she’s innocent?’


      

      I was taking off my shirt; when I had my arms freed I mopped my face with it and shook my head. ‘I’m sure she’s not. I went

         down and talked to her last night – they have her chained at the edge of the water, where the midges are bad. I told you about

         it.’

      


      

      Jonas reached for the wine himself, his metal hand clinking when it met the cup. ‘You told me that she was beautiful, and

         that she had black hair like—’

      


      

      ‘Thecla. But Morwenna’s is straight. Thecla’s curled.’


      

      ‘Like Thecla, whom you seem to have loved as I love your friend Jolenta. I confess you had a great deal more time to fall

         in love than I did. And you told me she said her husband and child had died of some sickness, probably from bad water. The

         husband had been quite a bit older than she.’

      


      

      I said, ‘About your age, I think.’


      

      ‘And there was an older woman there who had wanted him too, and now she was tormenting the prisoner.’


      

      ‘Only with words.’ Among the guild, apprentices alone wear shirts. I drew on my trousers and put my cloak (which was of fuligin,

         the color darker than black) around my bare shoulders. ‘Clients who have been exposed by the authorities like that have usually

         been stoned. When we see them they’re bruised, and often they’ve lost a few teeth. Sometimes they have broken bones. The women

         have been raped.’

      


      

      ‘You say she’s beautiful. Perhaps people think she’s innocent. Perhaps they took pity on her.’


      

      I picked up Terminus Est, drew her, and let the soft sheath fall away. ‘The innocent have enemies. They are afraid of her.’

      


      

      We went out together.

      


      

      When I had entered the inn, I had to push my way through the mob of drinkers. Now it opened before me. I wore my mask and

         carried Terminus Est unsheathed across my shoulder. Outside, the sounds of the fair stilled as we went forward until nothing remained but a whispering,

         as though we strode through a wilderness of leaves.

      


      

      The executions were to take place at the very center of the festivities, and a dense crowd had already gathered there. A caloyer

         in red stood beside the scaffold clutching his little formulary; he was an old man, as most of them are. The two prisoners

         waited beside him, surrounded by the men who had taken forth Barnoch. The alcalde wore his yellow gown of office and his gold

         chain.

      


      

      By ancient custom, we must not use the steps (although I have seen Master Gurloes assist his vault to the scaffold with his

         sword, in the court before the Bell Tower). I was, very possibly, the only person present who knew of the tradition; but I

         did not break it, and a great roar, like the voice of some beast, escaped the crowd as I leaped up with my cloak billowing

         about me.

      


      

      ‘Increate,’ read the caloyer, ‘it is known to us that those who will perish here are no more evil in your sight than we. Their hands run with blood. Ours

            also.’

      


      

      I examined the block. Those used outside the immediate supervision of the guild are notoriously bad: ‘Wide as a stool, dense

         as a fool, and dished, as a rule.’ This one fulfilled the first two specifications in the proverbial description only too

         well, but by the mercy of Holy Katharine it was actually slightly convex, and though the idiotically hard wood would be sure

         to dull the male side of my blade, I was in the fortunate position of having before me one subject of either sex, so that

         I could use a fresh edge on each.

      


      

      ‘… by thy will they may, in that hour, have so purified their spirits as to gain thy favor. We who must confront them then, though

            we spill their blood today …’

      


      

      I posed, legs wide as I leaned upon my sword as if I were in complete control of the ceremony, though the truth was that I

         did not know which of them had drawn the short ribbon.

      


      

      ‘You, the hero who will destroy the black worm that devours the sun; you for whom the sky parts as a curtain; you whose breath

            shall wither vast Erebus, Abaia, and Scylla who wallow beneath the wave; you that equally live in the shell of the smallest

            seed in the farthest forest, the seed that hath rolled into the dark where no man sees.’

      


      

      The woman Morwenna was coming up the steps, preceded by the alcalde and followed by a man with an iron spit who used it to

         prod her. Someone in the crowd shouted an obscene suggestion.

      


      

      ‘… have mercy on those who had no mercy. Have mercy on us, who shall have none now.’

      


      

      The caloyer was finished, and the alcalde began. ‘Most hatefully and unnaturally …’


      

      His voice was high, quite different both from his normal speaking voice and the rhetorical tone he had adopted for the speech

         outside Barnoch’s house. After listening absently for a few moments (I was looking for Agia in the crowd), it struck me that

         he was frightened. He would have to witness everything that was done to both prisoners at close range. I smiled, though my

         mask concealed it.
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