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The Burning Verses
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THE CHILD WHO IS KEY TO THE OROKON


SHALL BEAR THE MARK OF RIEL


& HAVE IN HIM THE SPIRIT OF NOVA-RIEL:


BUT HIS TASK IS GREATER AS THE EVIL ONE IS GREATER


WHEN THE END OF THE ATONEMENT COMES
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FOR SASSOROCH SHALL COME AGAIN FROM UNBEING


& HIS POWER SHALL BE A HUNDREDFOLD:


BUT NOW HE SHALL BEAR HIS TRUE NAME & TRUE VISAGE


THAT WERE HIDDEN FROM THE WORLD


WHEN HE WAS SASSOROCH
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& BEFORE THE RETURN OF THE EVIL ONE


A TIME OF SUFFERING SHALL DESCEND UPON THE EARTH


& THIS SHALL HERALD THE END OF ATONEMENT:


& ONLY THE POWER OF THE OROKON


SHALL DEFEAT THE EVIL THAT THEN SHALL COME
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& THE CHILD SHALL FIND FIRST THE CRYSTAL OF DARKNESS


FLUNG TO THE SKIES BY THE FATHER OF THE GODS:


& HE SHALL QUEST THROUGH THE LANDS OF EL-OROK


FOR THE CRYSTALS OF EARTH FIRE WATER & AIR


THAT HE MAY UNITE THEM IN THE OROKON
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& IF HE SUCCEEDS A NEW AGE SHALL DAWN


& ALL THE LANDS OF EL-OROK SHALL LIVE IN PEACE:


& IF HE FAILS THE HORROR THAT HAS PASSED


SHALL BE AS NOTHING TO THE HORROR


THAT SHALL COME









Players


JEM, a crippled boy


CATA, a child of nature


SILAS WOLVERON, her father


UMBECCA RENCH, great-aunt to Jem


ELA (LADY ELABETH), mother to Jem


TOR (TORVESTER), her brother; a wanted man


THE HARLEQUIN, a mysterious entertainer


BARNABAS, a mysterious dwarf


XAL, a Woman of Wisdom


POLTY (POLTISS), a bully; leader of The Five


ARON THROSH (‘BEAN’), his best friend; member of The Five


LENY, VEL and TYL, members of The Five


NATHANIAN WAXWELL, surgeon and apothecary


GOODY WAXWELL, his wife


GOODY THROSH (WYNDA), mother to Aron; tavern-keeper


EBENEZER THROSH (EBBY), her husband


OLIVAN THARLEY VEELDROP, military commander


EAY FEVAL (THE CHAPLAIN), his chaplain


NIRRY, maid-of-all-work at the castle


STEPHEL, her father; old castle steward


THE OLD MAID


MORVEN and CRUM, soldiers


OLCH (‘WIGGLER’) and ROTTS, also soldiers


SERGEANT BUNCH, their immediate superior


CHILDREN OF KOROS (‘VAGAS’), travelling people


REVELLERS in the tavern


QUALITY-FOLK at the ball


VILLAGERS, PEASANTS, more SOLDIERS


&c.


 


OFF-STAGE:


EJARD BLUE, the king


THE FIRST MINISTER


JORVEL OF IXITER, forty-eighth Archduke of Irion


THE ARCHMAXIMATE, leader of the Order of Agonis


HUL and BANDO, members of the Resistance


PROFESSORS of the University of Agondon


INTERCESSIONISTS, historical theorists


PRE-AONS and QUEEN ELANISTS, other theorists


CHARACTERS in the novels of ‘MISS R——’


GREEN GARTERS and other HARLOTS


SOCIETY-FOLK of Agondon


HEROES of Ejland


ZENZANS


&c.


 


FROM THE PAST:


EJARD RED, the deposed king


LADY LOLENDA, mother to the Archduke


LADY RUANNA, his wife; sister to Umbecca Rench


YANE RENCH, their cousin, mother to Cata


TORBY RENCH, father to Umbecca and Ruanna


GOODY RENCH, their mother


ELIAK WOLVERON, father to Silas


OLION WOLVERON, uncle to Silas


THE HEAD PRECEPTOR of Temple College


COLLEGIANS of Temple College


NIRRY’S MOTHER


&c.


 


FROM THE EL-OROKON:


OROK, father of the gods


KOROS, his first-born; god of darkness


VIANA, goddess of earth


THERON, god of fire


JAVANDER, goddess of water


AGONIS, god of air


SPIRITS OF THE UNCREATED, creatures rejected by Orok


TOTH-VEXRAH, a mysterious enchanter


THE LADY IMAGENTA, his daughter


PEOPLES of El-Orok


&c.


 


FROM THE MYTHOLEGICON:


THE TARN, Creatures of Evil


SASSOROCH, greatest of The Tarn


AON THE IRONHAND, an ancient king


QUEEN NAYA, his queen


RIEL (NOVA-RIEL), her adopted son


IXITER IRION, first Archduke of Irion


SOOTHSAYER


MOTLEY, a court jester


SWINE-WARRIOR OF SWALE


PRINCESS ALAMANE


PRINCE YON


&c.









Prologue to The Orokon


OF THE FIVE GODS & THE CREATION OF THE EARTH:


OF THE JUVESCENCE & THE TIME OF ATONEMENT:


BEING ADAPTED FROM THE EL-OROKON


SACRED BOOK OF THE LANDS


OF EL-OROK
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In the time before the earth was brought forth from Unbeing, there was great warmaking in the realm of The Vast, which is home to the gods. In time the warmaking ended; but the god Orok, who had fought long and righteously, knew that he was suffering from a fatal wound. So it was that he withdrew to a far wilderness, as a god must do when his time has come to die.


And deep in the wilderness he came upon a rock. With his sword he struck the rock, and said, ‘This rock I call the Rock of Being and Unbeing. This rock shall be the Rock of my dying.’


Around the Rock he raised a golden palace; and Orok withdrew into the palace he had made, to pass in silence the aeons before him.


For the dying of a god is a long slow dying.


*


Now it came to pass that the dying god grew lonely, and in his loneliness decreed he would have a son. He descended to the Rock of Being and Unbeing; and looking on the Rock, he saw its strength.


‘Rock of Being and Unbeing,’ he cried, ‘give to me a son so great and strong.’


And the dying god raised his sword, and struck the Rock. There was a blaze of radiance; but as the radiance died away the god stood back, aghast. For before him there had come into being a creature hunched and twisted, garbed in darkness. And the dying god said: ‘Creature, you are not comely. Tell me what you are.’


And the creature garbed in darkness said: ‘Father, I am Koros of the Rock, and I come to you as your son.’


Then the dying god Orok knew despair. With his sword he would have slain the creature, but compassion welled in him and he decreed: ‘Creature, you shall live.’ And so that the creature could live and not be lonely, the dying god fashioned for him a sister soft as leaves. Her name was Viana.


And the children lived in the Palace of Orok, but their father turned his eyes from them.


The aeons rolled by.


*


And it came to pass that the dying god grew weaker, and decreed once again that he would have a son. He ventured to the Rock of Being and Unbeing; and as he raised his sword, he felt its swiftness.


‘Rock of Being and Unbeing,’ he cried, ‘give to me a son so swift and fiery!’


There was a blaze of radiance; but again when the radiance died away the god stood back, aghast. For before him was a creature red of hair and eye, hovering on leathern wings. And the dying god said: ‘Creature, you are not comely. Tell me what you are.’


‘Father, I am Theron of the Sword,’ said the creature, ‘and I come to you as your son.’


Then it was that the dying god knew sadness. With harsh words he would have banished the creature, but compassion welled in his heart and he decreed: ‘Creature, you shall stay.’ And so that the creature could stay and not be lonely, the dying god fashioned for him a sister cool as water. Her name was Javander.


And the children lived in the golden palace, but their father turned his eyes from them.


*


And as the aeons rolled slowly past the dying god would venture many times to the Rock, and there he brought into being many creatures. But none of the creatures he permitted to live; for now he would have only perfection. Again and again he would strike the Rock; but again and again he banished his creatures to the Realm of Unbeing.


And the spirits of the Uncreated howled about the palace, but the dying god Orok did not hear them.


*


The dying god entered the last aeon of his age. The time of his creations soon must end, and he decreed that he must leave behind an heir. He looked on the Rock and then the Sword.


‘Rock of Being and Unbeing,’ he said, ‘in the blaze of radiance when Sword clashes Rock, then there is beauty. Give to me a son so bright and beautiful.’


And this time when he struck the Rock the radiance did not die, and there stood before him a being apparelled in light. And the dying god whispered to the bright being, ‘Fair one, you are comely! Tell me who you are.’


And the being apparelled in light said: ‘I am Agonis of the Light, Father. I am your son.’


Then the dying god Orok knew joy, and took his son to sit by him in the throne-room of the palace.
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One day the fair son was wandering in the gardens when he came upon his dark brother speaking to the air.


‘Brother, to whom do you speak?’ the fair god asked.


And his brother Koros turned to him and smiled, ‘You cannot hear? All about us howl the spirits of the Uncreated. I had thought only our father could not hear them; I had not known, brother, that you heard with our father’s ears.’


From that time, Agonis too could hear the mournful cryings. So it was that he said to his father, ‘Father, the Uncreated are baying to be born. May I not make a world where they may live?’


And the dying god said, ‘My son, your compassion makes me love you more. But there are creatures that should not be brought into being. You may create a world; but first you must separate the creatures of good from the creatures of evil.’


So it was that the fair Agonis set about the task, calling the Uncreated to him one by one.


*


Now, Koros envied the task of his fair brother. He said to him, ‘Brother, let me aid you.’


But the fair Agonis only smiled and said, ‘Dark one, I pity you, but you are unfit for this task. For though your heart may be good, your shape is evil.’


Then the dark fire of resentment burned in Koros, and he went to his brother Theron and said, ‘The fair Agonis is making a world, and filling it with spirits only like his own. Our spirits, too, he would consign to Unbeing. Join with me, brother, to fight against him. For the death of our father is approaching fast, and soon a time of reckoning will be upon us.’


But the fiery Theron spurned his dark brother. ‘Begone, misshapen one! I am not so fair as our brother, but I am fairer than you. My fiery wrath shall always be raised in the righteous cause of Agonis.’


So it was that the vengeance of the dark god came to pass. As his father slept, the first-born stole the Sword of Fire; and calling to him the spirits of the Uncreated, led them to the Rock of Being and Unbeing.


‘Rock,’ he cried, as he raised the sword, ‘make for these creatures, the dark and fair alike, a world where all may live!’


He struck the Rock. An explosion shook the palace. Flames and black smoke filled the chamber and a black abyss opened in the floor. Through the abyss the Uncreated fell, and the dark god looked on the world he had made. Then it was that horror overcame him, for it was a world fashioned like himself. And the dark god hid in the chaos he had made, concealed among its vilest and most misshapen things.


*


Above, in the palace, his father trembled with fury. He called his children to him, and asked them what they would do.


Theron, red of hair and eye, would descend in wrath.


But the fair Agonis stepped forth and said: ‘Father, our foolish brother has created a world of torment. Yet the sacrifice of a god may save it. Let me descend to the world my brother has made, and bring light to his darkness.’


Then the dying god looked on his son and said, ‘My son, your sacrifice would make all love you. But I am nearing the time of my ending. It is ordained that I should die into this new world, and that you, my children, should tend to it after me.’


*


So it was that for a final time, the dying god descended to the Rock of Being and Unbeing. When he had completed the enchantments he there wrought, the chaos of his dark son was resolved into order. He ordered the times and seasons of the world; he ordered the ranks of the creatures that lived there. The good he placed in a plenteous valley; the evil he banished beyond the far mountains. In the centre of the valley, which was the Vale of Orok, he planted the Rock of Being and Unbeing; and when his work was done, the god who had died appeared before his children for a final time.


‘My children,’ the dead god Orok said, ‘this is not the world I wanted. In my dying I have divided dark from light; but darkness yet remains ever-present in this world. So it is that you must tend to this world.’


Then to each of his favoured children the dead god gave a province, and a crystal which embodied the powers of that province. First he called to him his two daughters. Blessing them, to Viana he gave a crystal coloured like earth; to Javander, one coloured like the sea.


He called to him his remaining sons. To Theron, Orok gave a crystal fierce as fire.


Then came the fairest son.


The lesser gods gasped.


For each crystal was a thing of rare beauty, but the Crystal of Agonis was rarest of all. Its colour shimmered and shifted like sunlight.


And Orok embraced his fair son, and kissed his eyes and lips. He said, ‘Now, my children, the time has come when I must descend into this Rock of my dying. Know that I command you to live in bonds of love, and use the crystals only for good.’


And the living gods stepped forth to bless their dead father, when all at once came a cry of ‘Hold!’ For the dark Koros had come forth from concealment, and in contrition he knelt before his father.


‘Forgive me, Father,’ the dark god said. ‘Bless me as you have blessed my sisters and brothers.’


The fiery Theron said, ‘Father, let me destroy him.’


But the fair Agonis took the hand of his dark brother, and said, ‘Father, he is contrite. Let him live and prove his worth.’


So it was that the dead god said to his son Koros, ‘Misshapen one, you deserve only to die. But the pity of your fair brother touches my heart. You shall live, but your province shall be death. You shall be the guardian at the Gate of Unbeing. Yours shall be places where fear dwells, dark caves of night and spider-filled corners, bleak mountain passes and the catacombs of death.’


And to his first-born he gave a crystal coloured like night, glowing purple-black with a light that was like darkness.


Then he descended into the Rock of his dying; and when he was gone, the fair Agonis drew his sisters and brothers to him and said, ‘Children, it is a great trust that our father has laid upon us. Let us swear to be true to that trust.’ And placing his crystal atop the Rock, he bade his sisters and brothers do likewise, and said, ‘Let us fuse our crystals into this Rock. And vow that for so long as they are here united, so their powers shall be used for good.’


So the five crystals were embedded in the Rock, forming the mystic circle called The Orokon; and for so long as the circle was unbroken, so the new world would live in harmony.


Thus it was in the first age of the earth, which women and men would call The Juvescence.
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Now it came to pass that The Juvescence must end, and an age called the Time of Atonement begin.


When the earth was new, women and men would yield up their oblations to each of the five gods; but as time passed there gathered about each god a particular people, who were jealous of their god. Even the dark Koros had his people, who did not shun him, but dwelt like him with darkness.


One day the fair Agonis called his sisters and brothers to him and said, ‘Children, yesterday I spoke to our father, who lies in darkness in the Rock. Our father warned me that a time would come when the women and men of earth should not live in harmony. Thus it is that we must save them from themselves; we must bond them more strongly to the race of the gods.’


And when his brothers asked how this should be done, the fair Agonis told them it was decreed that a woman of earth should become his bride.


‘Brother,’ his sister Javander said, ‘the life of a woman of earth is short. How should you find one to share your long life?’


‘Brother,’ his sister Viana said, ‘the beauty of a woman of earth is fleeting. How should you find one who shall not fade?’


Their brother said he would search the earth for the fairest of its daughters; and when he had found her, he would make her a goddess.


*


Now it happened that in the Vale of Orok there lived an enchanter who wrought many spells. His name was Toth-Vexrah; and when he heard of the quest of the fair god he went to him and said, ‘Great one, I can show you what you seek.’ The enchanter brought forth a magic glass, and in the glass the god Agonis saw the image of a woman fair as himself.


‘You speak truth, enchanter,’ said the enraptured god. ‘This creature might be a goddess already. Tell me where I may find her.’


And the enchanter replied, ‘Great one, you have not far to seek. The name of this lady is Imagenta. She is my daughter, and I give you her hand.’


So it was that the enchanter brought his daughter to the god. Her face was swathed in a veil, which the god would sweep aside; but the enchanter called: ‘Hold! Great one, there is a condition I would lay upon you. The glass shows but the shadow of this lady’s beauty. In truth, my daughter is a creature so radiant that no man may look upon her who is not her husband. Part not the veil until she is yours.’


The god assented; but asked only that he might possess the magic glass, that he might gaze upon it until the wedding. The enchanter gave it to him, and the god looked on the glass with a yet more ardent longing.
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Now there was much joy in the Vale of Orok when the wedding of the fair Agonis was announced. Women and men fashioned rich gifts for the gods; there were sacrifices of blessing. Only the countenance of Koros was unjoyful; for when he saw the image which had so entranced his brother, the first-born of Orok burned with a dark fury.


So it came to pass that on the morning of the wedding, the Lady Imagenta could not be found. The fair Agonis was struck dumb with sorrow; so the fiery Theron called a council of the gods.


One god did not come.


‘Sisters and brothers,’ cried the fiery god, ‘where is our brother Koros?’


Then it was that the enchanter Toth-Vexrah pounded at the doors, crying, ‘Great ones, it is your brother who has stolen my daughter! For he has taken her to the feet of the far mountains, and there he has imprisoned her in a fortress of darkness.’ And the enchanter made manifest an image of the captive.


‘This cannot be!’ cried the goddess Viana. ‘My brother’s powers are dark, but not wicked, and what we see must be an illusion.’


‘Goddess, it is no illusion,’ the enchanter replied. ‘For look you on the Rock of Being and Unbeing, and you shall see that the dark crystal has been plucked forth from its place.’


The gods looked on the Rock, and saw that it was true.


Then the fiery Theron flamed out. ‘Gods, our brother has broken our pact! Henceforth, he is our enemy. Fair brother, grieve not, for I shall destroy the traitor Koros.’ And the fiery god plucked his own crystal from the Rock.


‘Brother, I do likewise!’ cried the goddess Javander. ‘My powers, too, shall be raised against Koros! Sister Viana, will you join us in our fight?’


But the goddess Viana looked on them with loathing, and plucking from its place her own crystal cried: ‘Sister, I do likewise, but my powers are for Koros!’


So it was that the first war of earth came to pass, when the forces of Theron and his sister Javander fought against the forces of Koros and Viana. To the standard of each god an army rallied, and destruction rained down upon the Vale of Orok.
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And in all this the fair god intervened not, for he only stared, grieving, into the magic glass.


So it was that after long years, the enchanter Toth-Vexrah came to Agonis and said, ‘Great one, the destruction which began at the feet of the far mountains is rolling ever closer to this palace of your grieving. Soon the whole of this vale shall be a wasteland. Even your fair people have gone to war in your name, wielding swords and axes. Yours is the most powerful of the Crystals of Orok. Use it now to bring an end to this war.’


‘Enchanter, your words are evil,’ said the fair god. ‘Our father commanded us to live in bonds of love, and use the crystals only for good. Though I grieve for the loss of your daughter, my heart forbids me to disobey my father.’


‘Then you are a fool!’ the enchanter replied, and seizing the crystal of the fair god he spirited it away to the fiery Theron. So it was that Theron was victorious, blasting at last into the dark fortress of Koros.


‘She is mine!’ the fiery god cried; for through all this, in the secrecy of his heart, Theron had sought the lady for himself.


Inside the fortress, he assailed his dark brother, stabbing him in the thigh as a punishment for his lust. Then, his heart exulting, he leapt to the chamber where the captive had been held.


But in the chamber his joy turned to rage, for the lady had vanished, and could not be found. The fiery god wailed, and beat at the walls; he raised the crystal that was coloured like the sun, and called down destruction on all the world.


Then it was that the firmament darkened, and a voice like thunder bid the fiery god to hold.


‘Father!’ cried Theron, and sank to his knees; for it was the voice of his dead father, who had risen like a phantom from the darkness of the Rock.


And darkness spread lowering over the ravaged vale as the children of the dead god were summoned to him again.


‘My children, you have destroyed this last of my creations. Were I still living, I should punish you mightily; but you have brought retribution upon yourselves. Your lives now must be lives of penance. It remains only that you retire to The Vast, and return this world to the Realm of Unbeing.’


And the god would have sunk back into the Rock of his death, but for his fair son, who called to him, ‘Father, consign not this world to Unbeing! For though the gods, your children, have erred so grievously, the women and men of earth do not deserve to die. Let us live out our penance here, and build this world anew.’


Then the dead god rose again and said, ‘My fairest son, my love for you has not waned. In the darkness of my death, I long for you to join me. But no, my child, the time has passed when the gods can live in this world; nor have its creatures deserved your care. Let it come to pass that this world shall live, but from now on its creatures must make their lives alone. Bring them to me.’


And the fair Agonis, sorrowing, gathered the peoples of earth to the Rock of Being and Unbeing; and there his dead father spoke to them thus:


‘Women and men of earth, you can no longer live with the gods. Nor can your races, which have become warring armies, continue with one another. They must be divided, and you must go forth from this vale, once so plenteous, which has become now only a vale of destruction. Tomorrow, after a night of mourning, my children shall return to The Vast, which is their home. Your fate lies beyond the far mountains.’


Then to each of the races of earth, the dead god gave a destiny. To the women and men of Viana, he ordained a journey to the east, where they would wrest new lives from a realm of dark forests. Calling to Viana for the crystal coloured like earth, the dead god entrusted it to the care of her people. ‘This crystal is a symbol of your goddess. Bear it with you always, and she shall go with you.’


To the people of Javander and Theron he did likewise. Javander’s people he would send across the seas, to the far islands of the west; Theron’s, to the south, to blazing lands where the sun flamed high.


The dead god turned to the people of his fairest son.


‘Children of Agonis, you have proved yourselves unworthy of him. Your journey is to the north, to mountainous lands of ice. There you shall live close to the vault of the sky, but yours shall be a sky that brings no warmth. Perhaps in time, as you look upon this crystal, you shall be brought to a proper atonement.’ For the time that was to come, he said, would be a Time of Atonement, when all would live in sorrow for the errors of the past.


And then the dead god would have dismissed the races from him, but his fair son Agonis stepped forth and said, ‘Father, you are just. But Koros stands here, too. What is to become of his people? Where is to be their home?’


Then the wrath of the dead god burst forth.


‘Speak not to me of one accursed, deserving only of detestation! Creatures of Koros, you shall have no home!’


And seizing the crystal of his first-born son, the dead god flung it to the skies, high and far, so that none could see where it travelled or where it would land.


‘Accursed tribe, it shall be your destiny to wander eternally through the lands of this world, searching for the crystal which alone might redeem you. And other races shall hold you in hatred, for they shall know it was your god who destroyed the Vale of Orok.’


So it was that the destinies of this earth’s races were ordained. And that night, the night before the gods would leave the earth, the fair Agonis drew his sisters and brothers to him and said:


‘Children, our father’s wrath is just. He has decreed a hard destiny for the women and men of earth. But I have communed with him, in the darkness of his death. Our father has divided the five crystals; and yet, in time, they shall be united again. It is our task to look upon our peoples, watching over them until this time of redemption. Let us meditate on this redemption now, before the hour comes when we must ascend to The Vast.’


*


But the fair god did not spend that night in meditation. Instead, he called to him the enchanter Toth-Vexrah.


‘Treacherous one, the time for recrimination has passed,’ he said. ‘But tell me, what has become of your daughter? My brother Theron told me she had vanished, but how can this be? Show me where she is.’


But the enchanter only said, ‘My daughter is gone, I know not where, and all my magic is powerless to find her.’


And the fair god sighed, and looked once more on the magic glass, in which the beauty of the lady had not faded.


‘This lady was to have been the redemption of this world. Had she been mine, this world would have prospered; because I have lost her, all has been lost.’


So it was that the night of mourning passed; and when the new day came, the five races gathered for a last time at the Rock of Being and Unbeing. The appointed time came; the gods arrived, and one by one bade their farewells to their peoples. But when it was time for the leave-taking of Agonis, the fairest of the gods was not to be found.


‘Where is Agonis?’ the cry went up, but the fair god had vanished, like the lady he had loved.


And to this day, his fate remains a mystery. Some say he descended into the Rock of Being and Unbeing, there to seek solace with the dead god, his father; some say he vanished into the magic glass.


Then there is the legend that he disguised himself that day, mingling with the peoples who were clustered about the Rock. They say he set out with them when they left the vale, determined to search the world for the missing lady. But in what disguise, or with which tribe he travelled, none can say.


And now, though aeons have rolled slowly past, still his worshippers look to the day when the lost god shall return to them, bearing his bride.


Only then, they say, shall The Atonement end, and a new age in the history of the earth begin.
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Part One


A Small Boy in Black
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Chapter 1


Tiger in the Wood


Deep in the Wildwood there is a green enfolding silence. Though the crazed peal of the cuckoo rings out, and the carillon of the nightingale, all sounds, soft or sharp, are claimed back by the forest. The hush possesses all.


There was a flicker of brightness in the deep green.


‘Wood-tiger!’


Cata scampered forward, but the wood-tiger was gone.


‘Oh Papa, make him come back!’


‘Wood-tiger will do what he will, my child. He is a special fellow, and knows it. Should he show his stripes to silly little girls?’


Silly?


Cata stared indignantly into the gloom. She wanted all the creatures of the Wildwood for her friends. With just a look, without chanting or dancing, she could summon squirrels and robins, even the fat badger; she could converse with the wise damask owl and the sleek otter from the river. Only Wood-tiger would not come to her: still he remained the merest glimpse of gold, a flash of brightness in the dappled dark-green.


‘Sometimes the brightest things are hidden from us, my child. But we shall see them when our time has come.’


Cata sighed. How many times had Papa said this? This time he had not even turned his cowled head. Left foot, right foot, planting his staff before him in the thick forest floor, the old man continued his stately progress, his dun robes unflapping in the stillness of the heat.


She called after him, ‘Papa, when is my time?’


The old man only chuckled.


Cata’s bare feet itched to plunge into the undergrowth. On another day, all else forgotten, she might have vanished into the tangled brackens and ferns. Today she only sighed again, said to herself the Wood-tiger rhyme, then scampered after Papa and grabbed his hanging hand.


‘Papa, tell me again about the pretty fairings,’ said the girl after a moment.


Again came a chuckle from beneath her father’s cowl. Wood-tiger would wait, but the fair would not. All yesterday, and the day before, since the bright vans of the Vagas had lumbered into the village, the old man had spoken to the girl of the fairings, the stripy booths and raree-shows, the stones that flamed at the foreheads of the Vagas’ turbaned heads. With beguiling words he had summoned gaudy images: the particoloured harlequin in his cap and jangling bells; the grizzled woman of wisdom with her flashing crystal sphere; the man with no head and a face in his chest and the woman with a fish-tail where her legs should have been. Had he raised the girl’s hopes too high? Perhaps all these things, like so much else, now belonged only in that other world called the past. It had been so long since the fair had come; perhaps his own hopes were also too high.


‘Poor Wood-tiger! So she has forgotten you already, my fickle child?’ was all the old man said.


‘Oh, Papa!’ said the girl, and again scampered away from him.


She danced on the tangled path like a sprite.


So it was that they made their way through the Wildwood, the old man tramping like a pilgrim on ancient ways, the girl now dawdling, now darting forward, a restless familiar spirit in a grubby sackcloth shift.


The Wildwood encroached upon the village like a thief. The path was a sinuous, concealing tunnel.









Chapter 2


The Tombyard


The village of Irion lies deep in the Valleys of the Tarn, the green hollowings in the foothills of those peaks that are called, in the ancient tongue of the Juvescence, the Kolkos Aros: the Crystal Sky. South of here, in the rolling Ejland downs, the white mountains might almost be a myth, some high-hovering symbol of an ethereal other world. To the dwellers in the Tarn they are a perpetual presence, if still not quite real: they hang at the horizon like a ghostly backdrop, white against the azure intensity of the sky. Even in the season of burning heat they are a reminder that the cold relents only briefly, here in this northernmost of the Kingdoms of El-Orok.


Yet at the height of the heat one might think the cold was banished permanently, even here. In that Season of Theron, Atonement Cycle 997a, as the calendar of the Agonists reckoned the year, the valleys sweltered as if the air were on fire.


It was the hottest Season of Theron since the war.


*


It was only when they reached the end of the tunnel that Cata took her father’s hand again. The old man smiled sadly beneath his cowl. There was always this moment on the brink of the Wildwood; fleetingly, even now, for all the blandishments of the fair, Cata would have run back into the greenness. She caressed her face against her father’s rough hand.


He pulled his hand away. ‘Dirty-face! So, your Papa is your scouring-bark?’


‘Papa?’


But the reprimand was only in jest. That morning the old man had sent the girl to the river, to wash away her feral dirt; Cata, he knew, had communed with the sleek otter instead.


No matter: the girl must find her own nature. She was a child of the Wildwood, as he had been, before he had been forced to become something else.


It was a crumbling high wall that brought the Wildwood to an end. Through a breach they emerged into the tombyard.


Cata squinted.


The afternoon was bright. Mossy stones lay about them like dogs, slumbering shabbily in a neglected garden. There was an impending thick stillness, enmeshed with the heat, but from beyond the stillness came the clatter of drums, the scrape of the fiddle, the babble of voices from the crowded village green. The sound filled the circle of surrounding houses like a bowl, and rose, like steam or a strange offering, to the tumbledown edifice of the castle that presided, benignly on the bright day, over all.


White clouds dazzled in an azure sky.


‘Oh, Papa!’


The girl forgot her fears. She danced out among the stones. Papa, still stately, planted his staff firmly in the grass between the graves and made towards the great yew in a corner of the yard.


Cata stared after him. ‘Papa, not this time!’


‘Every time, my child.’


She would understand some day. In the old man’s heart the path to the tomb-slab was etched as deeply as the ways through the Wildwood; it was a path he must always follow. Stiffly, he bent to his knees. Twined above his head were the branches of the yew; beneath him, the roots twisted thickly in the grave-dirt.


‘Ah, Yane,’ the old man sighed, tracing his fingers over the letters of her name. A five-cycle had passed, and still it might have been yesterday when Yane, like a girl only sleeping, began the cold journey to what she would be for ever now: a frail cage of bones, lying beneath the earth.


The old man raised his head. He sensed the air. Nearby there were human presences, but none, he knew, could see them. His rough hand felt along the side of the slab. He clawed the moss and weeds from the mechanism.


The slab lifted silently, like the lid of a box.


Cata squatted impatiently on a grave nearby. She had seen the ceremony before and was tired of it. She could not see Mama inside the big box! There was only darkness. She stretched her finger to a strutting swallow; and the swallow, unafraid, hopped on to her hand.




Swallow, swallow, where have you been?


My eyes in your eyes, show what you’ve seen.





Cata closed her eyes, feeling the weightless pressure of the swallow’s tiny claws. There came to her a confusion of greens and browns. She sensed the tap-tappings of beetles in bark and the slithering worms in the rich tombyard earth. Then there was a rush of bright blue. The weightless pressure was gone.


‘Silly thing!’


Papa, standing above the tomb-slab, was mumbling now, his head bowed. Cata sprang up. She twirled twice for Mama, who lived in the earth; then lightly she ran through the sunshine, leaping across the tomb-slabs like stepping-stones. As she ran she burbled:




Stone, stone


All alone:


Earth, earth


Death and birth.





It might have been a prayer, but if it were, it would have been a prayer not to the god of the temple that rose before her, forbidding and grey, but to the spreading yew, to the soil with its tunnelling worms, to the green of the Wildwood that pressed, insistent, at the dividing tombyard wall.


*


‘Child!’


The voice was sudden and sharp as a shot.


Cata started.


She turned, blinking. Between mossy slabs a fat form was waddling towards her from the direction of the temple.


‘Would you desecrate the resting-places of the dead, child?’


It was a huge-breasted woman in a black trailing gown.


‘Do you understand me, child?’


Puffing, the woman rose over Cata like a monstrous bird, too heavy for flight. A bonnet shaped like a coal scuttle was jammed on to her head and a golden pendant hung, glittering, from her neck.


‘Some Vaga-brat, I’ll warrant! I’ll teach you respect for the Lord Agonis!’


The words meant nothing to Cata, who only stared blankly into the bloated face. The girl was standing on an ornate tomb; with a wrench the fat woman pulled her to the ground.


Then suddenly Cata was screaming and kicking.


‘Let me go, let me go!’


‘Let her go, Umbecca.’


‘Papa!’


The fat woman relaxed her grip. Cata, after a last ineffectual kick, scurried to conceal herself behind her father’s robes. She peered back at the fat woman. Piggy eyes blazed in the bursting face.


‘Well, well. Silas Wolveron,’ said the fat woman tartly. ‘I should have known. This can’t be Catayane’s girl, surely?’


‘I am Catayane!’ Cata burst out.


But Papa’s hand, smoothing her hair, seemed to bid the child be silent.


‘You haven’t changed, Umbecca,’ was all he said, and turned to go. ‘Come, child. The fair awaits.’


‘Yes, take her to her kind,’ the fat woman spat. ‘Catayane’s girl? A Vaga changeling, I’ll be bound!’


‘No, Umbecca. She is Yane’s, can’t you see?’


And turning back, the old man propelled his daughter forward. The fat woman looked the child up and down. What she saw was a scrawny urchin, a five-cycle old, with matted dark hair and a face black with dirt. The child’s arms and legs were webbed with scratches and a sackcloth shift barely covered her thighs. But the fat woman saw that what the old man said was true.


Catayane’s girl.


The huge breasts swelled with a slowly-drawn breath.


‘A disgrace.’ The voice was an outraged whisper. ‘A disgrace to her mother’s memory, do you hear?’


‘Oh, I hear you, Umbecca. I can still hear.’


Wonderingly, Cata looked back and forth between them. What did she mean, this fat woman in black? It was seldom that a villager spoke to Papa, and Cata had never heard one speak like this. For the first time there came to the girl the sense that her world, which she knew so well, was shifting, just a little, beneath her bare feet.


‘Papa?’ She had begun to feel a strange alarm.


But Papa only laughed. ‘Oh, Umbecca, you are just the same! Come, my child.’


He turned again to go.


‘You are a wicked man, Silas Wolveron!’ the fat woman cried after him. ‘The Lord Agonis will punish you!’


The old man’s laughter ceased. As he turned again to the woman called Umbecca, he drew back the concealing cowl from his head. For an instant, the fat woman stared directly into his face: at the twisted scars that seamed his cheeks; at the empty sockets where his eyes had been.


‘Can I be punished more than I have been, Umbecca?’ was all he said. ‘Now goodbye to you.’


And the woman called Umbecca, as she waddled away, gripped the pendant that swung from her neck and recited a prayer to the Lord Agonis.


‘Papa?’ Cata began, as they approached the tombyard gates. The old man had hidden his face again, and planted his staff before him with a grim determination. There were many questions the girl might have asked.


But a bright figure was somersaulting on the verge by the gates. The village green was suddenly in view, with its milling crowds and laughter, its stripy tents and booths. Cata rushed forward, the tombyard forgotten.


The fair was upon them.


‘Papa, come on!’









Chapter 3


Bluejacket! Redjacket!


It was two cycles or more since the Vaga-vans had last lumbered into the village. Through the dark days of war and the cycle that followed, the Vagas had been nowhere to be seen in the valley. Some said they had retreated to the high mountains, biding their time in the thin sharp air; some said they had vanished into another world, as Vagas, some believed, had the power to do.


Cata believed it. Plunging into the alleys between the bright-painted vans, tugging eagerly at Papa’s hand, she might have been herself in that other world. The crowd flowed about her like a deep, strange sea. There was incense, music, the glitter of gold. Marvelling, she pushed towards the brightly-painted stalls, reaching for the trailing strings of beads and the spangled undulations of unfurling lengths of cloth.


‘Take that! And that!’


Cata darted back. It was a little girl and boy, clashing wooden swords. Laughing, they skipped through a forest of legs. A big boy, at the coconut shy, hurled a bright ball. ‘Got it!’ he whooped, and leapt up in triumph. Everywhere voices called ‘This way, dearie!’ and ‘Roll up, roll up!’ There was laughter, there were jostlings, there were cheerful cries. To Cata it was all a bright world of wonder, and even the dolls on the shelves behind the stalls might have been about to break at any moment into a joyous, wild dance.


‘This way, my darling!’


It was a Vaga-woman, calling her. Framed in a curtained gap between two vans, the woman was a vision of robes and flashing rings. She leant down towards the little girl.


‘Do you want to see your future, child?’


Cata gasped, ‘My future?’


The Vaga-woman laughed. The face beneath the turban was dark as elberries, as if she had stained the skin with the juice. In her hand she held a smoking pipe, and gestured with the stem towards the curtain behind her. It was dark blue and embroidered with stars.


Cata turned away, looking up at Papa.


‘Papa, who are they?’


She meant the Vagas. There was something strange about them, Cata knew, stranger than their jewels and their dark faces and the bright dyes of their clothes.


‘Papa?’ Cata said again.


But the old man was silent. In the midst of the crowd, he had drifted into reverie. Intoxicatingly the alley, with its chaos of smells and sounds, brought back to him the last time the Vaga-fair had come. There it was, visible to him as if to an inner eye. Golden coins flashed in swarthy hands. Foam rolled whitely down the sides of silver tankards.


Oh, the beguiling sweet rottenness of it all!


Silas Wolveron, an old man even then, had felt none of the wonderment his daughter felt now. He had seen it all before and he had seen the truth: the chipped paint; the mildewing canvas; the faces of the Vaga-women seamed with pox. Yet on that day, the last day they had come, the shabby little fair had been transformed.


Yane, his darling girl, would meet him in the tombyard.


This way, my darling.


And for a moment as though he could really see again, the old man remembered the girl running across the tomb-slabs, her shoes in her hand and her white dress billowing back, wraith-like, as she ran. It was almost evening. Shadows fell blackly across the graves and the old man was waiting, concealed under the yew-tree. The girl gasped as she collapsed into his arms. Flakes of seed-cake clung to her lips and a rag-doll, won at the coconut shy, fell from beneath her arm to the ground.


Do you want to see your future, child?


And even as the old man held her in his arms, he might have heard, but for the revelry of the fair, the thud-thudding drumbeats that were coming ever nearer, converging on the village through the thick-wooded valley.


The Bluejacket army was on its way.


*


Silas Wolveron had the gift of night-vision. Even as a boy, when his eyes were green pools, fresh and brilliant as Cata’s were now, he could shut them tight and walk in darkness. The Wildwood, with its entangling roots and branches, was etched on his senses as if on graven steel. Yet nothing could make up for the vision he had lost, and the horror of the last thing he had ever seen.


‘Papa!’


He bent down to his little daughter, and Cata, looking into her father’s ruined face, forgot her annoyance with the abstracted old man. She reached up, rearranging his cowl.


The afternoon passed.


Round and round the alleys they went, weaving in and out. From the coconut shy Cata won a plump rag-doll with a mouth stitched into a beaming smile. In a dark tent she gazed, intrigued and appalled, at the fish-tailed woman and her headless husband. Then Papa led her round the edge of the green on the back of a pony with a tinkling bell.


She raced back into the alleys.


There was a crazed shriek, ‘Bluejacket!’


From round a twist in the alley, the shriek rang out again. It was an invitation. In the window at the top of a narrow canvas booth, a little blue man was leaping up and down.


Cata gasped, delighted.


The space before the booth was rapidly filling. There were broad backs, thick thighs, dusty trailing skirts. She craned her neck eagerly as a different cry came, ‘Redjacket!’


The blue man was gone. Now a little red man was bouncing in his place.


‘Bluejacket!’ The blue again.


‘Redjacket!’ The red.


‘Bluejacket!’


‘Red!’


It was the Blue and Red Play. Wolveron, his hand in his daughter’s hand, winced. He had not thought this sham-battle would still be fought by Vaga-puppets, so long after the real battle had been decided. To Cata, the puppets were only funny little men. What could he say to make her see? Faster and faster they bobbed up and down; first blue, then red, each shrieking out his name.


A pause; the stage was empty. Then suddenly:


Blue!


Pause.


Blue, blue, red.


When the stage was empty, Cata held her breath. To know which little man would bob up next seemed all at once the most important thing in the world.


She held up her doll, so her doll could see.


Blue!


Red!


A pause again. At the back of the stage was a picture of rolling green hills; high white mountains rose above the hills.


‘Papa, it’s the valley!’ Cata cried.


From under the stage came the clatter of a drum. Then came Bluejacket, rising slowly. At first there was only his three-cornered hat; then his nose. How huge it was, how swollen! Then, slowly, up came the braided jacket. Flinging back his big nose, puffing out his jacket, the hideous puppet strutted back and forth. In his little hands he held a bayonet. As he strutted he boomed out proudly:




I’m a soldier of the blue cloth


The only true cloth!


I serve the true king


I serve the blue king!





There were hisses and catcalls; then laughter as the little man stared at the crowd malevolently, jabbing with his bayonet.


‘Traitor!’ called a voice.


The blue man seemed to grow uglier and uglier. His hat was squashed down over mean slits of eyes and his jacket strained over his misshapen form. He resumed, ever more swaggering and defiant:




Blue! Blue! The king that’s true!


True! True! The king that’s blue!





Only when the jeering had died down was the nasty blue man replaced by the red.




I raise my voice and I proudly sing


Ejard Red is the rightful king!





With his plump cheeks and his happy smile, the red man contrasted strikingly with the blue. His bayonet was not aimed angrily at the crowd; it was thrust back over his shoulder. His uniform was resplendent and adorned with medals. As he marched, his back was stiff and straight. The crowd cheered. At the climax of the song the alley rang out to a thunder of voices, joining in:




We raise our voices and proudly sing


Ejard Red is the—


Ejard Red is the—





‘Oh Papa, I do like the little red man!’ Cata twisted her head back happily.




Ejard Red is the king!





‘Papa?’


Where was he? He had let go of her hand. Cata was wedged between the ample skirt and breeches of a fat old woman and a fatter old man. Red-faced and raucous, they swayed from side to side, her skirt and his breeches parting, then opening, like thick smelly curtains.


Cata writhed.


Cleaving the air above her head, a silver tankard in the fat man’s fist slopped sticky foam down the back of her neck. She thumped at the smelly curtains, breaking suddenly free.


‘Papa?’


Moments passed before she saw his cowled head, rising like a rock above the surface of the stream. By the blue curtain with embroidered stars he was speaking to the Vaga-woman who had said to her: Do you want to see your future, child? With a flash of rings the woman took Papa’s sleeve. He inclined his head. The curtain billowed back as they vanished between it.


‘Papa!’ Cata stamped her foot. Why had he left her? On the puppet-stage, Bluejacket and Red were circling, snarling; there was a clash of bayonets, but Cata did not see. She turned fiercely, this way and that.


Then she saw the harlequin.









Chapter 4


The Tiny Sun


The harlequin’s hands flapped alarmingly in the air. Bony like a skeleton’s, at any moment they might have slipped suddenly free, skittering over the crowd like ungainly, ugly butterflies. A mad thing in motley, he was long-limbed and lean, each part of him tethered to the others, it seemed, only by the flimsiest of loosely-knotted thongs. Bright bells jingled on his cap and a silver mask concealed his eyes. Twisting, writhing, darting forward and back, he careered through the crowd like a particoloured whirlwind. Villagers pointed and laughed. As he capered, he sang merrily; silly things like:




Double, double,


The cat’s in trouble,


She’s licked up all the cream!





or:




Little bird, little bird, fly away quickly


Here comes a boy with a stone!





Between verses he snatched a green reed from the waistband of his breeches, piping soaring cadenzas. Behind him, huffing and puffing, there scuttled the podgy figure of a dun-coloured dwarf, his short arms turning frantically at the heavy hurdy-gurdy that was strapped across his chest. Children scampered in their wake; Cata scampered with them.


The harlequin sang:




Stir a cup of sparkling mead


Drink it down and then proceed


To tumble, jumble, in your cups


Like a hog who greedy sups


And rolls in mud like you,


Mistress,


Rolls in filth like you,


Master,


Rolls in dung like you!





The bright figure span back on his heels towards the children. He bowed low. They had reached the edge of the village green. The hurdy-gurdy made a last exhausted wheeze as the dwarf collapsed beneath a shady elm.


Go, go! he seemed to say, shooing away the children with his fat little hands.


The children only laughed at him.


The harlequin remained bent, fixed in the scraping bow. Then, rising slowly, still half-crouching, he paced back and forth with long emphatic strides. His head jingled as he swivelled in a mime of furtiveness, this way and that. He might have been a hunter, intent on his prey, if a hunter had gone forth in cap and bells.


He darted behind the trunk of the tree.


There was a pause; then the masked face peered back round the trunk.


‘Barnabas, play!’ came the hissed command; and the dwarf, with an exhausted groan, turned the handle of the hurdy-gurdy again.


From behind the trunk came a watery arc of gold. Glittering, it rose high, then gurgled, steaming, into the parched grass.


The children squealed and clapped.


‘Harlequin, some magic!’ a boy demanded, when the harlequin reappeared. The boy, a podgy, spotty creature, was bigger than the other children, and older; he was their leader. His hair was bright orange, the colour of a carrot.


‘Magic! Magic!’ the children chorused, and Cata, on the edge of their little group, joined them.


The motley figure obliged. Flapping long hands with a shushing motion, he pirouetted slowly, then stood poised, a bony index finger laid on his lips. The eyes behind the silver mask gazed up thoughtfully.


‘Barnabas?’


The harlequin did not turn round. The dwarf, expiring after his last burst of accompaniment, had slumped back a little too far against the tree. Pinioned beneath the heavy hurdy-gurdy, he waved his little arms and legs helplessly in the air.


The children giggled.


‘Barnabas, really!’


The harlequin grabbed the little man by the shoulders and shoved him impatiently back in place. Wearily, the dwarf’s hands set themselves in motion. This time the tune was not a merry jig, but a meandering undulation of almost tuneless sound. It curled from the hurdy-gurdy like incense smoke, and set in motion by the strange sound, with long limbs slithering on the air like serpents, twisting and writhing, the harlequin danced.


It was beautiful and eerie, and as Cata watched, the thought came to her that the motley figure was leading her, in some mysterious inward way, into a labyrinth. She was frightened, but excited, too. She had thought the Vaga-fair was another world; but in the harlequin’s dance she glimpsed another world again. The bright sun sparkled on his bells like gold; the dwarf’s peculiar music seemed to curl round him like vines; and when the boy who had demanded magic called out impatiently for the magic to begin, Cata could only wonder what the boy could mean. It seemed to her that the harlequin’s dance was the magic he had promised.


He arched back his head, his throat stretching taut. Jingling his bells, his motley limbs twitching, he might have been about to sprawl backwards on the grass. Only the music seemed to tether him upright.


He jerked forward suddenly, slumping to his knees. One hand he stretched skywards, fingers splayed; the other, he cupped beneath his open mouth. His shoulders shuddered and the outstretched hand clutched and unclutched urgently at the air. He retched loudly; then vomited a golden coin.


The children only stared, solemn like the harlequin, as he passed the coin slowly before their eyes. Cata craned forward eagerly to see. The coin, glistening with spit, was stamped with a swirling pattern.


The harlequin lifted his hand above his head. The coin rose like a tiny sun, and all the children watched it rise, silent and intent.


There was a last flash of flame and the coin was gone.


The harlequin displayed his empty hands. He shrugged. He prowled back and forth. Like a stealthy spider he retreated and advanced: then he pounced on the carrot-haired boy. For an instant the boy struggled, then was still, as the harlequin’s bony fingers forced his lips apart. The coin, covered in drool, tumbled from the boy’s mouth.


The boy sank to his knees, gasping.


Again the coin passed before the fascinated children.


Again it rose like a tiny sun, then vanished.


Three times the harlequin repeated the trick; each time he produced the coin from the mouth of a different child. And all the time the dwarf’s music kept on playing, twisting and turning through its labyrinth of air.


Cata’s heart pounded. Already she seemed to feel the coin in her throat, and the harlequin’s fingers pushing between her lips.


She gripped her doll tightly.


She wanted it to happen.


But the music was winding down. The hurdy-gurdy gave a last tuneless wheeze and the dwarf fell forward in an exhausted slumber. Was the enchantment broken? The harlequin stretched. He yawned. He turned his back on the children and flung himself down beside his little companion.


The carrot-haired boy demanded, ‘Harlequin, the gold!’


His voice was hoarse.


But the harlequin, propped against the trunk of the tree, had closed his eyes already. His bells jingled as the boy shook his shoulders.


‘Harlequin!’


Smiling, the harlequin opened just one eye behind the holes in his silver mask. Languidly, he stretched out a long arm and pointed the way back towards the crowded alleys. And though the children had not played this game before, they understood at once that the coin was hidden somewhere, further afield this time, and that they must find it.


They scuttled away; Cata followed.


Cata had been afraid of other children until now. On the few occasions when Papa had taken her into the village, she had held his hand tightly, and when the children had looked at her, she had looked away. But secretly, when they could not see her, she had seen them.


Many times, she had spied on the carrot-haired boy and his friends. They were older than Cata, perhaps by a full cycle; but the girl could not help longing to be one of them. In the Season of Agonis, peering over the frosty tombyard wall, she had watched them in their thick coats on the white village green, pelting each other with snowballs; in the hot days of the Season of Theron, the girl had shadowed them as they wound their way through the Wildwood. She thought of them as strange animals whose language she could not speak; and yet she wanted to join in their games. Only fear held Cata back; fear and an awareness of the barrier, like the tombyard wall, that rose between herself and them. But in the harlequin’s dance there had been no barrier at all.


She was one of them; she could run with them.


She had not run three steps when the carrot-haired boy rounded on her, suddenly fierce. The milky face beneath the bright hair was spattered with freckles. The thick lips curled into a sneer.


‘Go away, Vaga-brat!’


Cata was startled.


‘But—’


The boy stamped his foot.


The children’s high laughter echoed behind Cata as she blundered away, her eyes blurring.


Under the elm tree, the harlequin was sleeping.









Chapter 5


Scandal in the Lectory


‘Nothing?’ the old man said.


‘Nothing.’


But the voice was tender. With coarse fingertips, the Vaga-woman traced the seams of the mutilated face. She sighed. There were powers she possessed that the peoples of this land would call powers of darkness. There were bitter herbs, there were roots and sticky clays, which her tribe had come to know in the aeons of its wanderings; there were rare powders kept in pouches of leather; there were oils in stoppered vials.


None would avail.


Her touch lingered over the empty eye-sockets. ‘Ah, half-brother! How weak we are, when we think ourselves so strong! The old wisdom holds sway over the errors of nature, but our power is helpless against the fruits of men’s evil. I’m sorry, Silas.’


‘No, Xal. No, I knew as much.’


Old Wolveron sought her hand. In his darkness he was aware of her robes, pungent as spice, and the tart tang of smoke from her pipe. With his night-vision he pictured the scene: in a gloomy tent behind the backs of vans, they sat at a small, round table. On the table lay a thick brocade cloth; on the cloth was a heavy sphere of glass. Golden lamplight suffused the acrid darkness.


This was the den of the Woman of Wisdom.


‘Ah, Xal! It’s been such a long time.’


‘It is the destiny of our race to bide our time.’


‘Do you still believe it?’ said the old man after a moment. It was a question that came to him sometimes, nagged at him, in his cave in the Wildwood.


‘That we are only waiting? I believe that all things must pass. But half-brother, you are one of us. You have in you The Rapture. Can you not feel the change, in the fabric of the air?’


Xal’s free hand hovered over the sphere; Wolveron sensed the faint surge inside the glass. There was a quiver, barely perceptible, in the air around them.


‘I feel only the imprint of the past,’ the old man said.


‘Then all you feel will slip from you.’


And Xal’s hand slipped from his.


They sipped their bitter, steaming tea.


‘The Time of Atonement is ending, Silas. You feel that, don’t you?’


‘I feel something, Xal. I feel fear for the future. Not for myself; my life is done. But I feel fear for my child.’


A catch came into Xal’s voice. ‘Silas, I know the fear of which you speak. My own child is already a man, and strong; I am frightened for him, too. But half-brother, you must not weaken. The time is coming. You have a part to play.’


Pain welled behind the old man’s empty eyes. It was a familiar pain. ‘Xal, I shall try. But you forget, I am only half your kind. Half of me is an Ejlander.’


‘I don’t forget it, Silas. It is the central fact of your life.’


The old woman leaned back, sucking at her pipe. In memory Silas saw its ornate carved bowl, its sinuous stem. Silence fell between them and the muted sounds of the fair seemed to grow louder in the perfumed gloom: the wheezing melodies, the shrieks of laughter that might have echoed from a distant place.


Then all at once Old Wolveron laughed, too. His laughter was soundless, but deep, and coursed through his body in heaves like sobs.


It was alarming.


‘I’m sorry, Xal,’ he gasped. ‘It struck me, that’s all: the comedy of it! All those cycles fighting back the Vaga in me. And now . . .’


He gestured about him; and Xal, seeing the joke, could not but smile. There flashed upon her mind a vision of her half-brother as she had seen him the first time, so many cycles earlier: a pallid, thin young man in a high-collared suit, the Circle of Agonis glinting against the shiny black of his chest.


Your camp has been the scene of lewdness and impiety. I have come to demand that your tribe move on.


Xal had been just another Vaga-wench then, serving at her father’s table when her father was Vaga-king. Then, it had been Xal’s turn to laugh; she laughed aloud, and her father did not check her. He propelled a spurt of Jarvel-juice from his lips and gazed wryly at the visitor.


So, so! The Lector of Irion! Boy, tell me: have you anything between your legs? Or do they cut it off?


The young man flushed darkly, angry and ashamed. He clutched his pendant. Could the power of his faith have struck down the Vaga-king, Silas Wolveron would have called on it then. He was filled with righteous fervour. How strange it is, the distance one may travel in a lifetime! The young Wolveron and the old man he had become were opposites.


Or were they?


His half-sister, seeing him that day, had felt for the first time the stirrings of her own power. She saw his future enclosed in him like a bitter, hard tuber, waiting to sprout. Then she ceased laughing, and felt tenderly towards him.


She had not known he was her half-brother then.


*


Silas Wolveron had been Lector of Irion for the length of almost eight cycles when the scandal had occurred which so shocked the village. It had not been wholly unexpected, it was true. Wolveron had been a good Lector, much admired, generous and kind and endowed, it seemed, with the expected fiery piety; but in his last cycle or so there had been there had been signs, too many, of a growing oddity.


It began with the Glass Room, the curious edifice he had built at the side of the Lectory, with walls and ceiling alike made of panels of glass. He filled the room with plants and flowers; then he had his huge desk brought in and would sit writing his canonicals and tending to lectorate business in the middle of this artificial forest. He would even take tea there, with members of the congregated! One respectable widow reported that the Lector had barely looked at her throughout, instead gazing distractedly around him at the foliage and up at the clouds through the glass above his head.


Then there were those who said the Lector had been wandering in the Wildwood, muttering to himself and running his hands back and forth along the trunks of trees. One night in the local tavern, a young woodcutter even claimed that he had been about to set to work on a sturdy oak when all at once a creature in ragged robes had burst out from the undergrowth, demanding that he desist. This had been shocking enough; but imagine his horror, whispered the woodcutter, wide-eyed, when he had looked into the creature’s face. It was the Lector. Some did not believe it, but next day the story had spread through the valleys.


Soon there were other stories, and some were worse. Some said they had seen the Lector coming back from a Vaga-camp; not dressed, this time, in the garb of the Order. The Lectory servants spoke of chantings behind locked doors and sudden changes of mood. The cook whispered to a neighbour one day that Lector Wolveron had refused her best herb-mutton, and declared that he would no longer consume the flesh of beasts! The poor woman had almost burst into tears; but the very next day, she said in wonderment, the Lector seemed simply to have forgotten what he had said, and called for his favourite pheasant-in-Varl-wine!


It was very odd. It was too odd.


Soon there were the times during the canonical itself when the Lector would seem to lose himself, becoming suddenly distant. The congregated would be left to sit in awkward silence, shuffling their feet and shifting their eyes to each other, back and forth, nervously. Was the Lector unwell?


Uneasy murmurings began. The Maximate would have to be informed. Irion’s, after all, was a wealthy temple, an important one, endowed generously by the Archduke’s ancestors. This could not go on. But Lector Wolveron had been a popular figure for many cycles. When the Archduke’s sister-in-law, the pious spinster Umbecca Rench, was asked to intervene, she rejected the proposal violently, declaring her absolute faith in the Lector.


It was a declaration she would live to regret.


*


The crisis had come in an unexpected fashion.


In the Season of Theron just before the war, a young girl from Agondon had been staying in the castle. The girl, Yane Rench, was the cousin of the Archduke’s late wife, Lady Ruanna, and her sister, Umbecca. Lady Ruanna had been a great beauty; and in Miss Rench, it was said, the charms of her dead cousin had been created afresh. The Archduke, clearly, would ask her to marry him. It was hardly thought that the girl would refuse. It would be a splendid match; and after all, the Renches were by no means rich. Think of it! The girl would be ‘Lady Catayane’!


It was not to be.


The fact of Yane’s refusal was bad enough, but when the truth of her affections came to light, Irion and all the valleys reeled in horror. It was, quite simply, the most shocking exhibition of immorality that any of the inhabitants had witnessed. Whether the worst depravity lay on the Lector’s side, or the girl’s, was a subject of much debate; though many found themselves agreeing that it was, surely, on the girl’s. Wolveron was a Received man and sworn to celibacy; but he was old and mad and sick. Catayane Rench was a girl in her prime, loved by all and with splendid prospects before her – and all she could do was throw them away! The old man and the girl retreated to a cave in the Wildwood, to indulge their filthy passions.


Both, it was later said, received their just deserts. The girl died, apparently in childbirth. Wolveron, after the war, was arraigned as a traitor.


It was not for his guilt with Yane Rench that the old man lost his eyes; Ejland, after all, was a civilized country. Rather it was the case that Lector Wolveron was believed to have smuggled certain secrets into the castle during the Siege. His crime was one of war, against the Bluejacket victors; but even those who felt contempt for the victors could not quell a certain satisfaction in themselves that ‘Eyeless Silas’, as they now would call him, had at last received the punishment he deserved.


It was Umbecca Rench who had paid for Yane’s slab in the tombyard.


But she had never forgiven Yane.


And she had never forgiven Silas Wolveron.


*


‘Had I been always bound to fall, Xal?’ the old man asked now.


‘But, half-brother, of course. We can conceal ourselves. But not for ever.’


Xal took his hand again. Fondly she recalled the day when he had come to her in the Vaga-camp and declared, at last, his kinship with their kind.


And his kinship with her.


Poor Silas! How he had suffered! And how he would suffer! For it was now, as she looked into his face, that the Woman of Wisdom felt a new, disturbing awareness. There was a watery shimmer in the globe of glass. Could this be part of the destiny before them?


‘Silas! Your night-vision—’


‘Yes.’ His voice was a whisper. ‘It was what I meant, Xal.’


‘You didn’t say . . .’


‘I knew you would see it.’


The old man bowed his head. A silent knowledge passed between the half-siblings, and Xal knew that a time would come when Old Wolveron would be truly blind. Perhaps not soon, but it would come. Already, his world was growing dim.


‘An error of nature, is it not?’


‘Yes, Silas. Nature. We are growing old.’ The catch had come back into Xal’s voice; Old Wolveron was aware, of course he was aware, that what she said was not quite true. The glowing metal that had seared out his eyes had seared his brain too. Tender, tiny connections inside him were fraying; in time, all his senses would be taken from him. He would die in a feelingless, dark silence.


Xal had retreated into the depths of her lair; when she returned, she pressed a small bag into her half-brother’s hand. His fingers closed around it; it was strangely heavy.


‘A sand, half-brother. Bright and glittering. Very rare; and all I have. From . . . oh, a land far beyond the westerly islands . . .’


Wolveron smiled. Was there a land beyond the westerly islands? Unknowingly, Xal had slipped into her Woman of Wisdom voice, rich in mystery and portent.


‘Mix with earth from the Wildwood floor: earth plenteous with spores and the crumblings of dead leaves and the dry discarded carapaces of beetle-wings . . .’


‘The ordure of owls?’


‘Yes. Make a rich, soothing mud. A lush viscidity . . .’


‘Yes. Yes.’


Xal desisted.


‘But only when the time has come, Silas,’ she added. She had been speaking lightly, to cover her pain; but Xal was not speaking lightly now. An awareness had dawned in her, one deeper than before. There was something that she knew.


The old man sensed it and nodded solemnly.


‘I shall play my part, Xal.’


From outside, there came shrieks of laughter. There were cheers. The puppet-play was nearing its climax, in the carnage of a final conflict between Blue and Red. It would end differently from the one in reality.


Drunken voices roared raucous approval.


‘I must retrieve the girl. I should not have left her.’ Wolveron concealed the bag of sand inside his robes.


‘Bring her to me, Silas. Let me read her.’


‘Xal, she is young,’ said the old man kindly. ‘Let her be.’


The half-siblings embraced. They were standing at the curtain that was embroidered with stars, and Xal found herself wondering: could Silas see the stars? She had never quite known what his night-vision saw.


‘They frighten me sometimes,’ Xal said, as the crowd exulted in the Bluejacket’s death. ‘I wonder if what they want is justice. Or only death. And death. And death.’


‘Don’t you know?’


Suddenly, Xal pressed his hand. ‘Silas, come with us. We can take care of you. And the girl . . .’


‘We are creatures of the Wildwood, Xal.’


She nodded sadly; he was right. It had been one of her own moments of doubt. But how could she doubt? It was all beginning.


It was beginning now.


*


Xal swept back the curtain with her gnarled, ringed fingers. At once she cried, plucking at a stranger’s arm, ‘Good sir! Let me show you your future!’


‘I have none with you, crone.’


‘My friends, come! Ah, I see the silver glinting in your hands!’


‘Child? Child?’ Old Wolveron called.


Already the crowd had separated the half-siblings. Milling bodies surrounded the old man and he gripped his staff tightly, shaking his head as if to clear his night-vision.


It was clouding; there was no doubt it was clouding.


‘Eyeless Silas!’ a cruel voice called.


‘Eyeless Silas!’


‘Eyeless Silas!’


It was a chant he had heard before. At another time, he would have reflected sadly on the cruelty that children are taught, or know, so soon. Today the old man only moved on, oblivious, seeking his own child.


‘Child?’ he called again. ‘Child?’









Chapter 6


Five from Irion


‘So where is it, then? Bean?’


‘I don’t think we’ll find it, Polty.’


‘What’s that, Bean? You’re mumbling.’


‘I said we can’t find it.’


‘We can’t find it!’ Polty imitated Bean’s reedy, nervous voice. ‘You’re such a girl, Bean! Tyl? What do you think?’


‘Search me, Polty.’


‘What’s that? You’ve got it, have you, Tyl?’


‘No, I didn’t mean—’


Tyl squealed as Polty wrestled her to the ground.


‘Polty—’ Bean attempted.


Taunting the old blind man had been only a diversion. It was time to resume the quest in earnest. The crowd parted, making way for the children. Some people laughed. Some looked annoyed. The little boy called Bean gazed down anxiously at his two rowdy friends, rolling in the dust. Where was Leny? Where was Vel? If he were a stronger boy, and a different sort of boy, Bean might have joined the fray, dragging Polty away from the girl. But Bean, like Tyl, was thin and light and weak; Polty was plump, heavy and strong.


Tyl’s squeals grew louder as Polty ripped her dress. The ripping sound seemed to bring the fat boy to his senses and he sprang away from the girl. But he was unabashed. He grinned, dusting off his breeches.


‘What are you looking at Bean, eh?’


Bean was looking at Tyl, who was looking at her dress. Her mother had made it specially for the fair. The little girl’s eyes filled with tears.


‘She said she had the coin!’


‘D-don’t be silly, Polty,’ mumbled Bean.


‘Bean, you’re mumbling again! Hey, where have you two been?’ This was addressed to Leny and Vel, who had straggled back through the crowd, arm in arm, giggling.


‘We’ve been to the Woman of Wisdom,’ said Leny proudly. ‘Guess what she said, Polty? She said we’ll be together all our lives, me and Vel. She said we’ll be together even in The Vast!’


But Polty wasn’t interested.


‘You still had some coins?’ was all he said, outraged. ‘You didn’t tell me!’


Wasting coins on the Woman of Wisdom! Polty would have used them at the coconut-shy. He scowled and kicked his foot against the side of a Vaga-van. He might have kicked Leny or Vel instead, but Leny, unlike Tyl, was a plump, sturdy girl, and Vel was the blacksmith’s boy. He was strong.


‘Hey!’ came a voice from inside the van.


Polty grinned. He kicked the van again and took to his heels, signalling for his friends to follow.


*


There were five of them, so they called themselves The Five, or sometimes, The Five from Irion. Carrot-haired Polty had been their leader from the first. He had a kind of power, though sometimes Leny and Vel might forget it. They would get too wrapped up in each other, and ignore Polty. Polty didn’t like that.


Polty would say he was strongest of The Five. He could say this, and get away with it, because Vel would never challenge him. They all knew this; but then, no one challenged Polty, unless of course you counted his father. Of all the children, Polty lived in the nicest house. His mother and father were the richest. But the other children wouldn’t want to live in Polty’s house. Polty was often punished cruelly, beaten and whipped. He would be punished tonight, Bean had no doubt, for running away to the Vaga-fair. Goodman Waxwell was very strict. Sometimes, when The Five went swimming, Polty wouldn’t take off his shirt. They all knew why.


*


‘I want that gold,’ said Polty when the five children flopped down, puffed out, on the grass. Weaving through the bright, pungent lanes of the fair, they had fetched up in a little gap between the tents and the vans, like a clearing in a forest. No one was watching them.


‘Give it up, Polty,’ said plump Leny. ‘It was just some dirty Vagatrick’


‘It was real! It was in my mouth!’


Polty was sulking.


Bean looked nervously at his carrot-haired friend. The afternoon had worn on and they were all irritable. They had looked at all the freaks and they had been to all the stalls. They had made themselves sick on sugared small-beer and sticky Vaga-bread; the girls and Bean had ridden the pony twice around the green while Polty and Vel ran behind them and jeered. Now the children had no more coins and they were all hot and tired. Polty might do something nasty soon.


Something else.


Shyly, Bean moved closer to Tyl, who was pretending she didn’t really care about her dress. It was a very pretty dress, made of bright red cloth. Bean wondered if his mother might fix it, before Tyl went home. He didn’t suppose so. Bean’s mother kept the tavern, and had no time.


‘You know how much you could get with that gold?’


‘Shut it, Polty,’ said Leny. She was picking dandelions and blowing them over Vel. Polty looked annoyed. He ripped up a clump of weeds and threw it at the girl. There was a clod of dirt attached.


‘Hey!’


‘All right for you, isn’t it? You’ve got some coins still, haven’t you, Len?’


‘No!’ The plump girl pouted defiantly. ‘I’ve got none, Vel’s got none, we’ve all got none. And you had more than all of us, Polty . . .’


It was true. Before the fair, Polty had stolen a whole bag of silver from Goodman Waxwell’s desk. Polty was greedy, that was his trouble. But Bean didn’t like to think that. Polty was his best friend, after all.


‘Shh! Look!’


It was Tyl. She had found something.


Their little clearing was a very noisy place. In the lanes, they had started up the Vaga-play again, and the crowd was singing loudly. But Tyl, leaning against the back of a van, had heard a different, softer sound. A weak, plaintive sound. She twisted about and peered beneath the van. In the shadows, on a discarded sack, was a mother cat and her kittens. All the children huddled about to see.


‘Aren’t they lovely?’ Tyl’s elfin face was overspread with wonderment. She counted the kittens, out loud, on her fingers. ‘There’s five of them, Polty!’ she squealed, delighted. ‘We could have one each!’


It was a silly thought. Bean’s mother would never let him have one. Nor would Polty’s father.


The fat boy sniffed.


‘It’s only a mangy old cat,’ he said. ‘Do you want to see a joke?’ he added, after a moment.


The children, a little reluctantly, turned their attention towards him. Sometimes Polty had secrets and sometimes he had jokes. The secrets were things he had stolen from Goodman Waxwell’s. Goodman Waxwell had lots of interesting things. Funny bottles and potions. Once Polty made Bean drink from a purple bottle, and poor Bean had thrown up for the rest of the day. The jokes were things like the time they all hid on top of Farmer Orly’s haystack and threw down rotten turnips at Goody Orly, when her back was turned. When she found out, she chased them off with a broomstick. It was so funny!


Polty’s jokes were always funny.


His hand darted beneath the van. Tyl gasped. Polty was fat, but he was not clumsy. Swiftly he drew forth the mother cat, holding her up by the scruff of her neck. The cat clawed the air, wanting to scratch him, but his grip was too tight.


He grinned.


‘Puss-puss . . .’


He stroked the cat’s whiskers.


She was a skinny, flea-bitten, mongrel cat. There were bits of black in her and bits of white, but her coat was mostly made up of gingery stripes. The kittens under the van were mewing for her bitterly.


Put her down, Polty, Bean wanted to say.


But somehow he couldn’t. He looked nervously at Tyl.


This was Polty’s joke:


With one hand, he held the cat by the head, clamping his fingers tight about her jaw. In his other hand, he held her back legs. He raised his arms above his head and stretched them wide.


Bean looked between the faces of his friends. Leny and Vel were smiling; even Tyl smiled, too. They were all strangely entranced. They had seen the harlequin’s magic: this was Polty’s. The cat was extended like a concertina. She was so long!


But that was not the joke.


Polty counted to five.


Then Polty pulled.


The action was a swift, snapping jerk. There was a crack, like a shot.


The children were too shocked even to gasp.


Polty had broken the cat’s spine.


He lowered her to the grass. Carefully, almost tenderly, he laid her on her stomach. The sound of mewing still came, wildly now, from beneath the van.


For a moment the gingery body heaved, convulsing. Then the front paws clawed at the grass. The cat was trying to crawl back to her kittens, but the back part of her body was a useless burden. Afterwards, Polty would imitate, with a grin, the scrambling, paddling action of those weak front paws, as the back paws trailed behind.


That was the joke.









Chapter 7


Jem Vexing


‘Yane? Dance, Yane!’


Again the rag-doll raised her prone form; again she strutted the mossy stage, kicking her floppy legs weakly into the air. Forwards, backwards, backwards and forwards, Yane was dancing the dance of death.


She slumped down again. Her face, still fixed in its idiot grin, was stained green with moss. Her head lolled, twisted awry. Sand ran from a hole in the rough stitching of her neck.


Cata shook her.


‘Bad Yane!’


But the game had grown dull. Squatting on the slab beneath the spreading yew, the girl looked about her. An hour had passed. The sun had begun its long downward journey; black shadows cut sharply over the tombyard.


Cata wiped her nose on her wrist. A grey squirrel was looking at her quizzically. She closed her eyes. For a moment she saw herself as the squirrel saw her: a little girl hunched on her mother’s grave, forlornly tormenting a lifeless doll.


She sprang up.


‘Damn!’


It was a word the village-brats would say; they thought it was a bad word.


She said it again.


‘Damn!’


How she hated the carrot-haired boy! Again she saw him turning back to face her, his thick lip curling. The other children had turned, too. Two skinny boys and two girls, one small and one tall, they followed the carrot-haired boy in all he did. They sneered when he sneered. They laughed when he laughed.


Cata kicked at the tussocky grass, once for the leader and four times for the gang. She knew what they were like; she had always known. She had seen them sprawled by the river, tempting sleek fish with hooks and wires; she had seen them hurling stones at robins in the trees.


Cata forgot her tormented doll and scuffed miserably amongst the overgrown graves. The sun between the shadows in the tombyard was intense. There was a sharp-edged line between light and shade; it might have been a crack in the parching earth. Cata followed it, her head hanging.


It was when she looked up that she saw the flash.


There was a second flash; then a third. She screwed up her eyes. It came again, golden, pulsing like a signal, from the dark shadows of the temple portico. She turned her head, this way and that. Cautiously, Cata approached the temple.


It was a study in decay. Turned half away from the high tombyard gates, the temple rose from the overgrown path as if it were itself a vast neglected tomb, a grand vault in a city of humble slabs. The tilting spire looked set to topple. The heavy pediment sagged dangerously forward. Fronds of ivy clawed thickly up the façade and hung in ragged curtains between the high columns of the portico.


There was a soft sound of creaking.


It was not until she stood at the foot of the steps that Cata saw clearly what she wanted to see. In the shadowy cave between the central columns she saw the temple portals, rising massy and ornate; she saw the barricades set shabbily before them – the weathered planks, the rusted chains; and before the chained and boarded doors, moving first a little forward, then a little back, in time to the flashings of the golden pulse, she saw the dark figure, dozing in the rocking-chair.


It was the woman called Umbecca. The pulse of light was a sliver of the sun, striking the pendant that hung from her neck.


Forward, backward; forward, back.


Flash.


Flash.


Cata ascended the temple steps. Sleeping, the woman filled her not with fear, not with dislike, but with a curiosity at once idle yet intent. The face beneath the bonnet was sagging and lined. Broken veins webbed the plump cheeks and there was a pale fuzz of fur on the woman’s upper lip. Her mouth hung open, breathing in and out.


Cata moved closer.


A bee, heavy with pollen, meandered on the air. Bright-winged, it shimmered in the sliver of sun. With sudden spite, Cata cupped her hand. She reached up, impelling the bee towards the wet cave of the mouth.


The cave snorted.


Cata leapt back – but not before an object had fallen into her palm. She clutched it. From behind a curtain of ivy, she peered, more warily now, at the woman called Umbecca. Had she swallowed the bee? Still the chair rocked in an unbroken rhythm; the snort had subsided into a huffing snore. Looking down, Cata slowly opened her palm. The object she had clutched was round and weighty; it was glistening and golden; it was slimy as snot. Her heart exulted. She had found the treasure.


That was when a piping, imperious voice sounded from the shadowier depths of the portico:


‘Who are you?’


Cata jumped, and the coin fell from her hand.


*


A small face was staring at her intently.


The face belonged to a boy, but one very different from the village boys that Cata had seen. His clothes were odd. He wore a black, shiny suit with a high, stiff collar. A head of colourless, lank hair was surmounted by a wide-brimmed, cylindrical hat. He was very pale. He looked very clean. Propped against the temple doors, the boy sat motionless, his legs jutting woodenly beneath a thick blanket.


‘I am Jemany Jorvel Torvester Ixiter of Irion, nephew and direct lineal heir of Jorvel-Jorvel Torvester Ixiter, forty-eighth Archduke of Irion,’ he said. ‘Or I would be, except that I’m a Vexing. So they call me “Jem Vexing”. Are you a Vaga?’


Cata’s brow furrowed. Why did people think she was a Vaga? The woman called Umbecca and the carrot-haired boy had flung the word at her like an accusation, but this boy’s tone was coolly unchanging, level and hollow as the pealing of a bell. Anxiously she glanced towards the rocking-chair, fearful that the sleeping fat woman might stir.


‘Yes, what a pity Aunt is asleep. Shall we wake her?’


Cata stepped back. She was ready to run.


‘I suppose you’re afraid of the Circle,’ said the boy. ‘Aunt said you would shrink from the symbol of truth.’ With a jerky hand, he indicated his chest. Hanging from a chain around his neck was a pendant like the one the fat woman wore, a gold inverted V enclosed within a circle. ‘You shan’t be permitted to desecrate the temple – you know that, I suppose?’


Cata did not. Curiosity impelled her; she moved closer to the boy. He could have been a species of Wildwood creature, but one whose mind was closed to her. Something in her wanted to laugh at him, at his silly names and pealing, precise voice; something else remained apprehensive. There was a ghostly quality in the boy, in his face and voice, and for an instant Cata wondered if he were quite alive. She shuddered. Might he, perhaps, be some strange half-and-half thing, some offspring of the dead who lay all around?


‘I had rather hoped a Vaga would come,’ the boy went on. ‘Aunt said once there was no difference between a Vexing and a Vaga, but I don’t think that can be true, do you? I think Aunt was annoyed when she said it, so perhaps she didn’t mean it. Sometimes she says things she doesn’t mean. When she’s annoyed, I mean.’


‘I’m not a Vaga.’


‘Of course you are.’ The boy’s nose wrinkled. ‘Aunt says Vaga-brats are never washed. Their hair crawls with lice and their clothes are infested with fleas. Or is it the other way round? Anyway, that’s why I don’t think a Vaga is a Vexing. Are you a girl?’ he added.


Cata coloured. The otter, that morning by the stream, had told her she must bathe. She had denied it indignantly. Now, standing before this pale boy, she knew that it was true. Her face and hands were filthy. There was dirt under her nails. Her hair was matted with grease and sticking burrs.


Yet Cata would rather be dirty, as she was, than clean like this boy.


She did not answer his question.


‘What’s a Vexing, then?’ she asked instead.


‘You mean you don’t know?’ The boy was scornful. ‘It’s something special. Very special.’


The girl was unconvinced. She toyed with a frond of ivy. ‘If you’re so special, why aren’t you at the fair?’ she said suddenly.


The boy looked down. There was a crack in the level voice. ‘The fair is evil. It is a defiance of Agonis. Aunt says—’


‘There’s something wrong with you,’ Cata said.


She moved closer. She hovered over the boy, intrigued. When he looked up at her, the eyes in the white face were dark, deep pools.


They flashed fire.


‘You stink, Vaga-brat! Leave me alone!’


Cata, the impulse of cruelty suddenly strong in her, only laughed. Then her laugh froze. The boy’s thin arms were grasping at the shadows. He seemed to be trying to pull himself away from her, out from under the gaze of her mocking face.


Now Cata understood.


The legs beneath the blanket were brittle sticks, twisted at tortured angles.


She dropped back, abashed.


‘You can’t walk,’ she said.


It was then, as if with deliberation, that the boy began to shriek. It was the bell-pealing, resumed at a higher pitch; it was the cry of a bird that some cruel, impervious hand was holding into a flame.


*


‘What? What?’


The rocking-chair was still, and the face in the black bonnet swivelled towards the boy.


The shriek ended precisely as the fat woman awoke.


‘You were sleeping, Aunt.’


‘Nonsense, Jem. The righteous do not slumber in the service of Agonis.’ She stifled a yawn. ‘You called out? Someone was here?’


‘No, aunt.’


There was a rasp of ivy.


‘What was that?’


‘A bird,’ Jem said.


It was Cata’s feet, shifting; she had plummeted into the shadows just in time. Her heart thumped. Already she seemed to feel the fat woman’s grip, tightening on her shoulder.


But the boy said nothing.


The fat woman sighed. She heaved herself from the chair. ‘I thought I heard a bird. Oh, dear.’ Discreetly she adjusted her clothing, plucking at the cloth that stuck hotly to her thighs.


‘Aunt, what is a Vexing?’


‘Jem, really! Why even do you ask?’


‘It’s my name, isn’t it? Jem Vexing.’


The fat woman pursed her lips. She might have been deciding to say nothing; instead, she decided that truth was best.


‘Vexing, Jem, is a nice word for bastard.’


There was a pause.


‘Aunt, what’s a bastard?’


The response came inevitably.


‘Bastard, Jem, is a nasty word for Vexing.’


‘Oh.’


Pause.


‘Aunt, when will the Vagas come?’


Cata stiffened. Was the boy playing a game? Would his thin arm, encased in black, point in sudden triumph to her hiding-place?


Urgently she wanted to burst into a run.


‘They could come at any time, my dear,’ the fat woman was saying. Her tone had become sonorous. ‘Think of the Vaga. Think of his vileness. The Vaga sees our temple decayed like this, and his dark heart rejoices. He would plunder the House of Agonis of its relics. He would sacrifice to his evil god, Koros, in its midst. To the Vaga, all that is most sacred to our race is the merest cistern of his debauchery. That is why, when the Vaga-vans come, the faithful must gather in the temple portico.’


Dimly, Cata began to understand. It was a ritual, like Papa’s at the tomb-slab; but there was much in the world, as it had been since the war, that was the merest shadow of what it was before. Much had been lost: much was diminished. Before the war, Papa had eyes to see, and Mama did not yet live beneath the ground. The castle, a tumbledown ruin, was a sturdy, noble bastion. In those days the temple, too, had thrived; and, in each season when the Vagas had come, the shadows of the portico had been filled with many figures, solemn in their black clothes and flashing golden pendants.


The fat woman waddled down the temple steps. ‘I shall take another turn about the tombyard, Jem. One cannot be too vigilant. One cannot be too cautious.’


Only when she had disappeared round the corner did Cata emerge from behind the fronds of ivy.


‘Why didn’t you say something?’


‘I’m not afraid of you,’ said the boy.


‘You were afraid. You screamed.’


‘Go away.’


‘You go away.’


The pale face flushed.


‘You can’t,’ Cata said.


‘I can!’


Cata laughed. She scampered to the foot of the steps. She somersaulted on the grass. She leapt up and down.


‘Then come to the fair!’ she called back. ‘Come on!’
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