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      The sky is starless, but they are sitting in a pool of pale, anemic light. From the porch she can see the garden where jagged branches like spikes of barbed wire jut into the dead air, black on black. There is a pitcher and two glasses on the table but when she tries to pour some lemonade the liquid runs heavy and viscous. A song is playing somewhere in the depths of the house, a scratchy, tinny sound: “Dark summer days/sweet summer nights.”

      Her companion smiles at her with the right side of his face. The left corner of his mouth where flesh still clings to the bone curves down in disapproval.

      She stares at her hands. They are marble white, the skin taut like virgin paper. Touching her cheek, she slides her fingers toward the place where she thinks her mouth should be.

      The voice keeps repeating the same phrase and she thinks: The needle is in the groove.

      What is a needle? What is a groove?

      She drops her hand, not having found anything.

      Her companion stirs by her side, and the pale light flares in the sky, and a wave of emotion surges through her. She cannot give it a name.

      “There are no nights anymore,” he says.

      But there will be, she thinks.

      The song sputters into discordant notes and she wills it to continue but it does not.

      Not yet.

      Another flare in the sky and she thinks: The sea is coming.

      “It won’t reach us here,” he says, and she suddenly knows the name of the emotion that pours into her emptiness like water into a broken cup.

      Hatred.

      “Sweet summer days/dark summer nights,” the song erupts again, the scratchy baritone defying the silence.

      It is a gramophone, she realizes. It is a needle in the groove.

      It has started again.

      “These are the people,” says her companion, and beyond the tangle of the dead garden she glimpses a dusty road and people walking by: women carrying bundles and silent babies; men, their shoulders bent, and their faces hidden, balancing flotsam of lost lives on their backs; ragged children; cripples in carts pushed by other cripples.

      There cannot be any people! Where did they come from?

      The people are not alone. There is a skulking fox creeping in the wake of the procession, and a wounded hare, leaping behind, and an asthmatic bobcat, its torn hide dripping dark blood into the dust.

      No!

      “Not many,” says her companion. “Not many at all. But enough. Perhaps.”

      Where are they going?

      “There is a City,” he says. “If they reach it, they will be safe.”

      They will never be safe, she thinks, they will never be safe from me.
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            CHAPTER 1. THE BODY ON THE HILL

          

        

      

    

    
      The phone call came close to midnight.

      Mara Raven was awake. She seldom went to bed before dawn, preferring to wander around her large, empty apartment, hoping against hope to hear a knock at the door and see Ronald standing there. In the year since her husband went missing, she had become an insomniac. It was beginning to interfere with her dreamfishing.

      The harsh ringing of the phone yanked her from her reverie.

      She knew who was calling, of course. Her mentor. Her benefactor. Her only friend. Which was the reason she stared at the shrilling apparatus with a mixture of apprehension and reluctance. But there was no avoiding Mr. Seal when he wanted Mara. She grasped the handset, accidentally knocking the ornate bronze machine off its stand.

      It clattered to the ground and went silent. Cursing, Mara put it back and replaced the handset. Since Mr. Seal had installed this newfangled device in her apartment, she had used it only twice, and always for communication with him. Mara was a loner by nature, and it was not easy being a loner in a City that was bursting at the seams as the growing population huddled together, close to the Temple of the Ancestors, for companionship and protection.

      The phone squealed again. Mara picked up the handset and spoke into it.

      “Good evening, Mr. Seal.”

      “I’m sorry to disturb you so late, Mara.” His soft voice poured like soothing oil over her irritation.

      “What is it this time?”

      “Murder, of course.”

      Of course. He would not waste her Power on anything less than that.

      “But the chief constable said he did not want me to consult on violent crimes anymore.”

      Mara was not privy to the endless jockeying for positions in the Temple and the Animal House, though, unlike most people in First City, she was insulated from the fallout of power shifts by her husband’s money. But she knew that the chief constable was less than enthusiastic about employing a woman.

      “We have a new chief constable.”

      “Really?”

      Another shake-up in the Animal House? Well, if it allowed her to do what she wanted to do, which was dreamfishing, she was on board with it.

      “What’s the new constable’s name?” she asked.

      “Adrian Jay-Mole.”

      Despite the seriousness of the situation, Mara snickered. Double names, indicating two totems, were uncommon and either a mark of distinction or a vulgar heresy, depending on who you asked.

      “That’s some combination!”

      “Sky and earth; good for a constabulary man, don’t you think? Anyway, he is more ... open-minded than his predecessor. And this is a shocking case!”

      “Who is the victim?”

      “A woman.”

      A domestic? Mara hoped it did not have an obvious solution. Complicated cases allowed her to dive deeper into the dream-sea. Except, of course, the one complicated case that she needed to solve above all else and that the dream-sea refused to help her with. Her husband’s disappearance.

      “There are some unusual features,” Mr. Seal said, as if reading her mind. “The body is outside, for one. Close to the Temple.”

      That was interesting. Most bodies discovered in the streets were likely to be thrown off the vertical slums of the Lonelyhearts district, where constables seldom went. The Temple precinct, on the other hand, was regularly patrolled.

      “On the Hill?”

      “Yes.”

      The Hill was the only elevation on the endless Plains of the North Continent. It was so steep that pilgrims used to huff and puff on the climb, trying to get to the Temple and pay obeisance to the Ancestors. Nowadays, with cars, it was easier to do, but cars were expensive, and few people owned one. Mara could afford a private car if she wanted to, but it never crossed her mind. After graduating from high school, she had never gone to the Temple either. Mara considered herself an unbeliever. A Humanist.

      “I am sending a car for you,” Mr. Seal said. “How quickly can you get ready?”

      “I am decent,” Mara said. “Except the makeup, of course, but this is optional, isn’t it?”

      “Mara, my dear ...”

      “All right,” Mara said. “Ten minutes.”

      “Of course.”

      Ten minutes later, Mara was putting on her deerskin moccasins in the hallway when she heard the concierge’s heavy tread on the stairs. In this short time, she had managed to pin up her ash-blond hair, apply a layer of foundation to her pale skin, and add some lipstick. She glanced at the picture of Ronald to see if he approved.

      During their brief marriage, he had often asked her to wear makeup because all the ladies of his social circle did. Mara hated doing it but complied, as she complied with everything else the love of her life had asked of her. She did try to explain to him her objections.

      “They say we need to cover up our naked skin because it is an affront to our totems, our animal Ancestors, right?”

      “That’s what the Guardians say.”

      “But it makes no sense. The Ancestors are a metaphor. A story. A legend.”

      “I know you think so, sweetie, but a lot of people believe otherwise. What’s the point of offending them?”

      “But both men and women are supposed to cover their naked faces but actually, only women wear makeup. How is it fair?”

      “Men paint Ancestors’ sigils on their faces.”

      “When was the last time you saw one? Nobody does it anymore.”

      “Social rules are important, Mara.”

      Mara wrenched her mind away from replaying a conversation with her husband. No matter how much she yearned to hear his voice echo in her memory, she had to focus on the here and now.

      The concierge knocked on the door. Mara’s apartment building was located in the most exclusive area of First City. The concierge was supposed to keep away suburban riffraff who would try to grab at least one night in the City center by bedding down in accessible doorways. In practice, she was a gossipy and harmless older woman whose totem of the Squirrel made her better suited for finding bargains in the market than for guard duty.

      Mara opened the door and saw Betty Squirrel in the company of a slim, dark-haired young man.

      “Detective Hart at your service, ma’am,” he said. “The car is outside.”

      As Mara stepped out, he flinched away from her. Really? She had no interest in men other than Ronald, but she knew she was attractive. Then she realized that he was looking at her moccasins and remembered his name. Hart meant that his totem was Deer, and her shoes were made of deerskin, which he would be forbidden to touch.

      Mara’s lips curled in disgust. Being a Humanist, she despised believers who accepted the Book of the Remnant as the literal truth. She had never read it from beginning to end, skipping the obligatory religious classes in school, but she knew it was nonsense. During the Dark Years, long before she was born, religious wars had almost torn First City apart. Only when the depleted population realized they had nowhere else to go was the civil order restored, and the slow process of secularization began. The story told in the Book of the Remnant was so convoluted and unbelievable that only idiots could take it seriously. The Rebellion that supposedly separated humanity from its benevolent animal Ancestors; the permanently shut gate to the Ancestors’ Abode; and the Slaughtered Ones, victims of humanity’s wickedness! Preposterous!

      It was raining again. It had been raining for the last twenty days. Rain in the First City came in many forms: hard icy curtain rods descending from the flat sky and relentlessly beating the exhausted earth into submission; endless monotonous drops falling from the incontinent clouds; gentle drizzle floating in gray air, so saturated with moisture that it seemed as cozy as a feather pillow; harsh brassy sparkle on the dancing water, when the sun suddenly flashed through the rifts in the piled-up thunderheads. Since the end of summer, the rain had run the gamut of all these and more until tired and dispirited, it settled into the routine of the leaden sky, leaden water, and leaden mood.

      The car was at the curb, its engine idling, the chauffeur dozing off. Mara was impressed by the barely leashed strength of the throbbing machine. Technology was power, and unlike her own Power, it was freely available to all—or at least, to all who could pay for it. There were hundreds of cars in First City. As far as Mara knew, she was the only dreamfisher alive today.

      The streets of the First City were deserted at this hour, the occasional insomniac’s window like a single pip on the black domino tiles of the high-rises. They cut through Victory Boulevard, where the old gas streetlamps surrounded by misty haloes were outshone by the new neon signs. One of them, the image of a Lion selling home insurance, hissed and winked, crippled by the black star of a stone-throw.

      The Hill loomed ahead, a darker shadow against the background of the Plains, a crouching shape in the middle of unrelieved flatness, as if the land arched its back, trying to shake off the invading humans.

      The car chugged upward. The Temple was hidden by the shoulder of the Hill. The windshield was a blank expanse of wet darkness until they rounded a bend, and she was blinded by electric glare. The car stopped, and they exited. Mara followed Detective Hart on a rain-slicked path that was broken into slivers of light by the high-voltage lamps perched among the tangle of hawthorn bushes in the clearing ahead.

      In the clearing, a huddle of figures, all holding umbrellas, stood by a dark shape.

      Mara felt a stirring of excitement.

      Mr. Seal broke away from the knot of people, his lardy face striped by the chiaroscuro of shadows. He gripped her arm and propelled her toward the body.

      The woman was stretched on her back in a puddle of water. She was young, glittering with expensive makeup: crushed sapphire on her eyelids and liquid crimson on her lips, smeared by the rain. Wearing a long leather coat, she was one of the City’s pampered elite: devout enough to obey the ritual injunction to hide the shame of her naked human skin under paint; secular enough to dress in animal products. Even though her marriage to Ronald had made her part of this elite, Mara felt nothing but contempt for them.

      A man kneeling by the body got up and brushed his knees.

      “Dead at least three hours,” he declared. “A single stab wound to the heart. Will tell you more when I get her on the table.”

      “Is the weapon here?” A voice spoke from the group of constabulary clustered around the body.

      “We need a fingertip search. Impossible to say with all that water around.”

      All that water around? Yes, even with the rain, there is too much water!

      As Mara’s eyes adjusted to the electric glare, she saw that the bushes fringing the clearing had been beaten into the ground, lying in sodden heaps. The turf was so saturated with water that her feet were sinking into the ground. The woman’s hair floated in the puddle that framed her head like a halo. It was as if the endless drizzle of the last week had been concentrated into a single powerful blast of water that had spent itself in this one spot.

      “Take her away!” another voice said.

      “Wait, please,” intervened Mr. Seal. “Mrs. Raven is here. She would like to examine the body in situ. It might help her with her research.”

      Mara, who doubted that research was a proper word to describe the exercise of her Power, stepped forward. Conscious of the officers’ skeptical gazes, she knelt beside the corpse. She would hardly confess it even to herself, but she was disappointed by how little the body had been changed by death. In her first case, the corpse had been that of a man savagely cut with a butcher’s knife, exposing the fascinating landscape of organs, muscle, and bone. But this sodden woman was just that: a sodden woman. She even looked a bit waterlogged as if her flesh had soaked up excessive moisture.

      She took the unresisting hand and realized it was noticeably warmer than the surrounding puddle. Mara frowned, looked up, seeking the forensic examiner to ask him about the rate of postmortem cooling-off.

      Her fingers released the woman’s wrist—and remained stuck to the body.

      The bloated flesh clung to Mara’s hand. The corpse’s face suddenly puffed up, distorting into a grotesque toadstool. The body swelled like a bladder being pumped with liquid. The buttons of her leather coat popped open, and flesh squeezed through, breasts tearing the underclothes with a smacking sound.

      Mara jumped up. She was buffeted by the panicking men, some of whom tried to back off and others crowding close, trying to get a look.

      The body shuddered, as if trying to come back to life. But it was only the blind, mindless, ferocious pressure of the flood, seeking an outlet, and eventually, the skin and muscles could take it no more.

      The corpse burst with an obscene, wet sound, and a steaming rivulet gushed out from the fissure. A hot stream lapped at Mara’s moccasins, soaking them through, and flowed over the already swampy clearing.

      “Run!” somebody screamed. Mr. Seal grasped her hand and pulled her along.

      People were rushing into the darkness, slipping, falling to their knees, and crawling in the dirty water, grasping at the clumps of grass that were torn out of their hands by the growing flood as it rolled downhill, toward the streets of First City.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2. THE BOOK OF THE REMNANT

          

        

      

    

    
      “And the four of them stood at the gate. And one had stripes like cinders and ashes. And one had a face like a leper. And one had a body that crushed rocks and made the earth bleed as it crawled. And of the last one nothing can be said because its claws tore off the skins of the living and made it a garment thereof.”

      Mrs. Louisa Ferret closed the worn volume. Reading the Book of the Remnant sent a shiver down her spine, and yet she could not stop herself from doing it. Not that she had anything better to do on those lonely nights when her memories and the hum of the City outside were her only companions.

      She glanced at the two pictures on her dresser. The portrait of her late husband had been done by a self-taught dabbler who had spent his entire stock of craftsmanship on rendering the deceased man’s totem—Lizard. In comparison with its lovingly detailed scales, Andrew Lizard’s face was a generic blur. Not that Louisa needed the painting; she remembered her late husband very well. He had been a kind and gentle man, and if his wages were not enough to lift them out of suburban poverty, he more than made up for it by being such a good father to their only daughter. Louisa’s eyes flickered to the second picture—an expensive silver print done later by the most expensive photographer in First City. Mara’s strikingly regular features stood out against the strange background of blurred shadows that was way too artistic for Louisa’s taste, her unsmiling lips and her wide eyes confronting her mother with an unspoken and obscure accusation.

      Ronald had paid for this portrait, as he had paid for everything else. Louisa sighed. She had been in awe of her rich son-in-law; so much so that she had forgiven Mara for the unusual step of adopting his totem instead of the one she inherited from Louisa. Each citizen in First City owed allegiance to one of the Ancestors, and though lines of descent had become hopelessly tangled, one’s family name was an indicator to what totem animal one was supposed to pray, provided one prayed at all. Mara never had. Now Louisa blamed herself for not inculcating faith in her only child. Would it have been better for Mara to have something to fall back on after the mysterious disaster of her husband’s going missing? But on the other hand, it was not like Mara was devoid of support. Even if their relationship was not what Louisa hoped for, Mara had Mr. Seal. And she had her Power, even though ...

      As usual, when she thought about what Mara called dreamfishing, Louisa felt her mind shy away from the abyss of the unknown like a timid little animal flinching away from a fire. No, the Book of the Remnant was better, and even if she did not quite understand it herself, there was a panoply of the Guardians at the Temple to explain it all.

      She picked it up again, intent on squeezing the last drop of consolation from her flagging belief. She opened it at the beginning and let her eyes follow the groove of the familiar story, even as unwanted questions kept churning in her head.

      The Book claimed that once upon a time, humans had lived happily side by side with their animal totems in the Abode of the Ancestors. And then the Rebellion happened, during which the Four leaders of the Ancestors, the Tiger, the Lion, the Seal, and the Bear, were killed. Henceforth they were known as the Slaughtered Ones.

      But why? Louisa’s lips moved as she whispered the worn-out words to herself, trying to fix them in her mind as the truth and yet hearing the annoying small whisper of doubt.

      If humans were so happy, why did they rebel? How was the ancient sin of killing the Four supposed to be expiated, so that humanity could pass through the sealed gate to the Abode and return to their animal bliss? And who was the Revealer, a messenger from the Abode, who would show up to open the gate?

      The gate itself was the worst of the enigmas that the Book planted in Louisa’s mind as a sort of mental itch, whose scratching only exacerbated her blasphemous doubts. Louisa was a practical person. In the City that its inhabitants could not leave, space was all people could think about. If you were rich, you lived close to the center marked by the Animal House and the Temple, the centers of secular and spiritual power. If you were of “strained circumstances,” as Louisa and her husband had been, you found a place in the sprawling suburbia. And if you were poor, you moved to the outskirts where the City met the countryside, there to fall prey to mysterious and disfiguring diseases.

      But where was the gate to the Abode of the Ancestors? Louisa had heard in the Temple that the gate was a metaphor for “condition of being.” She did not understand it and suspected that the Guardian who preached that sermon did not understand it either.

      Louisa closed the book. Better to think of practical matters than torture herself with useless metaphysical speculations! Gate or no gate, neither she nor Mara had to worry about location anymore, thanks to Ronald’s generosity. Mara lived in the Ravens’ posh apartment close to the Animal House; Louisa’s more modest dwelling was still within the best urban zone.

      But what would happen if Ronald remained missing?

      Fretting was exhausting. Louisa glanced in distaste at the rain-slicked window. The weather was unbelievable; she could not remember anything like this unceasing downpour in her entire life.

      She put the black volume back on her bedside table. Better minds than hers could solve the riddle of First City’s history. And perhaps Mara was right, and the Book of the Remnant was nothing but a fanciful tale; the totems—mere names that people adopted to designate family relations; the gate a metaphor for death; and the Slaughtered Ones—bugaboos with which the Temple tried to hold on to its vanishing power as people became more secular.

      But if so, what was there to keep one from despair? Was that rain plopping on the glass and empty room all there was to life? Was her husband simply gone as if he had never existed? Was the rift between her and her daughter a random misfortune, no more significant than a stubbed toe or a broken finger? Was she, Louisa Ferret, an aging woman, quietly sliding into decrepitude?

      Wasn’t even the cryptic horror of the Book of the Remnant preferable to emptiness?

      Louisa turned off the light and told herself she would phone Mara tomorrow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3. THE FUR GUARDIAN

          

        

      

    

    
      “It’s not the first case,” said Mr. Seal. “There have been others in which corpses of murder victims exploded or were used as conduits for floods.”

      He was seated on the sofa, his back ramrod straight. Mara nestled in the armchair close to the fireplace, wrapped in her thickest robe, her hair still wet and her skin tingling after she had scrubbed herself raw in the bathroom. The blinds were down to keep out the grungy light, but she could hear the plopping of raindrops on the pavement.

      She wanted another cup of coffee but Mr. Seal, with avuncular sternness, prohibited too much stimulant and forced oversweet cocoa upon her instead.

      “Who were the other ones?”

      Mr. Seal hesitated.

      “Perhaps another time ...” he said. “You’re still upset after last night, my dear, and no wonder. I blame myself for bringing you there.”

      “But ...” Mara started to protest but let it go. There was no use arguing with Mr. Seal when he decided to be protective of her.

      They fell silent, Mr. Seal watching her as he always did. He probably thought she was not aware of his constant scrutiny.

      “Just tell me where the other cases were,” she finally said.

      “Lonelyhearts.”

      Perhaps this was why he did not want to take her there. The Lonelyhearts district was a slum: dilapidated dwellings like swallows’ nests haphazardly piled on giant multilevel platforms that had been erected in the vain hope of easing intercity congestion.

      Mara rubbed her temples. Mr. Seal’s hand hovered in the air as if he wanted to touch her.

      “You should go to bed,” he insisted.

      “No. Not until I can swim.”

      “Can’t you now?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t know. I need something more.”

      Mr. Seal’s hand dropped back in his lap. It occurred to Mara that his hands were quite beautiful. The rest of him filled her with vague unease, though if asked whether he was a handsome man she would probably say yes. He was tall, solidly built, with regular, if bland, features and short, slick hair the color of wet sand. Of course, he was old. Certainly forty, maybe more. She was not sure; had never asked about his age.

      His surname indicated an aristocratic origin; only those born within the ring of old mansions surrounding the Animal House had Seal, Lion, or Tiger as their totems. But he never talked about his family, and she never asked. Maintaining a proper distance was important. She was the student; he was the teacher. Both of them preferred it that way.

      Her phone rang.

      She jumped up and contemplated the machine with awe. The second call in twenty-four hours!

      She gingerly lifted the handset.

      “It’s for you!” she told Mr. Seal.

      “For me?”

      “Yes. The chief constable.”

      Mr. Seal took over, leaving Mara to wonder how the chief constable knew where to find him.

      Mr. Seal’s side of the conversation consisted of polite noises but when he put the handset down there was some color in his sallow cheeks.

      “I must go,” he said. “The chief constable has a visitor. He wants me to be present at their meeting.”

      “Who?” Mara asked.

      Mr. Seal hesitated.

      “The Fur Guardian.”

      Mara’s eyes opened wide. There were three Chief Guardians in the Temple, supposedly overseeing the three orders of totem animals: Fur, Fish, and Fowl. Meeting one of them in person was unheard of for ordinary citizens.

      “What does he want?”

      “Well, I would say an unnatural flood directed through a corpse so close to the Temple somewhat impinges upon his official duties, don’t you think?”

      Mr. Seal rarely employed sarcasm in his dealings with her. It ought to have made Mara cringe. Instead, it spurred her into action.

      This is what I need!

      Where the dream-sea was concerned, she was fearless.

      “I’m coming with you,” she said. “If the constabulary wants my help, I must be present at every stage of the investigation. You know that dreamfishing is not some stupid clairvoyance. I need hard facts. I never know what will turn out to be the bait.”

      “But Mara,” objected Mr. Seal, “the Guardian may not like it. They denounce all Powers except their own.”

      “So, tell them I’m your secretary,” snapped Mara. “I know the Temple does not like women who refuse to cover their faces with paint or have a career. Well, too bad, but we are living in a new age. Women have rights, we vote, and the Temple cannot tell us what to do! Now give me five minutes to get dressed.”

      She stormed into her bedroom, slammed the door, and dragged out a theologically acceptable cotton dress and jacket. Despite her outburst, Mara realized it would not be prudent to offend the Fur Guardian by wearing animal fibers. She plastered her face with a heavy dun foundation of the kind favored by old women mumbling prayers to stuffed animals in the dingy temples that smelled of mothballs and incense.

      They did not talk during the ride, each of them alone with his or her thoughts inside the boxlike car. Feverish from lack of sleep, Mara felt herself slip into a familiar trough of depression from which only the dream-sea could rescue her. But now, in the everyday dampness of First City, on the rain-glistening street flanked by crumbling brick tenements awaiting the wrecking ball to make room for newer, taller, and equally dingy buildings that would house the burgeoning population, the dream-sea felt unreal. Ronald was gone and he would never come back. And she would never know what happened and would spend her life grieving and slowly succumbing to daily grind, growing old and common like her mother ...

      The car rounded the corner, and she was jolted out of her melancholy by the sight of the Animal House and its stone fauna climbing up the walls, clinging to the spouts, crouching on the eaves. A whiff of autumnal rot touched her memory. It had been a wet autumn day when her mother had brought her, a poor suburban girl, into the heart of the City to show her how the rich lived and ruled. And since then, they became inseparable in her memory: the shaggy-dog odor of wet leaves; her mother’s then-strong hand in hers; and her own determination to come back one day and never leave.

      And here she was.

      On top of the six-story gray pile, above the architrave, loomed four huge sculptures representing the four Slaughtered Ones: the Lion, the Tiger, the Seal, and the Bear. Mara had always been fascinated by these awesome and terrible images but now her eyes were drawn to lesser sculptures: foxes, weasels, deer, and in particular, to the large stone ravens perched on the roof corners. Ronald had been proud of his family name. And she had been so happy to exchange her own plebeian Ferret, which reminded her of her mother, for his aristocratic and rare Raven.

      “People used to come here looking for their totems,” Mr. Seal said. “There is a belief that every Ancestor whose name exists in the City is represented by a statue on the Animal House. But it’s not true, even though its owner wanted to make it true.”

      “Its owner? The government, you mean?”

      “No, the House was built by a private citizen and only later sold to the government. A rich and eccentric merchant. And it’s not as old as people believe. Some say it has stood here since the Rebellion but in reality, it’s only two hundred years old.”

      “It’s old enough for me,” said Mara. “Was this guy mad?”

      “No, just devout.”

      “It’s the same thing,” said Mara, earning a dirty look from their driver.

      Mr. Seal smiled.

      The Animal House was the official seat of the secular government of First City. It was surrounded by the sprawl of faceless brick buildings housing the ever-swelling bureaucracy. When Ronald came here on business, he would not take Mara with him, so she was not sure where the headquarters of the constabulary were located.

      The cab turned the corner and rolled into a side courtyard, the squat brown buildings of the compound huddling together under the lowering sky. Mr. Seal dismissed the driver, and they walked into a cavernous hall. A constable on duty led them to the second-floor office where the chief constable, a hulking man who looked nothing like either of his totem animals, stood to greet them. The second person in the office remained seated. If it was a person.

      Mara tried not to stare. She had never seen any of the three Chief Guardians from close up. As a child, she had been taken to some religious festivals by her parents but since her father’s death in a fishing accident, she refused to go. She seldom looked closely, even at minor Guardians who led religious processions in the streets, averting her eyes with a mixture of disdain and fear. But now there was no backing off. The Guardian was so close she could smell the strange musky odor of his mangy pelt.

      The Temple surgeons who had transformed the man into a simulacrum of an animal totem were skilled: the scars, if any, were lost in the rugose hanging jowls that framed the shallow muzzle into which his nose and mouth had been fused. His face was free of the brindled fur that covered the rest of his body. The fur looked dirty and unkempt, with balding patches or perhaps areas where the transplant had failed. The brown-and-white matted coat also covered the top of his head. His arthritic fingers ended in dark claws. On the middle finger of the left hand the claw was missing, and the fingertip was raw and sore. Mara risked one glance below the Guardian’s waist, saw a pathetic dangling thing that the fur failed to cover, and blushed under her layer of makeup. She noticed that the chief constable had put a carelessly drawn Jay sigil on his face as a conciliatory gesture toward his guest. Mr. Seal had not bothered.

      The chief constable motioned them to the stuffed armchairs arranged around a fashionable copper table of the kind used in expensive coffeehouses and advertised as being produced on the South Continent. The Guardian seemed unfazed by this dubious Humanist furniture, lolling in the armchair and sipping—to Mara’s surprise and envy—from a tiny coffee cup. Mr. Seal and she were not offered drinks.

      The Guardian spoke first. His clipped upper-class accent was more unnerving than the animal growl she half expected.

      “We have a serious situation here. So serious that I’m willing to go along with this ... shall we say, unorthodox procedure.”

      “If I may be so bold to suggest—” began Mr. Seal, only to be interrupted by the chief constable.

      “You don’t have all the information, Jeremy. Let me bring you up to date.”

      Mara was surprised to hear her mentor addressed by his first name, so infrequently did he use it. He was always Mr. Seal to her.

      “There is a conspiracy in the City. An underground terrorist organization. It is small, we believe, but growing, feeding on popular discontent. I don’t need to tell you that there is a lot of grumbling in Lonelyhearts.”

      “Not unjustified,” the Fur Guardian interjected. “Maybe the secular rule is not as good as the City was promised.”

      The chief constable winced but plowed on.

      “This organization killed the woman on the Hill. We have identified her, by the way, as Mrs. Elvira Sparrow, a rich socialite.”

      “Why?” Mara asked.

      “As a sacrifice to open the gate to the Abode of the Ancestors.”

      “A sacrifice?”

      “They call themselves the Army of the Revealer,” the chief constable said.

      The Revealer! Mara frowned, trying to remember what that meant. Oh yes, wasn’t there some nonsense in the Book of the Remnant about a messenger from the Abode of the Ancestors who would open the gate to that nonexistent place?

      “This organization,” the Guardian chimed in, “is as much a menace to the Temple as it is to civil order. They are murderers. Heretics.”

      Mara’s head spun.

      “So, what do they want?” she asked, addressing Adrian Jay-Mole. She sensed that he liked her. She felt a wave of disapproval radiating from Mr. Seal but decided to disregard it. He was the one who always pushed her to develop her Power; so why was he so uneasy now? As for the Fur Guardian, she simply did not know what to make of this silver-tongued man who had mutilated himself to look like an animal. But it was he who replied to her query.

      “They want to bring back the Ancestors.”

      “Isn’t this what you want?”

      The Fur Guardian bared his pointed teeth in what was intended as a smile.

      “I see that we need to do more to improve religious instruction in schools. No, madam. We believe that the Ancestors, our totems whose names we bear and who we worship, will indeed one day Return and take us back to their Abode. One day they shall walk the streets of First City. But before that, the Revealer shall appear and open the gate to the Adobe. It is a blasphemy to try to hasten his arrival. And an even worse blasphemy is to try to open the gate ourselves. And I suspect this is exactly what this conspiracy is trying to achieve.”

      “I always thought that the gate to the Abode of the Ancestors was a metaphor,” Mara said.

      “It is not a metaphor,” the Fur Guardian said. “It’s the barrier that separates us from the Abode of the Ancestors.”

      Mara felt like she was going insane, as if the Guardian’s religious madness was contagious. She could not, would not, accept the Book of the Remnant as anything more than a myth!

      “Are you saying it’s a physical barrier?” she finally asked, trying to keep skepticism out of her voice. “Where is it?”

      “Nobody knows,” the Fur Guardian replied. “Our world is simple, madam. Two continents, North and South. The human City, the only place where human life and civilization are possible. But Temple teachings tell us that what we see is only a thin layer of appearances over a deeper reality, a disguise, an illusion. The gate may not be an actual place, but it is an interface between this deeper reality and our world.”

      “What does it have to do with this secret organization?”

      “We rebelled and killed the leaders of the Ancestors, the Slaughtered Ones,” the Fur Guardian explained. “The Ancestors expelled us from their Abode and closed the gate. Until the Revealer comes, it should remain closed. But now you have conspirators who are trying to break it down. They claim they are acting for the Revealer, but in fact, they are dangerous heretics.”

      Jay-Mole intervened.

      “It doesn’t matter! Do you think the conspirators give a hoot for theology? They are nihilists, pure and simple. Hungry for power. They want the City, and they don’t care if they end up with a pile of rubble. We already had the Dark Years when anarchy ruled. We can’t go back to that time!”

      Mr. Seal, quiet until now, finally entered the conversation.

      “Perhaps we should go back to the facts of the situation,” he purred. “We have the murdered woman on the Hill. Mrs. Raven can help to apprehend her killer or killers.”

      “My predecessor tried to explain your abilities,” the chief constable said, “but I am not sure I understand. Is it some kind of divination?”

      “It is a Power,” Mr. Seal said. “The most unusual and potent Power. Mrs. Raven goes into a realm beyond the visible one to find answers to her questions.”

      For some reason, Mara felt irritated by her mentor’s bluster on her behalf.

      “It does not always work,” she mumbled.

      Why was she self-sabotaging? Normally, she was extremely proud of dreamfishing. Beyond her love for Ronald, it was the one thing that gave her life meaning. Her bond with Mr. Seal was based on his trust in her Power and his training in how to use it. But now she felt unsettled. The presence of the Fur Guardian did something to her, though, perversely, she also liked him. If only she could close her eyes, listen to his human voice, blank out the sight of his animal body ... Then, perhaps, she could tell him that while she had confidence in her Power, she also knew how capricious and cruel the dream-sea could be.

      “I congratulate you on your modesty, madam,” the Fur Guardian said. “Humans are tainted creatures, flawed and imperfect. But if you have the Power to solve this crime, perhaps you’re less flawed than the rest of us.”

      “We believe that finding out the identities of the killers will lead us to the head of the Army of the Revealer,” the chief constable said. “To the person who these lunatics believe is the Revealer.”

      Mara blinked. The image of the body discarded on the Hill like so much trash haunted her. That woman, with her expensive makeup, so cruelly mutilated ... What was her name? The chief constable mentioned it. Sparrow? Her totem was a tiny chirpy bird. It did not protect her. Totems never did, and yet people believed in them. Mutilated themselves for their sake like the Fur Guardian had done. Killed for their sake ...

      “I will find out who did it,” she said. “I will find out who killed Elvira Sparrow.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4. DREAMFISHING

          

        

      

    

    
      Mara went through her apartment pulling down the blinds and turning off the electric lights. She held a candle inserted into a red flower-shaped holder, and the warm glow seemed to melt into the flesh of her fingers and run up her arm like a drowsy potion.

      When she had discovered her Power at the onset of puberty, she had thought it was a symptom of insanity, and being secretive and proud, she had decided not to tell anybody, to bear her sickness in dignified silence. Fortunately, her father once brought home an old book picked up at a jumble sale. The book described Powers of divination, listing dreamfishing as one of them. It reassured her that she was not alone in her madness, which she had come to cherish already. Not less importantly, it gave her a name for her condition. And once a thing is named, it is tamed, as an old Lonelyhearts’ saying went. Still, the name was ironic, considering that it was her father who delighted in fishing, and she was indifferent to it. Fishing was his undoing: His boat overturned, and he drowned, fueling the malicious satisfaction of their devout neighbors who looked askance at the wanton killing of any animal, even as mindless as fish. Mara and her mother had been left alone and impoverished until Mr. Seal appeared, having heard of a teenager who dreamed strange dreams. Then a couple years later, he had introduced her to a young, rich friend, Ronald Raven ...

      Mara lay on her bed and stared at the candle until her vision was filled with a swirling storm of glitter, and out of it emerged a swarm of purple and green luminescent rings that swam, wove, and danced around. They were her guides and friends who would open the portals of the dream-sea for her. She called them Light Puppies. A puppy was an old name for a wolf cub, her father had once told her, and for some reason, she liked the sound of it, even though there was no resemblance between a frisky four-legged creature and these phantoms of light.

      “Light Puppies, Light Puppies,” she whispered, “guide me and preserve me from the creatures of the deep. Help me find the answer.”

      And as she was drifting away, she kept repeating her query.

      Who killed Elvira Sparrow?

      The last thing she saw before sleep took her was the dead woman’s brightly painted, dead face.
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        * * *

      

      She finds herself on the beach, having passed through a confused zone of faint sounds and shadowy images.

      The beach is always the same; it is the sea that varies. A wide strip of white sand backed by dark green thorny bushes, the beach is curving away sharply, closed off by piles of black rock, in the fissures of which live large crabs and centipedes.

      She thinks that this must be a small island. Sometimes—but not today—there are other islands visible in the distance.

      The sea is friendly today, a deep, glassy green glistening like watered silk. The sky is pale gray, shading into whiteness at the horizon. The quality of light hints at early morning or late afternoon, but it does not mean anything. There are no times of day in the dream-sea. There is no sun or moon. It is never totally dark, but she cannot see where the light comes from.

      She pauses at the sea margin, letting wavelets lick her toes. The sea is warm. Occasionally she has to dive into icy coldness or boiling heat.

      Taking a tentative step, she feels the water caress her feet, reach up with silky tongues, and climb her legs like mercury.

      The water reaches her thighs and flows inside. As always, there is a sharp moment of pain, or maybe pleasure. Such distinctions are not for the dream-sea.

      She draws the water into her lungs. It tastes of mint.

      The visibility is good, but the seabed is empty: just the corrugated white sand and a couple of translucent bottom-feeders with long, coiling antennae. They are always present, occasionally gathering in swarming schools, but they bear no messages for her. Sometimes she wonders if they are meant for other fishers. Are there other fishers? She has never met one.

      Something appears ahead, a slim rock, pierced and fretted with holes like stone lace. She swims closer and sees a large blue eye peering at her through one of the holes.

      The eye is shaped like a human eye but it is the size of a football.

      The creature moves away from the shelter of the rock and faces her. It is a dreamfish, but one unlike any Mara has seen. Its long, sinuous body is scaleless, pinkish, and soft like a baby’s bottom. The single eye is set at the end of a weaving stalk anchored in a bulbous protrusion. There is no mouth.

      Mara approaches, hoping the fish won’t swim away. She needs a bait.

      She cannot prepare the bait in advance because she does not know what it is: Part of her mind clacks open like a secret locker and releases the object that will bind a dreamfish to her will. She has no control over her actions, and she never tells Mr. Seal how helpless she really is, how much surrender is involved in her Power.

      She swims almost nose-to-nose with the fish and still her hand is empty. The fish waits patiently and then suddenly turns around and streaks away. The eye hoisted on the end of the erect stalk looks back at Mara.

      Mara gives chase. The water caresses her body like a silk-gloved hand as she flies over the white-sand bottom. Things are appearing below: scarlet cabbages the size of a house; rocks covered with thick, waving tentacles of lilac and rose; round, dark holes from which eyeless faces with pouting red mouths pop out and disappear. A giant worm, its head a bunch of parrot-colored feathers, rises up in her path like a question mark and subsides again. For a while she swims over a flat patch of brownish tissue that heaves and wrinkles as if in distress.

      The fish speeds on and her hands are still empty.

      The bottom suddenly falls away. Mara and the fish shoot over the lip of the chasm into an empty space illuminated with a distant glow from the darkness below. There is a scatter of winking golden lights and Mara feels giddy, as if the sea and the sky have flipped around.

      Something shifts inside her. The bait materializes in her hand. She feels relief, like expelling a breath held in for too long.

      The fish slows down.

      Mara brandishes the bait. It is the dead woman’s arm in its black leather sleeve, trailing tendrils of dissolving blood.

      The fish approaches reluctantly, its flexible body weaving from side to side, its single eye popping, shiny with a mixture of desire and resignation. Mara laughs. She knows that this is the right bait; the ugly creature cannot escape! The fish surges forward. In one desperate blink the eye takes in the bait, swallows it whole, so that it fills the iris and then falls into the black tunnel of the pupil, gradually diminishing as it penetrates the fish’s inner core. Mara grabs the fish, squeezes it hard, its body warm like a man’s, and the two of them shoot through the aquamarine water and into the milky whiteness above the emerald sea. With one powerful jerk Mara tears the fish apart and a hot fountain of blood bathes her from head to toe.

      Her bloodstained fingers close around her clue.
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        * * *

      

      “A shoe?” repeated Mr. Seal, arching one eyebrow.

      “Soft leather,” mumbled Mara. “Flat sole. Left foot.”

      She was seated in Mr. Seal’s study. She had phoned him in the morning, cranky after four hours of sleep. Her scribbled report was woefully short. He had insisted on seeing her. She was unwilling to let him come to her place and took a cab to his instead. Now he was walking her through the details of the dreamfishing for the second time.

      “What footwear did she have?” she asked.

      “Mrs. Sparrow? Pumps, I think. High-heeled.”

      Mara shrugged.

      “It’ll be relevant,” she said. “The dream-sea is never wrong.”

      “If asked the right question ...” Mr. Seal suggested.

      Mara rolled her eyes.

      “I did. I asked who killed Elvira Sparrow.”

      “Perhaps if you were a little bolder in your questioning ...”

      Mara pretended she did not hear. Mr. Seal had been dropping hints about her “exercising her Power to the full” for the last couple of months. She did not know what he meant, and more importantly, she did not want to know.

      After Ronald’s disappearance, she plunged into the dream-sea repeatedly, desperate to find out what had happened to her husband. Every attempt was futile. The last time, Light Puppies barred her way. Somehow, she knew that if she persevered, she could be barred forever. And this could not be allowed to happen. Better losing the love of her life than the dream-sea. The realization made her feel cold and disloyal, but she could not argue with the certainty of her being.

      “I need more coffee,” she said.

      “Mara ...”

      “This fishing has taken a lot out of me. I’m hardly awake.”

      Sighing, Mr. Seal went to the kitchen and cooked a single cup in the prohibitively expensive bronze cezve Mara had bought on the black market, loading it with sugar, which she hated. While coffee-drinking was becoming more acceptable, it was still regarded as an expensive vice, which did not stop the proliferation of coffee shops all around the City and the explosive growth of plantations on the South Continent.

      “So you say that the fish looked at you. But you said before that creatures in the dream-sea don’t normally react to you unless they attack. Why was this time different?”

      “I have no idea. Maybe it recognized me.”

      “What do you mean?” Mr. Seal asked.

      “I don’t know.” Mara pressed her fists to her aching forehead. “Oh yes, there was something else. I saw lights in the abyss, like the lights of the City seen from the Hill.”

      Mr. Seal blinked.

      “Did you try to get down to it?”

      “No!”

      The idea frightened her, but she did not know why. Suddenly Mara was seized with an irresistible desire to be alone.

      “I have to go,” she said. “I’m not feeling well.”

      Mr. Seal helped her into her raincoat with old-fashioned courtesy. Mara felt guilty about disappointing him and tried to come up with a neutral parting remark: something to defuse the emotional charge that had recently begun to gather around their every discussion of the dream-sea like a premonition of a thunderstorm.

      “The Fur Guardian ...” she said.

      “What about him?”

      “He was such a gentleman.”

      “He is a gentleman. I know him.”

      “Then why those horrible grafts? I know, this is a stupid question; people who believe in the Ancestors will tell you it’s to bring us closer to them, blah-blah. But I mean, if you want to look like a b ... an animal, what’s the point of behaving like a human? He doesn’t even wear clothes, for crying out loud!”

      “Well,” Mr. Seal said, “do you know how Guardians are made?”

      “Surgery?”

      “Tissue grafts. The higher they rise in the Temple hierarchy, the more grafts they accept. They have the best-trained surgeons. It requires great skill to fuse a human body with animal tissue. The Temple surgeons are all Guardians themselves.”

      “Where is it done?”

      “There are special hospitals. In suburbia mostly.”

      “But what for?”

      “Grafts give you Powers. Not like your Power, which is unique, but others. Seeing what is unseen; hearing voices of the past; understanding animals. The devout folk only talk of the Return of the Ancestors, but the Temple hierarchy is trying to make it happen. No matter how much the Fur Guardian denied it, they are looking for a way to open the gate.”
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      Mara decided to walk back home. Pulling her hood over her head, she set off. It was raining, of course; not that she expected anything else. It seemed to have rained nonstop during the thirteen months since Ronald’s disappearance. When she looked back at that time it seemed to blur into one dirty gray strip, like those long smudges left on whitewashed asylum walls by dragging hands or drooping heads.

      She hoped a walk would calm her but instead, she felt a mounting restlessness as the streets of First City, so familiar they became invisible, slipped by: an endless procession of damp apartment blocks, the newer ones built of mud-colored concrete with ugly raw angles, the older brick ones hunkering down, their rusty balcony grills bared like a skull’s smile. The streets were crowded: They always were, except late at night, as humanity tried to fit itself into the bursting-at-the-seams garment of its City. She rubbed shoulders with small-time clerks out to lunch, pale and unhealthy from days spent in dusty municipal offices; with women in shapeless raincoats burdened by shopping bags and children; with schoolboys and schoolgirls in sad, worn uniforms. She cared for none of them and yet she craved their company.

      Mara decided to take a new route, realizing that she had always walked the same way home from Mr. Seal’s. This was a schoolgirl’s habit, and she was not a schoolgirl anymore. She reminded herself that she was almost twenty-two. For some reason, this thought frightened her.

      She turned the corner and found herself in the older and more prosperous part of the City, among substantial stone town houses. Many of them were separated from the sidewalk by the pits where stairs led down to the servants’ basement. Occasionally a detail would catch her eye: a molded medallion set into the wall with the owner’s blurred totem animal; a red door in a water-stained façade; a bow window with a tattered doll propped against the glass. This was the kind of area where Ronald and she might have lived but he had preferred a newer building, even though it was further away from the Animal House. She remembered that his younger brother had a place nearby, but she had not talked to any member of Ronald’s family for months. They did not like her, and the feeling was mutual.

      In the City, the rich and the poor lived cheek-by-jowl out of necessity. The prosperous area ended abruptly. She went through a maze of rubbish-strewn alleys where leaning wooden-frame houses almost met above her head. Wet laundry, hanging from a rope strung between two balconies in the vain hope of sunlight, slapped her face.

      Something nagged at her, a forgotten memory of something important, but she could not grasp what it was. She saw a plaque with the name of the street.

      “The Way of the Four.”

      She stared at it, feeling cold and shivery.

      A cab navigated the street, splashing her as it moved through the puddles. Mara knew from history books that before she was born, horses had been the main means of transportation in the City, as they still were in the farmlands abutting the suburbia. She could hardly imagine it. Horses, like cows and sheep, were not totem animals and so could be worked to death or killed for humanity’s benefit. Theoretically, Mara was in favor of this; being a Humanist, she was even in favor of the occasional hunting of deer and foxes, which was where her expensive moccasins and fur coats came from. But the idea of generations of animals routinely sacrificed to move loads of wood or grain from place to place made her queasy. She was glad that human engineering had put an end to this practice or at least removed it from visibility.

      She took an alley that she thought would bring her back to the center. A large building across the road drew her attention. It was L-shaped, with stucco walls and a sloping red-tile roof.

      The building was abandoned, slowly going to ruin. Some of the windows were broken and piles of garbage rotted in the courtyard. There were few such properties in the City, where prices of real estate went only up. She realized that somehow, she had gotten lost. A headache was slowly building up, as if the sight of the dilapidated building or the entire depressing area were radiating their sickness upon her.

      She kept on walking until she came upon a tiny park, one of those misbegotten places that the Animal House had stuck throughout the City in an effort to demonstrate to the taxpayers that it was making good use of their money. It was hardly more than a mound of rotting grass crowned with a plaster statue of the Bear and surrounded by benches.

      Mara sat, breathing deep, trying to expel the hard nugget of pain lodged between her brows.

      Somebody was staring at her; she could feel it. She looked up: There was a man on the bench opposite.

      He got up, walked around the mound, and sat beside her, prompting her to shrink away.

      “Sorry,” he said. His vowels were broad and slurred. “I could not help noticing you. I know everyone who comes here and it’s nice to see a new face.”

      He was old enough to be reassuring, with a long face, elaborately folded and creased as if life had treated him like a piece of origami. His clothes were shabby but carefully mended.

      He was poor like Mara had been. It made her feel ashamed of her first reaction of fear and distrust.

      “I’m lost,” she said. “I’m not sure where I am. I wanted to take a walk but somehow, I wandered off and found myself here.”

      “The City has led you here for a reason. You’ll find out why.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The City knows what it does,” the man said. “I’ve never set foot outside. People go to the countryside, but the City was good enough for the Ancestors and it’s good enough for me. And as for the South Continent ... forget it. What is there? Dust, sand, emptiness.”

      “They say there are marvelous things there,” objected Mara. “Beautiful beaches, rocky deserts. This is where coffee comes from.”

      “But no people,” said the man. “What’s the use of so much land if there are no people?”

      “I heard talk about founding a permanent settlement there.”

      The man laughed.

      “What else will they come up with? People cannot live outside the City, every child knows it! I’m George Hare, by the way. Friends call me Bunny.”

      “Mara Raven,” said Mara, shaking hands. Bunny’s fingers were calloused.

      “Beautiful name. As beautiful as its owner. Hope you don’t mind my saying so, miss. I have a daughter your age.”

      “What does she do?”

      “Works in a sewing factory. She and her fellow are putting money aside to buy a house when they get married. I also have a son, a bit older.”

      “And your wife?”

      “She’s dead. Has been dead for seven years. It’s only Jamie, and Jenny and me now.”

      They sat for a while in companionable silence. Mara was beginning to relax. She realized that she had been starving for human interaction. Apart from Mr. Seal, whom had she seen in the last week? She had few friends, and none close. And she had not spoken to her mother in ages. Mara felt a prick of guilt.

      “I worked my whole life as a mechanic,” said Bunny. “Hard work, especially when they started coming up with those newfangled inventions: motorcars, wireless radios, chill-boxes ... I kept up with the times, didn’t go under like many of my buddies. Built a nice house, had a nice family. But Bella is dead, Jenny’s leaving ... And I ask myself: What is it all for?”

      Mara looked at him sharply.

      “What do you mean?” she asked. “You said yourself: You had a good life. Isn’t it enough?”

      “It’s not enough for a man,” he said, emphasizing his words by stabbing the air with his finger. “Work, and work, and then you drop dead. There’s got to be something else. Take the City; why would it be here, if it wasn’t built for us?”

      “The City is here because men have built it.”

      “Men?” Bunny’s eyebrows shot up, almost disappearing in the complex arrangements of skinfolds on his balding forehead. “No, miss, men could not have built it. Look how it leads you, how it protects you, how ... how it talks to you.”

      “Talks?”

      “Sure. Sometimes I lie at night and hear the hum of the City and then I feel like they’re talking to me.”

      “Who are they?” asked Mara, irritated at the turn of the conversation, her mellow mood gone.

      “Who? Well, the Temple people would say the Ancestors. I have never been much of a Temple man myself. When I was young, we used to go to those Workers’ Debate Societies. You probably never heard of them.”

      “Yes, I did. Charles Finch used to lecture there.”

      Charles Finch was a famous scholar of the previous generation and Mara’s personal hero. Unfortunately, he never mentioned the dream-sea in his controversial books and articles.

      “Can’t say I remember him. Anyhow, we used to be pretty freethinking and freespeaking in those times. There were some who said the Ancestors were just a legend.”

      “Aren’t they?”

      “No. Perhaps those Temple people go too far; I can’t say I approve of all this Guardian stuff. They don’t look like Ancestors to me; just freaks if you pardon the expression. But I know the Ancestors are for real.”

      “How can you know such a thing?” Mara exclaimed, trying to tamp down her unreasonable anger.

      He is an old guy, uneducated and poor.

      He is a fanatic. That conspiracy the Fur Guardian talked about ... the Army of the Revealer ... what if he is part of it?

      Conspiracy of faith.

      “I told you; they’re talking to me,” Bunny went on, oblivious of Mara’s reaction. “Not what you’d call real talk but ... Calling, more like it. And it’s not just me; a lot of people have heard it. Look, I’ll show you something.”

      Gingerly, Bunny unbuttoned his coat and drew out a rag-wrapped bundle. He shook it out. Inside was what appeared to be a doll. But when he offered it to Mara, she saw that it was made of brown plush and represented an animal, even though it was upright, with straight arms and legs like a man. Its flat face was covered by a flap of gauze. When she lifted it, she saw that the face was made of lighter fabric and decorated with two black button eyes and an embroidered, smiling mouth.

      “Good, isn’t it?” said Bunny, misunderstanding Mara’s disgusted expression. “My Jenny made it for me. She’s good with the needle. But I had to explain it to her many times until she got it right. Some of the women in her factory saw it and are making one for themselves.”

      “What is it?” asked Mara. “It has a veil like the Bear. But ...”

      “It is the Bear. A real one. Look at that thing.” Bunny gestured toward the white, hulking bulk of the Bear statue that decorated the park. With its humped back, powerful shoulders, huge claws, and veiled countenance, the statue was meant to convey a sense of power and menace. “How can it be one of the Slaughtered Ones? They’re good to us. They love us.”

      “Really?” Mara asked. “After what we did to them?”

      “They’ve forgiven us,” said Bunny with conviction. “We’re their children. You ask any parent: Won’t you forgive your child even if he turns obstreperous? Many a time my Jenny was insubordinate, rude even, and so what? I don’t love her any less. And Jamie too.”

      The pinprick of guilt Mara had felt at the realization that she had neglected her mother grew into actual pain, blending with her burgeoning headache. There had always been something off between her mother, Louisa Ferret, and herself. The problem was that she could never attribute this sense of wrongness to any actual misdeeds on her mother’s part. It was as if there was some shadow between them, and neither knew what it was.

      But Mara prided herself on being conscientious—a substitute for being good. She did not believe herself to be a good person. Different from everybody she knew, she sometimes suspected that the name for this difference was evil.

      I cannot control my being. But I can control my actions.

      She would give her mother a call as soon as she got back home.

      Meanwhile, Bunny wrapped the small Bear in the rag and tenderly replaced it under the coat.

      The Four Slaughtered Ones, the Seal, the Lion, the Tiger, and the Bear, were the leaders of the totemic Ancestors. During the human Rebellion that led to the expulsion from the Abode of the Ancestors, they were killed. Nevertheless, they were still worshipped, in some reincarnated form perhaps, though Mara had no desire to delve deep into the theology of their dubious existence. She knew that of the Four, the Bear was considered to be the most mysterious, powerful, and in some undefined way, dangerous. That was why its face was covered with the veil. People regarded the Bear with awe, and nobody had it as their totem. Bunny making the Bear into a cuddly, benevolent toy struck her as dangerously misguided.

      “I have to go,” she said, standing. “Thanks for your company.”

      Bunny beamed at her.

      “My pleasure. Why don’t you come here again? It’s a nice, quiet place. I’m here every day.”

      “Perhaps,” Mara said with no intention of doing so. She turned to walk away but then remembered something.

      “Do you know,” she asked, “what that building is? The big one with the red roof?”

      “That?” said Bunny. “That’s an old hospital. I forgot how it’s called. But it’s empty now.”

      “What kind of hospital?”

      “I don’t know. It belonged to the Temple. In the old times, there were always Guardians in the courtyard. We kids used to go there and gawk at them.”

      She walked home, feeling her muscles sing with a surge of energy. It was a good feeling, and her headache faded. But the elation of physical activity dissipated when she entered her apartment: dark, silent, and cavernous like any place left on its own for too long.

      After Ronald’s disappearance, she had resisted when her mother suggested she should stay with her for a while. Mara had stood her ground and won her right to the echoing silence, to the clothes strewn on the floor, and books left open on the kitchen table. Even her friends, such as they were, seldom set foot in Mrs. Raven’s expensive apartment, left in her possession after the disappearance of her husband. That was the only thing she knew with certainty was hers.

      For her daily expenses, she drew from the bank account set up for her allowance. Everything else she left with the family’s solicitors, who were not inclined to consult her. She had asked Mr. Seal’s opinion about the disposition of Ronald’s fortune, but he was confident that Ronald was alive and that a reunion was imminent.

      He’s more optimistic than me.

      Her depression eluded her analysis like a ball of mercury. Yes, her husband was missing but he had been missing for the last thirteen months. She was young, attractive, and independent. And most importantly, she had the dream-sea. She repeated it to herself as a litany: She had the dream-sea.

      But what if the dream-sea refused to have her?

      She felt a moment of panic and almost ran into the bedroom to throw herself into the bed, call upon the Light Puppies ...

      Mara forced herself to breathe. Mr. Seal had taught her proper discipline. She could not go into the dream-sea every night, uncontrollably, the way she had as a teenager. It would drive her mad.

      What if I’m already mad? What if I have always been mad?

      She realized she was hungry. Ronald and she had employed a cook, but she fired her when it became clear the master was not coming home anytime soon.

      Mara walked through the dining room into the kitchen. The polished oak of the table reflected the crystal and bronze of the chandelier; the gold-framed portraits of Ronald’s family looked at her accusingly, each topped with a gilded effigy of a raven. She liked none of the furnishings but was not sufficiently motivated to redecorate the apartment to her own taste.

      The ultramodern kitchen was better. Mara regarded the chill-box with satisfaction: It was her choice, purchased at her insistence (though Ronald had been eager to comply, believing his wife was finally taking interest in housekeeping). But it was the technology that fascinated her. She loved the chrome fittings and the bracing breath of cold in her face.

      Inside the box was only some wilted lettuce and a piece of dispirited blue cheese. At least she had coffee. Even though it was prohibitively expensive, Ronald had kept a decent supply at home and she had quickly become addicted. Coffee was imported from the South Continent and, in addition to its other virtues, had an aura of the forbidden because it was cultivated by indentured workers living far from the City. To Mara’s mind, it indicated that the idea that humans had to live in the City was superstitious nonsense.

      Mara cooked her thick, gritty coffee on the gas stove in the kitchen. Bearing the coffee cup on a tray, Mara went back into the living room, picking up a book from the floor where it lay like a squashed multi-winged moth. It was an old romance given to her by Mr. Seal. She was not sure why he wanted her to read this trash. Starting at random, she found the hero riding on some parlous errand. The language was stilted. This was one of those books written half a century ago when the Dark Years had suddenly become fashionable. The prosperous society titillated itself with tales of mighty heroes and doomed lovers set in the time of pestilence and anarchy. In these tales, as opposed to the dismal historical reality of rack and ruin, the Dark Years’ City was decked out with fanciful towers and splendid temples. Even the Plains were represented as a playground of adventure rather than the featureless wasteland that they were in reality.

      Mara wrinkled her nose at the book’s improbabilities and scoffed at its monarchic sentiment. In the checkered history of First City, periods of more or less constitutional monarchy, in which the rulers were appointed by the three Supreme Guardians, were interspersed with intervals of anarchy, leading all the way back to the mythical Rebellion. The opponents of the present system, in which James Otter had been elected the first-ever president and the monarchy had been officially abolished, liked to argue that the City was heading toward another breakdown. Mara believed that the victory of democracy was irrevocable. But what if the doomsayers were right?

      Mara’s eyes followed the lines on the page as the protagonist and his love interest met in a carefully tended park, which, she was pretty sure, did not exist in the ruined City of the Dark Years. But there were parks now, and her mind wandered back to the moment, three years ago, when she and Mr. Seal walked under the spring-blooming trees along the Bird River, and Mr. Seal stopped when a man walked toward them and said: “Fancy meeting you here! Mara, let me introduce you to a friend of mine, Ronald Raven. Ronald, this is Mara, my student.”

      The day was a kaleidoscope of vivid colors in her memory: the gold and azure of the sunny sky; the pink of cherry blossoms; the emerald glow of new leaves. Had there ever been another spring like that in the City? Sunlight fell across Ronald’s face in a broad band. She remembered thinking how handsome he was. She had never had a boyfriend before Ronald, though it was not for lack of male attention. Her beauty, which she coldly acknowledged, seemed an imposition, as if it belonged to somebody else. But now, for once, she was glad of her porcelain skin and blue-green-gray eyes whose color shifted with her mood. Even her thick ash-blond hair, which some people mistook for premature gray, shone like silver in the spring sunlight. Wasn’t it as romantic a meeting as anything in this stupid book?

      Instead of answering her own question, she threw the book against the wall and went back to the kitchen for more coffee. She did not want to think about Ronald now. Thirteen months of obsession were enough. She needed a respite.

      The book snapped shut; the next chapter titled “The Tale of the Four” disappearing from view.
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