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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain's oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language's finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today's leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.




       


       


       




      At two o’clock in the morning, if you open your window and listen,   


      You will hear the feet of the Wind that is going to call the sun.


      

      And the trees in the shadow rustle and the trees in the moonlight glisten,


      

      And though it is deep, dark night, you feel that the night is done.

      




      


      Rudyard Kipling




      

      I


      

      The Dead Soldier


      

      I had never seen war, or even talked of it at length with someone who had, but I was young and knew something of violence,

         and so believed that war would be no more than a new experience for me, as other things – the possession of authority in Thrax,

         say, or my escape from the House Absolute – had been new experiences.

      


      

      War is not a new experience; it is a new world. Its inhabitants are more different from human beings than Famulimus and her

         friends. Its laws are new, and even its geography is new, because it is a geography in which insignificant hills and hollows

         are lifted to the importance of cities. Just as our familiar Urth holds such monstrosities as Erebus, Abaia, and Arioch, so

         the world of war is stalked by the monsters called battles, whose cells are individuals but who have a life and intelligence

         of their own, and whom one approaches through an ever-thickening array of portents.

      


      

      One night I woke long before dawn. Everything seemed still, and I was afraid some enemy had come near, so that my mind had

         stirred at his malignancy. I rose and looked about. The hills were lost in the darkness. I was in a nest of long grass, a

         nest I had trampled flat for myself. Crickets sang.

      


      

      Something caught my eye far to the north: a flash, I thought, of violet just on the horizon. I stared at the point from which

         it seemed to have come. Just as I had convinced myself that what I believed I had seen was no more than a fault of vision,

         perhaps some lingering effect of the drug I had been given in the hetman’s house, there was a flare of magenta a trifle to

         the left of the point I had been staring at.

      


      

      I continued to stand there for a watch or more, rewarded from time to time with these mysteries of light. At last, having

         satisfied myself that they were a great way off and came no nearer, and that they did not appear to change in frequency, coming

         on the average with each five hundredth beat of my heart, I lay down again. And because I was then thoroughly awake, I became

         aware that the ground was shaking, very slightly, beneath me.

      


      

      When I woke again in the morning it had stopped. I watched the horizon diligently for some time as I walked along, but saw

         nothing disturbing.

      


      

      It had been two days since I had eaten, and I was no longer hungry, though I was aware that I did not have my normal strength.

         Twice that day I came upon little houses falling to ruin, and I entered each to look for food. If anything had been left,

         it had been taken long before; even the rats were gone. The second house had a well, but some dead thing had been thrown down

         it long ago, and in any case there was no way to reach the stinking water. I went on, wishing for something to drink and also

         for a better staff than the succession of rotten sticks I had been using. I had learned when I had used Terminus Est as a staff in the mountains how much easier it is to walk with one.

      


      

      About noon I came upon a path and followed it, and a short time afterward heard the sound of hoofs. I hid where I could look

         down the road; a moment later a rider crested the next hill and flashed past me. From the glimpse I had of him, he wore armor

         somewhat in the fashion of the commanders of Abdiesus’s dimarchi, but his wind-stiffened cape was green instead of red and

         his helmet seemed to have a visor like the bill of a cap. Whoever he was, he was magnificently mounted: His destrier’s mouth

         was bearded with foam and its sides drenched, yet it flew by as though the racing signal had dropped only an instant before.

      


      

      Having encountered one rider on the path, I expected others. There were none. For a long while I walked in tranquillity, hearing

         the calls of birds and seeing many signs of game. Then (to my inexpressible delight) the path forded a young stream. I walked

         up a dozen strides to a spot where deeper, quieter water flowed over a bed of white gravel. Minnows skittered away from my

         boots – always a sign of good water – and it was still cold from the mountain peaks and sweet with the memory of snow. I drank

         and drank again, and then again, until I could hold no more, then took off my clothes and washed myself, cold though it was.

         When I had finished my bath and dressed and returned to the place where the path crossed the stream, I saw two pug marks on

         the other side, daintily close together, where the animal had crouched to drink. They overlay the hoofprints of the officer’s

         mount, and each was as big as a dinner plate, with no claws showing beyond the soft pads of the toes. Old Midan, who had been

         my uncle’s huntsman when I was the girl-child Thecla, had told me once that smilodons drink only after they have gorged themselves,

         and that when they have gorged and drunk they are not dangerous unless molested. I went on.

      


      

      The path wound through a wooded valley, then up into a saddle between hills. When I was near the highest point, I noticed

         a tree two spans in diameter that had been torn in half (as it appeared) at about the height of my eyes. The ends of both

         the standing stump and the felled trunk were ragged, not at all like the smooth chipping of an ax. In the next two or three

         leagues I walked, there were several score like it. Judging from the lack of leaves, and in some cases of bark, on the fallen

         parts, and the new shoots the stumps had put forth, the damage had been done at least a year ago, and perhaps longer.

      


      

      At last the path joined a true road, something I had heard of often, but never trodden except in decay. It was much like the

         old road the uhlans had been blocking when I had become separated from Dr Talos, Baldanders, Jolenta, and Dorcas when we left

         Nessus, but I was unprepared for the cloud of dust that hung about it. No grass grew upon it, though it was wider than most

         city streets.

      


      

      I had no choice except to follow it; the trees about it were thick set, and the spaces between them choked with brush. At

         first I was afraid, remembering the burning lances of the uhlans; still, it seemed probable that the law that prohibited the

         use of roads no longer had force here, or this one would not have seen as much traffic as it clearly had; and when, a short

         time later, I heard voices and the sound of many marching feet behind me, I only moved a pace or two into the trees and watched

         openly while the column passed.

      


      

      An officer came first, riding a fine, champing blue whose fangs had been left long and set with turquoise to match his bardings

         and the hilt of his owner’s estoc. The men who followed him on foot were antepilani of the heavy infantry, big shouldered

         and narrow waisted, with sun-bronzed, expressionless faces. They carried three-pointed korsekes, demilunes, and heavy-headed

         voulges. This mixture of armaments, as well as certain discrepancies among their badges and accouterments, led me to believe

         that their mora was made up of the remains of earlier formations. If that were so, the fighting they must have seen had left

         them phlegmatic. They swung along, four thousand or so in all, without excitement, reluctance, or any sign of fatigue, careless

         in their bearing but not slovenly, and seemed to keep step without thought or effort.

      


      

      Wagons drawn by grunting, trumpeting trilophodons followed. I edged nearer the road as they came, for much of the baggage

         they carried was clearly food; but there were mounted men among the wagons, and one called to me, asking what unit I belonged

         to, then ordering me to him. I fled instead, and though I was fairly sure he could not ride among the trees and would not

         abandon his destrier to pursue me on foot, I ran until I was winded.

      


      

      When I stopped at last, it was in a silent glade where greenish sunlight filtered through the leaves of spindly trees. Moss

         covered the ground so thickly that I felt as if I walked upon the dense carpet of the hidden picture-room where I had encountered

         the Master of the House Absolute. For a while I rested my back against one of the thin trunks, listening. There came no sound but the gasping of my own breath and

         the tidal roar of my blood in my ears.

      


      

      In time I became aware of a third note: the faint buzzing of a fly. I wiped my streaming face with the edge of my guild cloak.

         That cloak was sadly worn and faded now, and I was suddenly conscious that it was the same one Master Gurloes had draped about

         my shoulders when I became a journeyman, and that I was likely to die in it. The sweat it had absorbed felt cold as dew, and

         the air was heavy with the odor of damp earth.

      


      

      The buzzing of the fly ceased, then resumed – perhaps a trifle more insistently, perhaps merely seeming so because I had my

         breath again. Absently, I looked for it and saw it dart through a shaft of sunlight a few paces off, then settle on a brown

         object projecting from behind one of the thronging trees.

      


      

      A boot.


      

      I had no weapon whatsoever. Ordinarily I would not have been much afraid of confronting a single man with my hands alone,

         especially in such a place, where it would have been impossible to swing a sword; but I knew much of my strength was gone,

         and I was discovering that fasting destroys a part of one’s courage as well – or perhaps it is only that it consumes a part

         of it, leaving less for other exigencies.

      


      

      However that might be, I walked warily, sidelong and silently, until I saw him. He lay sprawled, with one leg crumpled under

         him and the other extended. A falchion had fallen near his right hand, its leather lanyard still about his wrist. His simple

         barbute had dropped from his head and rolled a step away. The fly crawled up his boot until it reached the bare flesh just

         below the knee, then flew again, with the noise of a tiny saw.

      


      

      I knew, of course, that he was dead, and even as I felt relief my sense of isolation came rushing back, though I had not realized

         that it had departed. Taking him by the shoulder, I turned him over. His body had not yet swelled, but the smell of death

         had come, however faint. His face had softened like a mask of wax set before a fire; there was no telling now with what expression

         he had died. He had been young and blond – one of those handsome, square faces. I looked for a wound but found none.

      


      

      The straps of his pack had been drawn so tight that I could neither pull it off nor even loosen the fastenings. In the end

         I took the coutel from his belt and cut them, then drove the point into a tree. A blanket, a scrap of paper, a fire-blackened

         pan with a socket handle, two pairs of rough stockings (very welcome), and, best of all, an onion and a half loaf of dark

         bread wrapped in a clean rag, and five strips of dried meat and a lump of cheese wrapped in another.

      


      

      I ate the bread and cheese first, forcing myself, when I found I could not eat slowly, to rise after every third bite and

         walk up and down. The bread helped by requiring a great deal of chewing; it tasted precisely like the hard bread we used to

         feed our clients in the Matachin Tower, bread I had stolen, more from mischief than from hunger, once or twice. The cheese

         was dry and smelly and salty, but excellent all the same; I thought that I had never tasted such cheese before, and I know

         I have never tasted any since. I might have been eating life. It made me thirsty, and I learned how well an onion quenches

         thirst by stimulating the salivary glands.

      


      

      By the time I reached the meat, which was heavily salted too, I was satiated enough to begin debating whether I should reserve

         it against the night, and I decided to eat one piece and save the other four.

      


      

      The air had been still since early that morning, but now a faint breeze blew, cooling my cheeks, stirring the leaves, and

         catching the paper I had pulled from the dead soldier’s pack and sending it rattling across the moss to lodge against a tree.

         Still chewing and swallowing, I pursued it and picked it up. It was a letter – I assume one he had not had the opportunity

         to send, or perhaps to complete. His hand had been angular, and smaller than I would have anticipated, though it may be that

         its smallness only resulted from his wish to crowd many words onto the small sheet, which appeared to have been the last he

         possessed.

      


      

      

         O my beloved, we are a hundred leagues north of the place from which I last wrote you, having come by hard marches. We have

            enough to eat and are warm by day, though sometimes cold at night. Makar, of whom I told you, has fallen sick and was permitted

            to remain behind. A great many others claimed then to be ill and were made to march before us without weapons and carrying

            double packs and under guard. In all this time we have seen no sign of the Ascians, and we are told by the lochage that they

            are still several days’ march off. The seditionists killed sentries for three nights, until we put three men on each post

            and kept patrols moving outside our perimeter. I was assigned to one of these patrols on the first night and found it very

            discomforting, since I feared one of my comrades would cut me down in the dark. My time was spent tripping over roots and

            listening to the singing at the fire—


      


      

      

         ‘Tomorrow night’s sleep
         

         Will be on stained ground,
         

         So tonight all drink deep,
         

         Let the friend-cup go round.
         

         Friend, I hope when they shoot,


         

      


      

      

         Every shot will fly wide,
         

         And I wish you good loot,
         

         And myself at your side.
         

         Let the friend-cup go round,
         

         For we’ll sleep on stained ground.’


         

      


      

      Naturally, we saw no one. The seditionists call themselves the Vodalarii after their leader and are said to be picked fighters.

         And well paid, receiving support from the Ascians …

      




      

      II


      

      The Living Soldier


      

      I put aside the half-read letter and stared at the man who had written it. Death’s shot had not flown wide for him; now he

         stared at the sun with lusterless blue eyes, one nearly winking, the other fully open.

      


      

      Long before that moment I should have recalled the Claw, but I had not. Or perhaps I had only suppressed the thought in my

         eagerness to steal the rations in the dead man’s pack, never reasoning that I might have trusted him to share his food with

         the rescuer who had recalled him from death. Now, at the mention of Vodalus and his followers (who I felt would surely assist

         me if only I were able to find them), I remembered it at once and took it out. It seemed to sparkle in the summer sunlight,

         brighter indeed than I had ever seen it without its sapphire case, I touched him with it, then, urged by I cannot say what

         impulse, put it into his mouth.

      


      

      When this, too, effected nothing, I took it between my thumb and first finger and pushed its point into the soft skin of his

         forehead. He did not move or breathe, but a drop of blood, fresh and sticky as that of a living man, welled forth and stained

         my fingers.

      


      

      I withdrew them, wiped my hand with some leaves, and would have gone back to his letter if I had not thought I heard a stick

         snap some distance away. For a moment I could not choose among hiding, fleeing, and fighting; but there was little chance

         of successfully doing the first, and I had already had enough of the second. I picked up the dead man’s falchion, wrapped

         myself in my cloak, and stood waiting.

      


      

      No one came – or at least, no one visible to me. The wind made a slight sighing among the treetops. The fly seemed to have

         gone. Perhaps I had heard nothing more than a deer bounding through the shadows. I had traveled so far without any weapon

         that would permit me to hunt that I had almost forgotten the possibility. Now I examined the falchion and found myself wishing

         it had been a bow.

      


      

      Something behind me stirred, and I turned to look.


      

      It was the soldier. A tremor seemed to have seized him – if I had not seen his corpse, I would have thought him dying. His

         hands shook, and there was a rattling in his throat. I bent and touched his face; it was as cold as ever, and I had the impulsive

         need to kindle a fire.

      


      

      There had been no fire-making gear in his pack, but I knew every soldier must carry such things. I searched his pockets and

         found a few aes, a hanging dial with which to tell time, and a flint and striking bar. Tinder lay in plenty under the trees

         – the danger was that I might set fire to all of it. I swept a space clear with my hands, piling the sweepings in the center,

         set them ablaze, then gathered a few rotten boughs, broke them, and laid them on the fire.

      


      

      Its light was brighter than I had expected – day was almost done, and it would soon be dark. I looked at the dead man. His

         hands no longer shook; he was silent. The flesh of his face seemed warmer. But that was, no doubt, no more than the heat of

         the fire. The spot of blood on his forehead had nearly dried, yet it seemed to catch the light of the dying sun, shining as

         some crimson gem might, some pigeon’s blood ruby spilled from a treasure hoard. Though our fire gave little smoke, what there

         was seemed to me fragrant as incense, and like incense it rose straight until it was lost in the gathering dark, suggesting

         something I could not quite recall. I shook myself and found more wood, breaking and stacking it until I had a pile I thought

         large enough to last the night.

      


      

      Evenings were not nearly so cold here in Orithyia as they had been in the mountains, or even in the region about Lake Diuturna,

         so that although I recalled the blanket I had found in the dead man’s pack, I felt no need of it. My task had warmed me, the

         food I had eaten had invigorated me, and for a time I strode up and down in the twilight, brandishing the falchion when such

         warlike gestures accorded with my thoughts but taking care to keep the fire between the dead man and myself.

      


      

      My memories have always appeared with the intensity, almost, of hallucinations, as I have said often in this chronicle. That

         night I felt I might lose myself forever in them, making of my life a loop instead of a line; and for once I did not resist

         the temptation but reveled in it. Everything I have described to you came crowding back to me, and a thousand things more.

         I saw Eata’s face and his freckled hand when he sought to slip between the bars of the gate of the necropolis, and the storm

         I had once watched impaled on the towers of the Citadel, writhing and lashing out with its lightnings; I felt its rain, colder

         and fresher far than the morning cup in our refectory, trickle down my face. Dorcas’s voice whispered in my ears: ‘Sitting

         in a window … trays and a rood. What will you do, summon up some Erinys to destroy me?’

      


      

      Yes. Yes, indeed, I would have if I could. If I had been Hethor, I would have drawn them from some horror behind the world,

         birds with the heads of hags and the tongues of vipers. At my order they would have threshed the forests like wheat and beaten

         cities flat with their great wings … and yet, if I could, I would have appeared at the final moment to save her – not walking coldly off afterward in the way we all wish to

         do when, as children, we imagine ourselves rescuing and humiliating the loved one who has given us some supposed slight, but

         raising her in my arms.

      


      

      Then for the first time, I think, I knew how terrible it must have been for her, who had been hardly more than a child when

         death had come, and who had been dead so long, to have been called back.

      


      

      And thinking of that, I remembered the dead soldier whose food I had eaten and whose sword I held, and I paused and listened

         to hear if he drew breath or stirred. Yet I was so lost in the worlds of memory that it seemed to me the soft forest earth

         under my feet had come from the grave Hildegrin the Badger had despoiled for Vodalus, and the whisper of the leaves was the

         soughing of the cypresses in our necropolis and the rustle of the purple-flowered roses, and that I listened, listened in

         vain for breath from the dead woman Vodalus had lifted with the rope beneath her arms, lifted in her white shroud.

      


      

      At last, the croaking of a nightjar brought me to myself. I seemed to see the soldier’s white face staring at me, and went

         around the fire and searched until I found the blanket, and draped his corpse with it.

      


      

      Dorcas belonged, as I now realized, to that vast group of women (which may, indeed, include all women) who betray us – and

         to that special type who betray us not for some present rival but for their own pasts. Just as Morwenna, whom I had executed

         at Saltus, must have poisoned her husband and her child because she recalled a time in which she was free and, perhaps, virginal,

         so Dorcas had left me because I had not existed (had, as she must unconsciously have seen it, failed to exist) in that time

         before her doom fell upon her.

      


      

      (For me, also, that is the golden time. I think I must have treasured the memory of the crude, kindly boy who fetched books

         and blossoms to my cell largely because I knew him to be the last love before the doom, the doom that was not, as I learned

         in that prison, the moment at which the tapestry was cast over me to muffle my outcry, nor my arrival at the Old Citadel in

         Nessus, nor the slam of the cell door behind me, nor even the moment when, bathed in such a light as never shines on Urth,

         I felt my body rise in rebellion against me – but that instant in which I drew the blade of the greasy paring knife he had

         brought, cold and mercifully sharp, across my own neck. Possibly we all come to such a time, and it is the will of the Caitanya

         that each damn herself for what she has done. Yet can we be hated so much? Can we be hated at all? Not when I can still remember

         his kisses on my breasts, given, not breathing to taste the perfume of my flesh – as Aphrodisius’s were, and that young man’s, the nephew of the chiliarch of the Companions – but as though he were truly hungry

         for my flesh. Was something watching us? He has eaten of me now. Awakened by the memory, I lift my hand and run fingers through

         his hair.)

      


      

      I slept late, wrapped in my cloak. There is a payment made by Nature to those who undergo hardships; it is that the lesser

         ones, at which people whose lives have been easier would complain, seem almost comfortable. Several times before I actually

         rose, I woke and congratulated myself to think how easily I had spent this night compared to those I had endured in the mountains.

      


      

      At last the sunlight and the singing birds brought me to myself. On the other side of our dead fire, the soldier shifted and,

         I think, murmured something. I sat up. He had thrown the blanket aside and lay with his face to the sky. It was a pale face

         with sunken cheeks; there were dark shadows beneath the eyes and deeply cut lines running from the mouth; but it was a living

         face. The eyes were truly closed, and breath sighed in the nostrils.

      


      

      For a moment I was tempted to run before he woke. I had his falchion still – I started to replace it, then took it back for

         fear he would attack me with it. His coutel still protruded from the tree, making me think of Agia’s crooked dagger in the

         shutter of Casdoe’s house. I thrust it back into the sheath at his belt, mostly because I was ashamed to think that I, armed

         with a sword, should fear any man with a knife.

      


      

      His eyelids fluttered, and I drew away, remembering a time when Dorcas had been frightened to find me bending over her when

         she woke. So that I should not appear a dark figure, I pushed back my cloak to show my bare arms and chest, browned now by

         so many days’ suns. I could hear the sighing of his breath; and when it changed from sleep to waking, it seemed to me a thing

         almost as miraculous as the passage from death to life.

      


      

      Empty-eyed as a child, he sat up and looked about him. His lips moved, but only sound without sense came forth. I spoke to

         him, trying to make my tone friendly. He listened but did not seem to understand, and I recalled how dazed the uhlan had been,

         whom I had revived on the road to the House Absolute.

      


      

      I wished that I had water to offer him, but I had none. I drew out a piece of the salt meat I had taken from his pack, broke

         it into two, and shared that with him instead.

      


      

      He chewed and seemed to feel a little better. ‘Stand up,’ I said. ‘We must find something to drink.’ He took my hand and allowed

         me to pull him erect, but he could hardly stand. His eyes, which had been so calm at first, grew wilder as they became more

         alert. I had the feeling that he feared the trees might rush upon us like a pride of lions, yet he did not draw his coutel or attempt to reclaim the falchion.

      


      

      When we had taken three or four steps, he tottered and nearly fell. I let him lean upon my arm, and together we made our way

         through the wood to the road.

      




      

      III


      

      Through Dust


      

      I did not know whether we should turn north or south. Somewhere to the north lay the Ascian army, and it was possible that

         if we came too near the lines we would be caught up in some swift maneuver. Yet the farther south we went, the less likely

         we were to find anyone who would help us, and the more probable it became that we would be arrested as deserters. In the end

         I turned northward; no doubt I acted largely from habit, and I am still not sure if I did well or ill.

      


      

      The dew had already dried upon the road, and its dusty surface showed no footprints. To either side, for three paces or more,

         the vegetation was a uniform gray. We soon passed out of the forest. The road wound down a hill and over a bridge that vaulted

         a small river at the bottom of a rock-strewn valley.

      


      

      We left it there and went down to the water to drink and bathe our faces. I had not shaved since I had turned my back on Lake

         Diuturna, and though I had noticed none when I took the flint and striker from the soldier’s pocket, I ventured to ask him

         if he carried a razor.

      


      

      I mention this trifling incident because it was the first thing I said to him that he seemed to comprehend. He nodded, then

         reaching under his hauberk produced one of those little blades that country people use, razors their smiths grind from the

         halves of worn oxshoes. I touched it up on the broken whetstone I still carried and stropped it on the leg of my boot, then

         asked if he had soap. If he did, he failed to understand me, and after a moment he seated himself on a rock from which he

         could stare into the water, reminding me very much of Dorcas. I longed to question him about the fields of Death, to learn

         all that he remembered of that time that is, perhaps, dark only to us. Instead, I washed my face in the cold river water and

         scraped my cheeks and chin as well as I could. When I sheathed his razor and tried to return it to him, he did not seem to

         know what to do with it, so I kept it.

      


      

      For most of the rest of that day we walked. Several times we were stopped and questioned; more, often we stopped others and

         questioned them. Gradually I developed an elaborate lie: I was the lictor of a civil judge who accompanied the Autarch; we

         had encountered this soldier on the road, and my master had ordered me to see that he was cared for; he could not speak, and so I did not know what unit he was

         from. That last was true enough.

      


      

      We crossed other roads and sometimes followed them. Twice we reached great camps where tens of thousands of soldiers lived

         in cities of tents. At each, those who tended the sick told me that though they would have bandaged my companion’s wounds

         had he been bleeding, they could not take responsibility for him as he was. By the time I spoke to the second, I no longer

         asked the location of the Pelerines but only to be directed to a place where we might find shelter. It was nearly night.

      


      

      ‘There is a lazaret three leagues from here that may take you in.’ My informant looked from one of us to the other, and seemed

         to have almost as much sympathy for me as for the soldier, who stood mute and dazed. ‘Go west and north until you see a road

         to the right that passes between two big trees. It is about half as wide as the one you will have been following. Go down

         that. Are you armed?’

      


      

      I shook my head; I had put the soldier’s falchion back in his scabbard. ‘I was forced to leave my sword behind with my master’s

         servants – I couldn’t have carried it and managed this man too.’

      


      

      ‘Then you must beware of beasts. It would be better if you had something that would shoot, but I can’t give you anything.’


      

      I turned to go, but he stopped me with a hand on my shoulder.


      

      ‘Leave him if you’re attacked,’ he said. ‘And if you’re forced to leave him, don’t feel too badly about it. I’ve seen cases

         like his before. He’s not likely to recover.’

      


      

      ‘He has already recovered,’ I told him.


      

      Although this man would not allow us to stay or lend me a weapon, he did provide us with something to eat; and I departed

         with more cheerfulness than I had felt for some time. We were in a valley where the western hills had risen to obscure the

         sun a watch or more before. As I walked along beside the soldier, I discovered that it was no longer necessary for me to hold

         his arm. I could release it, and he continued to walk at my side like any friend. His face was not really like Jonas’s, which

         had been long and narrow, but once when I saw it sidelong I caught something there so reminiscent of Jonas that I felt almost

         that I had seen a ghost.

      


      

      The gray road was greenish-white in the moonlight; the trees and brush to either side looked black. As we strode along I began

         to talk. Partially, I admit, it was from sheer loneliness; yet I had other reasons as well. Unquestionably there are beasts,

         like the alzabo, who attack men as foxes do fowls, but I have been told that there are many others who will flee if they are warned in time of human presence. Then too, I thought that if I spoke to the soldier as I might have to any other

         man, any ill-intentioned persons who heard us would be less apt to guess how unlikely he was to resist them.

      


      

      ‘Do you recall last night?’ I began. ‘You slept very heavily.’


      

      There was no reply.


      

      ‘Perhaps I never told you this, but I have the facility of recalling everything. I can’t always lay hands on it when I want,

         but it is always there; some memories, you know, are like escaped clients wandering through the oubliette. One may not be

         able to produce them on demand, but they are always there, they cannot get away.

      


      

      ‘Although, come to think of it, that isn’t entirely true. The fourth and lowest level of our oubliette has been abandoned

         – there are never enough clients to fill, the topmost three anyway, and perhaps eventually Master Gurloes will give up the

         third. We only keep it open now for the mad ones that no official ever comes to see. If they were in one of the higher levels,

         their noise would disturb the others. Not all of them are noisy, of course. Some are as quiet as yourself.’

      


      

      Again there was no reply. In the moonlight I could not tell if he was paying attention to me, but remembering the razor I

         persevered.

      


      

      ‘I went that way myself once. Through the fourth level, I mean. I used to have a dog, and I kept him there, but he ran away.

         I went after him and found a tunnel that left our oubliette. Eventually I crawled out of a broken pedestal in a place called

         the Atrium of Time. It was full of sundials. I met a young woman there who was really more beautiful than anyone I’ve ever

         seen since – more lovely even than Jolenta, I think, though not in the same way.’

      


      

      The soldier said nothing, yet now something told me he heard me; perhaps it was no more than a slight movement of his head

         seen from a corner of my eye.

      


      

      ‘Her name was Valeria, and I think she was younger than I, although she seemed older. She had dark, curling hair, like Thecla’s,

         but her eyes were dark too. Thecla’s were violet. She had the finest skin I have ever seen, like rich milk mixed with the

         juice of pomegranates and strawberries.

      


      

      ‘But I didn’t set out to talk about Valeria, but about Dorcas. Dorcas is lovely too, though she is very thin, almost like

         a child. Her face is a peri’s, and her complexion is flecked with freckles like bits of gold. Her hair was long before she

         cut it; she always wore flowers there.’

      


      

      I paused again. I had continued to talk of women because that seemed to have caught his attention. Now I could not say if

         he were still listening or not.

      


      

      ‘Before I left Thrax I went to see Dorcas. It was in her room, in an inn called the Duck’s Nest. She was in bed and naked,

         but she kept the sheet over herself, just as if we had never slept together – we who had walked and ridden so far, camping

         in places where no voice had been heard since the land was called up from the sea, and climbing hills where no feet had ever

         walked but the sun’s. She was leaving me and I her, and neither of us really wished it otherwise, though at the last she was

         afraid and asked me to come with her after all.

      


      

      ‘She said she thought the Claw had the same power over time that Father Inire’s mirrors are said to have over distance. I

         didn’t think much of the remark then – I’m not really a very intelligent man, I suppose, not a philosopher at all – but now

         I find it interesting. She told me, “When you brought the uhlan back to life it was because the Claw twisted time for him

         to the point at which he still lived. When you half-healed your friend’s wounds, it was because it bent the moment to one

         when they would be nearly healed.” Don’t you think that’s interesting? A little while after I pricked your forehead with the

         Claw, you made a strange sound. I think it may have been your death rattle.’

      


      

      I waited. The soldier did not speak, but quite unexpectedly I felt his hand on my shoulder. I had been talking almost flippantly;

         his touch brought home to me the seriousness of what I had been saying. If it were true – or even some trifling approximation

         to the truth – then I had toyed with powers I understood no better than Casdoe’s son, whom I had tried to make my own, would

         have understood the giant ring that took his life.

      


      

      ‘No wonder then that you’re dazed. It must be a terrible thing to move backward in time, and still more terrible to pass backward

         through death. I was about to say that it would be like being born again; but it would be much worse than that, I think, because

         an infant lives already in his mother’s womb.’ I hesitated. ‘I … Thecla, I mean … never bore a child.’

      


      

      Perhaps only because I had been thinking of his confusion, I found I was confused myself, so that I scarcely knew who I was.

         At last I said lamely, ‘You must excuse me. When I’m tired, and sometimes when I’m near sleep, I come near to becoming someone

         else.’ (For whatever reason, his grip on my shoulder tightened when I said that.) ‘It’s a long story that has nothing to do

         with you. I wanted to say that in the Atrium of Time, the breaking of the pedestal had tilted the dials so their gnomons no

         longer pointed true, and I have heard that when that happens, the watches of day stop, or run backward for some part of each

         day. You carry a pocket dial, so you know that for it to tell time truly you must direct its gnomon toward the sun. The sun

         remains stationary while Urth dances about him, and it is by her dancing that we know the time, just as a deaf man might still

         beat out the rhythm of a tarantella by observing the swaying of the dancers. But what if the sun himself were to dance? Then, too, the

         march of the moments might become a retreat.

      


      

      ‘I don’t know if you believe in the New Sun – I’m not sure I ever have. But if he will exist, he will be the Conciliator come

         again, and thus Conciliator and New Sun are only two names for the same individual, and we may ask why that individual should be called the New Sun. What do you

         think? Might it not be for this power to move time?’

      


      

      Now I felt indeed that time itself had stopped. Around us the trees rose dark and silent; night had freshened the air. I could

         think of nothing more to say, and I was ashamed to talk nonsense, because I felt somehow that the soldier had been listening

         attentively to all I had said. Before us I saw two pines far thicker through their trunks than the others lining the road,

         and a pale path of white and green that threaded its way between them. ‘There!’ I exclaimed.

      


      

      But when we reached them, I had to halt the soldier with my hands and turn him by the shoulders before he followed me. I noticed

         a dark splatter in the dust and bent to touch it.

      


      

      It was clotted blood. ‘We are on the right road,’ I told him. ‘They have been bringing the wounded here.’




      

      IV


      

      Fever


      

      I cannot say how far we walked, or how far worn the night was before we reached our destination. I know that I began to stumble

         some time after we turned aside from the main road, and that it became a sort of disease to me; just as some sick men cannot

         stop coughing and others cannot keep their hands from shaking, so I tripped, and a few steps farther on tripped again, and

         then again. Unless I thought of nothing else, the toe of my left boot caught at my right heel, and I could not concentrate

         my mind – my thoughts ran off with every step I took.

      


      

      Fireflies glimmered in the trees to either side of the path, and for a long time I supposed that the lights ahead of us were

         only more such insects and did not hurry my pace. Then, very suddenly as it seemed to me, we were beneath some shadowy roof

         where men and women with yellow lamps moved up and down between long rows of shrouded cots. A woman in clothes I supposed

         were black took charge of us and led us to another place where there were chairs of leather and horn, and a fire burned in

         a brazier. There I saw that her gown was scarlet, and she wore a scarlet hood, and for a moment I thought that she was Cyriaca.

      


      

      ‘Your friend is very ill, isn’t he?’ she said. ‘Do you know what is the matter with him?’


      

      And the soldier shook his head and answered, ‘No. I’m not even sure who he is.’


      

      I was too stunned to speak. She took my hand, then released it and took the soldier’s. ‘He has a fever. So do you. Now that

         the heat of summer is come, we see more disease each day. You should have boiled your water and kept yourselves as clean of

         lice as you could.’

      


      

      She turned to me. ‘You have a great many shallow cuts too, and some them are infected. Rock shards?’


      

      I managed to say, ‘I’m not the one who is ill. I brought my friend here.’


      

      ‘You are both ill, and I suspect you brought each other. I doubt that either of you would have reached us without the other.

         Was it rock shards? Some weapon of the enemy’s?’

      


      

      ‘Rock shards, yes. A weapon of a friend’s.’


      

      ‘That is the worst thing, I am told – to be fired upon by your own side. But the fever is the chief concern.’ She hesitated, looking from the soldier to me and back. ‘I’d like to put you both in

         bed now, but you’ll have to go to the bath first.’

      


      

      She clapped her hands to summon a burly man with a shaven head. He took our arms and began to lead us away, then stopped and

         picked me up, carrying me as I had once carried little Severian. In a few moments we were naked and sitting in a pool of water

         heated by stones. The burly man splashed more water over us, then made us get out one at a time so he could crop our hair

         with a pair of shears. After that we were left to soak awhile.

      


      

      ‘You can speak now,’ I said to the soldier.


      

      I saw him nod in the lamplight.


      

      ‘Why didn’t you, then, when we were coming here?’


      

      He hesitated, and his shoulders moved a trifle. ‘I was thinking of many things, and you didn’t talk yourself. You seemed so

         tired. Once I asked if we shouldn’t stop, but you didn’t answer.’

      


      

      I said, ‘It seemed to me otherwise, but perhaps we are both correct. Do you recall what happened to you before you met me?’


      

      Again there was a pause. ‘I don’t even remember meeting you. We were walking down a dark path, and you were beside me.’


      

      ‘And before that?’


      

      ‘I don’t know. Music, perhaps, and walking a long way. In sunshine at first but later through the dark.’


      

      ‘That walking was while you were with me,’ I said. ‘Don’t you recall anything else?’


      

      ‘Flying through the dark. Yes, I was with you, and we came to a place where the sun hung just above our heads. There was a

         light before us, but when I stepped into it, it became a land of darkness.’

      


      

      I nodded. ‘You weren’t wholly rational, you see. On a warm day it can seem that the sun’s just overhead, and when it is down

         behind the mountains it seems the light becomes darkness. Do you recall your name?’

      


      

      At that he thought for several moments, and at last smiled ruefully. ‘I lost it somewhere along the way. That’s what the jaguar

         said, who had promised to guide the goat.’

      


      

      The burly man with the shaven head had come back without either of us noticing. He helped me out of the pool and gave me a

         towel with which to dry myself, a robe to wear, and a canvas sack containing my possessions, which now smelled strongly of

         the smoke of fumigation. A day earlier it would have tormented me nearly to frenzy to have the Claw out of my possession for

         an instant. That night I had hardly realized it was gone until it was returned to me, and I did not verify that it had indeed

         been returned until I lay on one of the cots under a veil of netting. The Claw shone in my hand then, softly as the moon; and it was shaped

         as the moon sometimes is. I smiled to think that its flooding light of pale green is the reflection of the sun.

      


        

      On the first night I slept in Saltus, I had awakened thinking I was in the apprentices’ dormitory in our tower. Now I had

         the same experience in reverse: I slept and found in sleep that the shadowy lazaret with its silent figures and moving lamps

         had been no more than a hallucination of the day.

      


      I sat up and looked around. I felt well – better, in fact, than I had ever felt before; but I was warm. I seemed to glow from

         within. Roche was sleeping on his side, his red hair tousled and his mouth slightly open, his face relaxed and boyish without

         the energy of his mind behind it. Through the port I could see snow drifts in the Old Court, new-fallen snow that showed no

         tracks of men or their animals; but it occurred to me that in the necropolis there would be hundreds of footprints already

         as the small creatures who found shelter there, the pets and the playmates of the dead, came out to search for food and to

         disport themselves in the new landscape Nature had bestowed on them. I dressed quickly and silently, holding my finger to

         my own lips when one of the other apprentices stirred, and hurried down the steep stair that wound through the center of the

         tower.

      


      

      It seemed longer than usual, and I found I had difficulty in going from step to step. We are always aware of the hindrance

         of gravity when we climb stairs, but we take for granted the assistance it gives us when we descend. Now that assistance had

         been withdrawn, or nearly so. I had to force each foot down, but do it in a way that prevented it from sending me shooting

         up when it struck the step, as it would have if I had stamped. In that uncanny way we know things in dreams, I understood

         that all the towers of the Citadel had risen at last and were on their voyage beyond the circle of Dis. I felt happy in the

         knowledge, but I still desired to go into the necropolis and track the coatis and foxes. I was hurrying down as fast as I

         could when I heard a groan. The stairway no longer descended as it should but led into a cabin, just as the stairs in Baldanders’s

         castle had stretched down the walls of its chambers.

      


      

      This was Master Malrubius’s sickroom. Masters are entitled to spacious quarters; still, this was larger by far than the actual

         cabin had been. There were two ports just as I remembered, but they were enormous – the eyes of Mount Typhon. Master Malrubius’s

         bed was very large, yet it seemed lost in the immensity of the room. Two figures bent over him. Though their clothing was

         dark, it struck me that it was not the fuligin of the guild. I went to them, and when I was so near I could hear the sick

         man’s labored breathing, they straightened up and turned to look at me. They were the Cumaean and her acolyte Merryn, the witches we had

         met atop the tomb in the ruined stone town.

      


      

      ‘Ah, sister, you have come at last,’ Merryn said.


      

      As she spoke, I realized that I was not, as I had thought, the apprentice Severian. I was Thecla as she had been when she

         was his height, which is to say at about the age of thirteen or fourteen. I felt an intense embarrassment – not because of

         my girl’s body or because I was wearing masculine clothes (which indeed I rather enjoyed) but because I had been unaware of

         it previously. I also felt that Merryn’s words had been an act of magic – that both Severian and I had been present before,

         and that she had by some means driven him into the background. The Cumaean kissed me on the forehead, and when the kiss was

         over wiped blood from her lips. Although she did not speak, I knew this was a signal that I had in some sense become the soldier

         too.

      


      

      ‘When we sleep,’ Merryn told me, ‘we move from temporality to eternity.’


      

      ‘When we wake,’ the Cumaean whispered, ‘we lose the facility to see beyond the present moment.’


      

      ‘She never wakes,’ Merryn boasted.


      

      Master Malrubius stirred and groaned, and the Cumaean took a carafe of water from the table by his bed and poured a little

         into a tumbler. When she set down the carafe again, something living stirred in it. I, for some reason, thought it the undine;

         I drew back, but it was Hethor, no higher than my hand, his gray, stubbled face pressed against the glass.

      


      

      I heard his voice as one might hear the squeaking of mice: ‘Sometimes driven aground by the photon storms, by the swirling

         of the galaxies, clockwise and counterclockwise, ticking with light down the dark sea-corridors lined with our silver sails,

         our demon-haunted mirror sails, our hundred-league masts as fine as threads, as fine as silver needles sewing the threads

         of starlight, embroidering the stars on black velvet, wet with the winds of Time that goes racing by. The bone in her teeth!

         The spume, the flying spume of Time, cast up on these beaches where old sailors can no longer keep their bones from the restless,

         the unwearied universe. Where has she gone? My lady, the mate of my soul? Gone across the running tides of Aquarius, of Pisces,

         of Aries. Gone. Gone in her little boat, her nipples pressed against the black velvet lid, gone, sailing away forever from

         the star-washed shores, the dry shoals of the habitable worlds. She is her own ship, she is the figurehead of her own ship,

         and the captain. Bosun, Bosun, put out the launch! Sailmaker, make a sail! She has left us behind. We have left her behind. She is in the past we never knew and the future we will not see. Put out more sail, Captain, for the universe

         is leaving us behind …’

      


      

      There was a bell on the table beside the carafe. Merryn rang it as though to overpower Hethor’s voice, and when Master Malrubius

         had moistened his lips with the tumbler, she took it from the Cumaean, flung what remained of its water on the floor, and

         inverted it over the neck of the carafe. Hethor was silenced, but the water spread over the floor, bubbling as though fed

         by a hidden spring. It was icy cold. I thought vaguely that my governess would be angry because my shoes were wet.

      


      

      A maid was coming in answer to the ring – Thecla’s maid, whose flayed leg I had inspected the day after I had saved Vodalus.

         She was younger, as young as she must have been when Thecla was actually a girl, but her leg had been flayed already and ran

         with blood. ‘I am so sorry,’ I said. ‘I am so sorry, Hunna. I didn’t do it – it was Master Gurloes, and some journeymen.’

      


      

      Master Malrubius sat up in bed, and for the first time I observed that his bed was in actuality a woman’s hand, with fingers

         longer than my arm and nails like talons. ‘You’re well!’ he said, as though I were the one who had been dying. ‘Or nearly

         well, at least.’ The fingers of the hand began to close upon him, but he leaped from the bed and into water that was now knee

         high to stand beside me.

      


      

      A dog – my old dog Triskele – had apparently been hiding beneath the bed, or perhaps only lying on the farther side of it,

         out of sight. Now he came to us, splashing the water with his single forepaw as he drove his broad chest through it and barking

         joyously. Master Malrubius took my right hand and the Cumaean my left; together they led me to one of the great eyes of the

         mountain.

      


      

      I saw the view I had seen when Typhon had led me there: The world rolled out like a carpet and visible in its entirety. This

         time it was more magnificent by far. The sun was behind us; its beams seemed to have multiplied their strength. Shadows were

         alchemized to gold, and every green thing grew darker and stronger as I looked. I could see the grain ripening in the fields

         and even the myriad fish of the sea doubling and redoubling with the increase of the tiny surface plants that sustained them.

         Water from the room behind us poured from the eye and, catching the light, fell in a rainbow.

      


      

      Then I woke.


      

      While I slept, someone had wrapped me in sheets packed with snow. (I learned later that it was brought down from the mountaintops

         by sure-footed sumpters.) Shivering, I longed to return to my dream, though I was already half-aware of the immense distance

         that separated us. The bitter taste of medicine was in my mouth, the stretched canvas felt as hard as a floor beneath me,

         and scarlet-clad Pelerines with lamps moved to and fro, tending men and women who groaned in the dark.

      




      

      V


      

      The Lazaret


      

      I do not believe I really slept again that night, though I may have dozed. When dawn came, the snow had melted. Two Pelerines

         took the sheets away, gave me a towel with which to dry myself, and brought dry bedding. I wanted to give the Claw to them

         then – my possessions were in the bag under my cot – but the moment seemed inappropriate. I lay down instead, and now that

         it was daylight, slept.

      


      

      I woke again about noon. The lazaret was as quiet as it ever became; somewhere far off two men were talking and another cried

         out, but their voices only emphasized the stillness. I sat up and looked around, hoping to see the soldier. On my right lay

         a man whose close-cropped scalp made me think at first that he was one of the slaves of the Pelerines. I called to him, but

         when he turned his head to look at me, I. saw I had been mistaken.

      


      

      His eyes were emptier than any human eyes I had ever seen, and they seemed to watch spirits invisible to me. ‘Glory to the

         Group of Seventeen,’ he said.

      


      

      ‘Good morning. Do you know anything about the way this place is run?’


      

      A shadow appeared to cross his face, and I sensed that my question had somehow made him suspicious. He answered, ‘All endeavors

         are conducted well or ill precisely in so far as they conform to Correct Thought.’
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