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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.


      




 


Michael: And though man plays at being good, 
yet he does rue 
the dreadful deadly Godly goods 
God’s angels do.


The Michaelmas Play 
ca. 1465
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CHAPTER 1


Moonset, just before dawn; swollen moon collapsing into a notch between black mountains; river talking quietly to itself among the stones; pine and horsemint scenting the air as Abasio brushed by them on his way down the farm lane. Big Blue whickered softly from the corral, more a question than a good-bye, but for that brief moment Abasio longed to be back on his bed on the back porch, curled under his light blanket in the morning cool. It was the same home-longing that had stopped him a year ago at the valley road and last winter when he got as far as Wise Rocks Farm. This time the doubts and longings didn’t sneak up on him, didn’t send him scurrying back to the farm before anyone found out he was gone. This time wasn’t practice, it was real.


Besides, he could always come back.


Ma had come back. She’d run off to Fantis when she wasn’t much older than he, been picked up and sold as a conk to somebody or other, she never would say who, but she’d come back. Grandpa said yes, she had, but she wasn’t the same. Abasio couldn’t imagine her any different. She was just Ma, quiet and busy, sometimes clucking after him like a mother hen and sometimes going off into the woods and losing herself. She always came home eventually, sometimes grabbing him, holding him close, and crying, “Abasio, oh, Abasio, don’t ever leave me! Stay here where it’s safe!”


It was safe, no question about that. Every day was like every other day. There were critters to feed, there were fields to sow or harvest, there were crops to store, there were repairs to be made to this thing or that thing. Once every twenty days or so, they’d load the wagon with wool or grain or root crops and drive into Whitherby to trade for sugar or salt or lantern oil. Once or twice a year there’d be trouble with a troll, or they’d sight a dragon hovering over the western mountains. In the cloudy mirror beside the washbasin on the back porch Abasio saw his face slowly changing, getting solider and bonier, with soft hairs sprouting on his chin and lip. His body was changing too. He could feel life roiling and surging inside him, beating at his skin from inside, like some wild thing wanting to get out. He felt like the gullies in spring when the snow-melt came bashing down the mountains, eating furious holes in the banks and running off in all directions. If he went on feeding the chickens, harnessing the horses, putting out porridge for the goblins, letting life boil away like the water in the gullies, then like them he’d dry up, and his whole life would be gone.


The decision had been some time amaking. When he’d been a kid, maybe nine or ten, he’d figured adventure could come to him on the farm. In stories it did. A Hero from some archetypal village could come by and recruit him as a squire. A dragon could come, or a giant, for him to slay, which he’d do cleverly, surprising everybody. He really expected something like that to happen. Every day he sort of looked for it, but years went by, and no dragon appeared closer than the distant peaks, no giant came anywhere near, and the only Hero he saw was the one in the archetypal village over the high ridge, and then only when Abasio climbed up there to peer down at the villagers and wonder about them. He finally had to admit that adventure wasn’t going to come to him. He had to find it.


So he was going, early in the morning while Ma and Grandpa were asleep. It was cowardly, he admitted that, even sneaky. But giving them a chance to argue with him would only make everyone unhappy. No matter what they said, he had to see all the stuff the truckers talked about: festivals, games in the arena, women who danced and sang and flapped their bodies like fish. Young ones, not all gray-haired and anxious, the way they mostly were in farm country. He had a right to see that, and he didn’t need to feel guilty about it. He wasn’t taking anything that didn’t belong to him: his own life, his own body, his own clothes, his own books. Even though Ma’d told him over and over nobody read books in the city, he had to take a few. He’d take Big Blue, too, if there were some way to do it, but everyone said there wasn’t any place for horses in the city. No place for any animals there, except maybe dogs and rats.


The moon was already half-sunk behind the hills when he came to the end of the farm lane. He turned right between the two ruts of the valley road, seeing an occasional glimmer where the bounding waters of the Crystal River dodged back and forth among big rocks, making deeps and shallows and music all at once. He passed between the two abandoned farms north and south of the road, then trudged past Wise Rocks Farm, where the two arms of the mountain flattened out into Long Plain, county-wide and three counties long, so said Grandpa. It was more flat-land than Abasio had ever seen before, that was certain, dotted with farms and fields and little streams and with several roads running north and south along it, including one highway. The Long Plain highway went north to Fantis, and it even had a lot of pavement left.


The sky was gray when he got that far. He’d counted on getting away unseen by anybody, but as he came through the last copse before the plain, he saw three men approaching from the south, Whitherby direction, one of them leading a donkey. Grandpa had often said that prudent men avoided confrontations, particularly when outnumbered, so Abasio slithered back among the trees and sat on a stump out of sight. He wasn’t out of earshot. He could hear every plop of the donkey’s hooves and every note of the eerie melody one of the men was whistling. Then both the footsteps and the whistling stopped.


“This is your valley, is it not?” asked a powerful baritone voice.


“It is, Whistler, it is.”


The answering voice was higher, older, with an edge of accustomed sadness to it. Abasio surprised himself by thinking the man, whoever he was, had seen some unhappy times.


The baritone again. “Sudden Stop and I, we wish you well. Take care.”


A bass rumble of agreement, more thunder than words.


The high voice. “That’s kind of you and Sudden Stop, and it was kind of you to accompany me this far. I don’t imagine much care will be needed hereabouts. Farmers are peaceful folk.”


Bass and baritone laughter in doubtful duet, words Abasio only partly heard, something to do with there being other things around besides farmers.


Footsteps again, two people moving on toward the north, more swiftly now, one man and donkey turning slowly up the hill toward Abasio. Hastily, he got to his feet. He didn’t want anyone to think he was lurking, like some villain.


At the fringe of the copse they met.


“Well now,” said the donkey-man. “Aren’t you out early.”


“Yes, sir,” mumbled Abasio, digging one toe into the ground while the old man gave him a looking-over that missed nothing, not his dirty fingernails or the sack he carried or the expression on his face, which any chicken-eating dog would have recognized as one of guilty defiance.


“Running away to the city, are we,” the old man said with a sigh. Sadness in that sigh, but a thread of amusement too.


Abasio pulled himself up straight and said firmly, “Going to the city, yes, sir. I’m old enough.”


“Oh, indeed you are. The average citizen of Fantis is just about your age. About fourteen, I’d say.”


Abasio was trying to think of a dignified reply when the left-hand pannier on the donkey wobbled, catching his eye. Two tiny hands were holding on to the rim of the basket, and a tousled little head emerged from its depths, the eyes regarding Abasio thoughtfully. He knew at once it was a little girl, though there was no outward evidence to indicate her sex. No hair ribbon. No ruffles.


“Man,” said the child.


“Thinks he is, at any rate,” the old man agreed, grinning at Abasio.


“Go,” said the child, jiggling herself in the basket as though annoyed at this unscheduled stop. “Go!”


Without even thinking about it, Abasio stepped forward and lifted the child from the basket. He seldom got to handle children, and he liked them a good deal. They shared many of the interesting qualities of animals, besides being able to talk.


“What’s your name?” he asked, jiggling her, while the old man regarded him thoughtfully.


“Orpn,” she said, leaning forward to give him a hug and several wet kisses. “Orpn.”


“Orphan,” clarified the old man. “She’s going up there”—and he pointed up the valley—“to the archetypal village.”


“I hope you’re sure-footed, old man,” said Abasio, concern making him sound suddenly older than his years. “That’s a break-bone trail. The better road comes in from the north.” He looked at the baby girl worriedly. The donkey could no doubt make it without trouble, but still…


“Too many people north of here,” said the old man. “Too many other things as well.”


The old man reached for the child, settled her in the pannier, then took Abasio’s hand in his own and held it for a moment as though taking his pulse.


“You’re the Cermit boy, aren’t you?”


“How’d you know?” challenged Abasio, suddenly worried this man might seize him up and carry him back up the valley.


“I knew your grandma,” the old man answered. “She was a lovely woman, your grandma.” He nodded a polite farewell, then turned to lead his donkey up toward the dawn-lit mountains.


Abasio stood a moment looking after the unlikely group before going on his way. The two men called Whistler and Sudden Stop had already moved northward out of sight. He didn’t know how long he would have to wait beside the highway for a ride, but one would come along, sooner or later.


The sun was well up before one did. Abasio was leaning on the signpost chewing on a grass stem when a trucker finally slowed to a crawl and leaned from the vehicle window. The boiler on the back of the truck sputtered and steamed, and the turbine warbled a few times with loud screeches, like harpies.


“Where y’goin’?” the driver called.


Abasio gave him a grin full of good-natured insolence and pointed up at the sign he was leaning against. Fantis, it said, on an arrow pointing north.


“Goin’ to try the city, huh!” The driver beckoned, leaning across the seat to open the door on the other side. Abasio tossed his sack onto the seat before getting in himself, and the books inside hit with a thump that made the driver blink.


Abasio stuck out his hand. “I’m Abasio Cermit. Folks call me Basio.”


“Barefoot Golly,” grunted the trucker in return.


Abasio looked down at the driver’s feet, finding them as advertised. “You got somethin’ against shoes?”


“Nothin’ except they hurt my feet. Always did. Never found a pair yet that felt as good as skin.” He put the truck in gear, and they picked up speed as the boiler built up pressure.


“What do you do when it snows?”


“When it snows here, I’m somewhere else. Maybe down in Low Mesiko.”


“It doesn’t snow there?” The kid dropped his jaw as if he’d never heard any such thing.


“Where you from, boy? Don’t they teach you any jogaphy?”


“I know where Low Mesiko is. It’s way south of man-land. I just didn’t know it didn’t snow there.”


“Well, it doesn’t. Not often, anyhow. Where you from?”


“Up there.” The kid gestured toward the hills at their left. “Up the valley.”


“Farm kid, ainchu.” It wasn’t a question.


“So!”


“Hey, no ’fence. Just sayin’, you look like a farm kid.”


“How come?”


The driver looked him over, all of him. The kid was no lightweight. Six one, maybe. Dark skin. Dark curly hair. Eyes full of the old devil. “Oh, hair. Clothes. You’ll see when we get to Fantis.”


“You goin’ all the way there?”


“All the way. Got a load of batteries from the Place of Power for the battery stores in the market. Got some weapons for Sudden Stop at the Battle Shop—”


“Who?” asked Abasio, alertly.


“Sudden Stop. He runs the Battle Shops, includin’ the one in Fantis. Then, when I’m unloaded, I’ll run back empty as far as Whitherby, pick up a load of wool there, and head south around Artemisia to High Mesiko, to the blanket weavers.”


“Whitherby’s where my grandpa sells his wool.”


Abasio settled back, wondering at the coincidence of almost meeting Sudden Stop and then hearing about him, wondering but not liking to ask about the other man he’d almost met, Whistler. Just knowing who Sudden Stop was made him more than ever curious about who the old man with the donkey might have been. One of the things Grandpa had hammered home, however, was that it was often wisest not to ask questions of people one has just met.


So Abasio let his curiosity feed on itself except about things he saw as they went along. After a mile or so, the road came up alongside the highway, where southbound traffic was on one road and northbound traffic on another. It wasn’t much smoother than the narrower road had been. Whenever they hit a rough spot, which was every few yards, Abasio grabbed at the handles set into the roof of the truck.


“Nobody fixes the roads in manland anymore,” said Golly. “Another five years, there won’t be any roads, and the trucking brotherhood’ll have to do something else for a living.”


“No trucks?”


“Maybe the Edge’ll come up with something else. They’re part of manland too.”


“How far does manland go, exactly?”


Golly twiddled his toes. “Well, it sort of starts where the forests give out, two, three days’ drive east of here. And it includes all the farm country on the prairies, and the farm villages. And it ends up three or four days’ drive north, where the badlands are, and three, four days’ drive south, at the border of Artemisia.”


“How far west does it go?”


“Don’t know as anybody’s ever said. These little old foothills along here, they’re in manland right enough, but once you get back in the real mountains, they don’t call that manland. They call that wilderness!”


This more or less accorded with Grandpa’s version of matters. Everything east of the mountains, Grandpa said. All the cities and Edges and towns and farms as far as a person could go in any direction before running into forests or some other country. Abasio nodded to himself, pleased to have the matter confirmed. Manland was a sizable piece of ground, even though it was mostly open space.


They trundled along. After a considerable time they came up a long ridge, and Abasio sat up straight, looking far ahead. “All that sparkle there, what’s that?”


“Those’re the walls around an Edge, boy. Didn’t you never hear about Edges?”


“I know about Edges! They’re where the people went who left the cities, but I didn’t know they’d look like that.”


“It’s the morning sun on ’em.”


Abasio stared at the glistening walls until they dropped over the ridge and he lost sight of them. For a while there was nothing but farms and fields with trees furring the waterways. Then, after a good many miles, they crested a rise and saw the walls again, coming up close on the right, farther away on the left, across the divided highway. Tall they were, and slickly shining, with complicated barricades at the top. No bushes or trees along them, either.


Golly pointed upward, saying, “Weapons they call laser cannons up there, and all kinds of alarms. You try and climb that, the guards’ll pick you off like an apple out of a tree.” Then he looked back at the road and abruptly stood on his brakes, cursing.


“Oh, shee-it!”


“What?”


“Damn goblins!” the trucker growled as they screeched to a halt. “Look at that, will you! They’ve cut a trench right across the road!”


They climbed out, Golly muttering and hitting the side of the truck angrily. The excavation was two feet wide, four feet deep, straight-edged as a grave across both lanes of the road they were on, with another one to match across the two lanes on the other side of the grassy strip.


“Shee-it,” the driver growled to himself.


“What do we do?” Abasio asked, more excited than annoyed. “Do we fill it in?”


“We do not!” Golly exploded. “I got other things to do with my time besides fillin’ in goblin trenches or defusin’ kobold bombs or any of that. My aunt Hettie, but there’s more of ’em every time I turn around! You help me get the flaps out.”


They had to unload several crates of batteries before they could get at the flaps, solidly constructed minibridges that they lugged to the front of the truck and dropped neatly across the trench. When they’d driven across the flaps, they got out and went back to reload.


Abasio was bent over the flap, trying to get a good grip on it, when he suddenly got a sick feeling, as if he were going to throw up. He took a deep, shuddering breath, frightened, wondering what was happening to him, and at that moment Golly put a hand on his shoulder and made a surprised noise, a little whuff of air. There in front of Abasio’s eyes were two sets of booted feet, and legs covered with shiny black stuff that looked stiff, like the carapace of a beetle. Golly’s hand was pressing Abasio down, so he stayed where he was.


A voice said, “You.” The voice was windy and hot, as though it came across a desert.


“Yessir,” said Golly, standing very still.


“You travel this road often?” The words seemed to come from far away. Abasio shut his eyes and concentrated on breathing. The words came out here, but they started somewhere else.


“Yessir,” said Golly. “All the time.”


“On your journey today, have you seen anyone along the road?”


Golly swallowed audibly. “Him,” he said, tapping his finger on Abasio’s shoulder. “Just him.”


Abasio felt his head being lifted. Not by hands, not by anything he could see or feel. It was like somebody had a fishhook set into his scalp and was pulling. He could feel the pain of it, as his eyes traveled up the legs and the stiffly armored black torsos to two identical expressionless faces, and two pairs of hot red eyes. It was the eyes doing it to him. He could feel them like levers, pressed into his flesh, as though their gaze had physical reality. His feeling of nausea increased. He wanted to shake or vomit or yell, but that seemed like a bad idea. The easiest thing was to hold real still, like when you meet a bad dog or come near to stepping on a rattlesnake.


“Did you see anyone?” the windy voice asked.


“Yessir,” he said, aping Golly’s manner. “Two men walking along, goin’ toward Fantis—”


“With a child? Children?” the voice demanded.


Abasio had no particular reason not to mention the old man and the donkey, but this avid question brought back the feel of the toddler in his arms, her lips on his cheek. Though it was no doubt a very risky thing indeed, he decided the questioners didn’t need to know about every damn donkey.


It took more resolution than he’d ever used before to tell them just what he did. “The two men didn’t have any family with them. When I saw them last, they were just two big men walking north along the highway.” The effort not to say anything more left him limp and wet all over.


Without farewell, the two shiny figures moved away, also northward. Even sweaty and distracted as he was, Abasio noticed they moved faster than men should be able to move.


“Shee-it,” murmured Golly, panting as though he’d been holding his breath. “That’s all I needed. Damn it to all hell, I went an’ peed my pants.” He pulled the fabric away from his groin and flapped it, cursing vividly, though in a subdued voice.


“Who were they?” asked Abasio.


“People call ’em walkers. Last couple of years, they’ve been all over the place, asking about babies. Little girls. Anybody seen any little girls that didn’t have folks. Any little girls bein’ fostered. Hellfire, the way people’re dyin’ all over, there’s always kids bein’ fostered. I don’t know what they think they’re lookin’ for.”


Abasio, who thought he did, kept his mouth shut.


“Show you something,” whispered Golly. He went over to the place the walkers had stood and peered at the earth, beckoning with one hand toward Abasio. Abasio went over next to him, looking down to see whatever it was.


“There,” said Golly, stirring the grasses with his foot.


At first, Abasio didn’t see what it was, but then he noticed the dry black fragments all over Golly’s bare toes, the grasses where the two things had been standing, dead and burned right down to their roots. Abasio looked the way they had gone, figuring he’d see footprints.


“Nope,” whispered Golly. “They move too fast for that. It’s just when they stand still a bit. You see places like that, stay away from ’em. You camp on toppa that burned dirt, pretty soon, you don’t feel so good.”


He heaved a heavy sigh, as though deeply troubled, and then the two of them reloaded the flaps. They got back into the truck and went forward at a slow trundle for some little while. Golly seemed of a mind to let the walkers get a long way ahead. Even now they had become small black dots, far down the plain.


“What are they? Really?” Abasio murmured.


“Boy, I don’t know. I try not to think.” And Golly began singing to himself, rather tunelessly. For a long time, neither of them said anything more.


Finally Golly seemed to get his spirits back, and the truck picked up speed as they rolled past the high walls, past the steel-spiked gates with their guard posts. Through the gates, Abasio could see greenery, trees and lawns and flower gardens, with elegant houses set wide apart, and beyond them the squat, glistening towers where the Edgers worked.


“What makes those buildings all lit up like that?”


“Science, boy. These folks still got science. Used to be lights like that ever-where, you believe that?”


They passed three sets of gates without even a wave from the guards, but as they were approaching the fourth, Golly muttered to himself and reduced speed once more.


“Now if this ain’t the end! First goblins, then walkers, and now this!”


The next pair of high gates was standing open, serving as a backdrop for a crowd of pale-skinned and brightly dressed people, all so clean-looking, they made Abasio’s eyes smart. In the midst of them stood a girl clad in green, her hair a knee-length flow of pure gold, a flower wreath around her head, her feet in crystal slippers. Drawn up outside the gate was a melon-shaped carriage, red lacquer and gilt, polished so bright, it reflected the sun like a gemstone, six white horses harnessed to the shaft and a coachman up top with a high plumed hat.


“What?” murmured Abasio, awestruck.


The driver shook his head. “She’s a Princess, boy. Look at her. A Princess if I ever saw one. They’re taking her away from her home in the Edge, off to a archetypal village, I’d say. Poor thing. She’s cryin’, and they’re all pattin’ and pettin’ of her. Shee-it. This is goin’ to take a while.”


He shut down the engine and twiddled his toes while Basio shook his head at the wonder of it. “There’s an archetypal village near our farm. Up over the mountain. I used to climb up the top of the gap and look down into it. There’s a Hero there, and an Oracle and a Poet, and a bunch of other archetypes. Do you suppose she’s going there?”


“Does your village have a palace?”


“It has an old castle, mostly fallen-in.”


“I’d say no, then. No, that Princess isn’t for any old fallen-in place. She’ll go someplace shiny-new, probably with a Prince already there. Either that, or to an enchanted tower.”


“Who’s the old fallen-in castle for, then?”


Golly pursed his lips, thinking. “Oh, I’d say prob’ly a Ghost. Or a Wicked Witch.”


Abasio shook his head slowly, reflectively, as he settled himself for a considerable wait. “No,” he said at last. “There wasn’t any Wicked Witch.”


Somewhere, of course, there had to be a Wicked Witch.


South and west of the Long Plain and the area known as manland, west of the land called Artemisia, past mountains and valleys, arroyos and mesas, at the top of a sinuous, canyon-climbing road, the Place of Power spread fingerlike at the eastern edge of a massive tableland where carved chasms fell away between the fingers, changeable under each shifting cloud or turn of season, now light, now dark, turning from rose to amber to gray in an instant, and in an instant rose again. Thunderheads often massed behind the towering rimrock, great cliffs of cloud spitting lightning and ruminous with thunder. Whether from this ominous backdrop or for some more consequential reason, the Place was considered to be strange and threatening, perhaps even dangerous. Some said that parts of it might be evil.


They meant the Dome, a building squatting on the east-most canyon rim, bulging ominously upon that prominence like a lopped and swollen head. Everyone knew the misshapen Dome had at one time been an observatory, used by astronomers, creatures of night, who had peered through its slitted eye nearsightedly into the heavens. Many thought the building was still used by creatures of darkness, though for purposes less benign, for now it was the Witch who went there, the Witch and her minions, shedding shadow behind them as a dog sheds hair, dropping a dander of malevolence to itch those who dwelt in the Place.


The Witch’s given name was Quince Ellel, The Ellel, head of the Ellel clan. Quince Ellel had a longtime though unwilling servant named Qualary Finch. Although Qualary was not the only person to think of Quince Ellel as the Witch, no one called her that out loud. When Qualary spoke to her or of her, she said “Madam Domer” in tones of absolute subservience and groveling respect.


Each morning, while others in the Place were having breakfast or talking with friends or engaged in other ordinary pursuits, Qualary Finch was standing immobile on the high, spidery platform beneath the rusty Dome, holding open a heavy leather-bound book, while the Witch, robed in black and masked in gold, read the words of her quotidian litany.


“ ‘Hunagor is gone,’ ” she chanted in a harsh metallic voice, lingering over the words. “ ‘And Werra is gone…’ ”


Hunagor had died fifty years or more before, and Werra had been gone for at least two decades, but this made no difference to the Witch. Hunagor and Werra had been residents of Gaddi House, and the Witch hated all present and former residents of Gaddi House.


“And always will,” laughing Berkli had remarked, not caring who heard him. “Ellel will not be happy until Gaddi House is rubble, then she’ll dance on the shards.” Berkli was The Berkli, head of his clan as Ellel was head of hers.


Ellel had not been amused by his comment. When Ellel spoke of Hunagor and Werra dying, her voice pealed like dissonant bells, an enjoyment Qualary perceived but did not question. Qualary had learned painfully not to react to anything Ellel did or felt, not by so much as a tremor. At home she’d held a stone weight at arm’s length for hours, practicing, so she wouldn’t let the heavy book quiver. “ ‘Heavy as cobble, heavy as lead, let the book wobble, I’ll end up dead.’ ” So she told herself mentally, quoting one of her many “Rhymes for trying times.” Her only chance of remaining unscathed was to remain unseen, unnoticed, taken for granted like a chest or a chair. While the Witch’s words fell in descending echoes among the blotched arches below, Qualary stood like furniture, utterly still.


“ ‘…their heritage has been ended,’ ” the Witch cried triumphantly, speaking still of Hunagor and Werra.


“Amen,” chanted the minions from the floor far below, the words coming as a hot wind, as a burning and stinking exhalation.


Qualary bit the insides of her cheeks, steeling herself against that heat, that smell. The first few times she had been dragged up here, the Witch’s voice hissing obscenities, the Witch’s fingers twisted deep into Qualary’s hair, that hot stink had surprised her. She’d been only thirteen then, but now, twenty years later, she still bore the scars of Ellel’s initial chastisement. Now, even when the robed figure turned from the book to lean over the railing, peering downward, Qualary remained rigid, for she knew what lay below and had no desire to see it.


Down there was a mosaic floor, set with the signs of the Zodiac and the orbits of the planets. The designs were shattered now, the tesserae scattered. Even if they’d been whole, Qualary couldn’t have seen them through the serried ranks of Ellel’s myrmidons, thousands of them, arranged in lines like necklaces, their complicated helmets mere beads of black or gold or red, so thickly gathered they completely hid the floor.


They were not things of this time at all. They were utterly foreign to this age, creatures of an almost forgotten era, found in a vast and ancient cavern far underground, laid up like cordwood as they had been stored long ago against some unimaginable future need. The Witch’s father had found them. They had been his. Now they were hers.


Her father had never used the things effectively, so said the Witch. Not that she said this to Qualary. She didn’t talk to Qualary. She talked very little to anyone, but she sometimes murmured to herself when Qualary could hear.


The Witch drew back from the narrow rail and ran her finger down the page until she found her place once more. An illuminator had been brought all the way from Low Mesiko to letter this book, to make these words gleam with gold and bright ink. Qualary sometimes wondered about that, about the Witch’s going to all that trouble when she had written the words herself and knew them by heart. The Witch needed no page, no writing, no servant to hold the book. Except that the gold and the bright ink and the motionless servant were part of the Witch’s aura, her design, her imagined self, her vaunting and voracious ambition.


“ ‘Impotence holds the gate of Gaddi House. The time trembles,’ ” the Witch cried.


The lips of the golden mask could not move, but the eyes that glared from the eyeholes shifted and glared, bloodshot and yellowed. Years ago, the Witch had shown her face. In recent years, she had shown only the mask. All in all, Qualary preferred the mask. It was inhuman and therefore easier to deal with. When Qualary had seen the person, face to face, she had expected human responses, humane attitudes, and had suffered for it.


The echoes still ricocheted from pillar to pillar below. “Time, ime, ime, ime. Trembles, emmles, emmles.”


Time always trembled, thought Qualary. Something was always breaking apart or unraveling. As for Gaddi House, everyone said there was only one old man living over there: old, old Seoca, doddering his way toward death. And best he get to it, for if he didn’t die soon, Ellel would kill him! The Witch wanted desperately to get into Gaddi House. That closed, enigmatic space infuriated her. She assumed there were wonders hidden away in there, and she wanted to get her hands on them.


The Witch moved to the rail and leaned over once more.


“ ‘The days of Seoca are numbered!’ ”


The words were almost a scream, far too loud for this enclosed space. The golden fortress of Gaddi House was only a few hundred yards away, on the rim of the mesa. Perhaps Ellel wanted the old man to hear her.


“Amen,” her creatures chanted once more, the sound of their voices surging toward the high balcony like the rush of a boiling, inexorable wave. Qualary held her breath. Sometimes she woke in the night, dreaming of drowning in those voices, in that smell.


The Witch’s voice rose in an impassioned howl. “ ‘What was false shall be true, what was true shall be false. Destiny calls the people of the Dome to stand upon the power of the place, to renew the might of man, to bring progress upon the earth!’ ”


“Amen,” her creatures said for the third time, as they had been programmed to do. Qualary believed that Ellel valued the creatures most because they would always do precisely what they were programmed to do. Unlike creatures of flesh. Unlike human beings. Unlike Qualary herself, as the Witch frequently pointed out, who had to be repeatedly disciplined to assure she did what was required.


The third Amen had been the final response. Silence gathered.


“Go,” Ellel murmured, the whisper as clear as the ritual cries had been.


The creatures rose silently and departed as silently. Their feet made no sound as they crossed the cracked pave, ebon and gold and bloodred strings of them flowing like beaded serpents, slithering out among the arches. They spiraled and eddied as they departed. Even Qualary could not keep her eyes from them. They were like oil on swirling water. The patterns were different every time.


Besides, they were going away. The only tolerable thing about them was when they went away.


The Witch stood watching until only a few were left, those retained for the day’s duties. Ignoring Qualary, she sat upon the automatic lift chair and swirled her way along the spiraling track, past the little mezzanine with its information console, around the cylindrical walls to the floor. Left behind upon the balcony, Qualary wrapped the book and put it away, then plodded slowly downward, careful step by careful step, holding tight to the railing. The track wasn’t made for feet, but Ellel didn’t care about that. Ellel was quite capable of telling. Qualary to fly, then beating her when she didn’t immediately sprout wings.


Halfway down the long spiral, Qualary heard the creatures below as they greeted their mistress.


“Ellel, Empress,” they chanted together in their metallic, uninflected voices.


“My faithful followers,” the Witch returned the greeting in a voice not unlike their own. “Have you found me the child?”


Far northeast of the Place, Abasio and Golly trundled quite slowly past the last of the Edge, where the walls bent away east and west to make a circle around the city, then across a strip of wasteland along the shallow river and up onto the bridge that crossed it. Though Abasio had kept an eye out for the walkers, he hadn’t seen them. Either they’d moved faster than the truck, or they’d turned off somewhere.


When they got right up on the top of the bridge, Golly stopped his truck again and just sat there, twiddling his toes against the pedals, thinking.


“Whatso?” asked Abasio, impatiently. It had been a day for delays!


“Well, boy, before we go on in, I was just considerin’. Did your folks tell you about IDDIs?”


Abasio flushed and muttered, “My ma did.”


“Well then,” said Barefoot Golly. “Well then, you think on what she told you, boy. Just you think on it.” He went on twiddling his toes, moving not an inch.


“You mean now?” Abasio asked, incredulously.


“I do mean now. Just you sit there and think what she told you.”


Though considerably annoyed, Abasio cast his mind back to the time Ma’d told him about IDDIs. It had been about a year ago, summertime, like now. They’d eaten their supper outside under the willow tree, and there in the dusk with the stars pricking out overhead, Abasio, who was even then thinking about running off, had asked his ma why she’d come back from the city.


“I was pregnant with you,” she’d said. “And it’s not good for babies there. Sure not good for women.”


Then she’d looked him straight in the face, using the dusk as a kind of veil to hide her blushes, and she’d told him about IDDIs, slowly, painfully, as though she had to force each word out against her will.


Abasio hadn’t known where to look, or what to say. He hadn’t known even whether to believe her! Maybe it was just horrible talk, to scare him, to make him stay home.


But Grandpa nodded the whole time she talked, and when she’d finished, he’d said, “Believe her, boy. Every word she says is true.” Then he’d pointed eastward, where Orion was heaving himself up over the horizon, the huntsman of the heavens. “I’ve always believed our kinfolk went to the stars partly to escape the IDDIs. No IDDIs among our brothers on Betelgeuse. They were smart to get away, smart to go.”


Abasio had been hearing about mankind going to the stars since he was a tiny baby, but he’d rather talk about that than what Ma was talking about!


“When did they go, Grandpa?”


“Oh, in my great-great-grandpa’s time, boy. A hundred years, maybe a hundred fifty.”


“Why didn’t they take us with them, Grandpa?”


“We weren’t born yet. Some people chose not to go, and we’re descended from those folks.”


Abasio wished he had been born then. If he’d been born then, he’d have chosen to go! There’d have been no problem with seeking adventure. Going to the stars was adventure, all right!


Still, Grandpa said the important thing was that men had gone. He puffed out his chest when he said that. Whenever Abasio thought about it, it made him puff up like a cockerel, too, just to think that men had gone. Men like him. Even though he hadn’t gone with them, he still owned the stars sort of by proxy. If men had gone to the stars, there was nothing they couldn’t do!


So now, sitting on the bridge beside Barefoot Golly, he felt a familiar confusion: danger and sex all mixed up in his adventure. So it was too late to go to the stars, but it wasn’t too late to see the world. But Ma had warned him, and Grandpa had warned him, and now here was this trucker warning him. He, Abasio, was no fool. They didn’t need to keep telling him the same thing over and over. He knew about IDDIs!


“All right, I thought on it,” Abasio growled. “I thought on everything Ma said about it.”


Golly gave him such a speculative look that Abasio thought he might have to come right out and tell what he knew about IDDIs, but after a minute the trucker grunted and let the truck roll down the incline of the bridge toward the city.


Despite Abasio’s attempt at nonchalance, his first view of Fantis came as a shock. At the foot of the bridge were half-fallen buildings, walls that went nowhere, exposed floors teetering over cracked and littered streets, surfaces painted in gaudy colors and contorted patterns, steel grills over doors and windows, a wildly disintegrated scene that Abasio’s eyes took in but his brain refused to interpret. Nothing seemed to connect to anything else. He felt his bowels clench and grab, not quite letting go but almost.


The truck stopped at the side of a virtually intact building, and Barefoot Golly got out, waving at somebody inside.


“Is this it?” Abasio asked in a voice that didn’t sound like his own. It was nothing, nothing like he’d thought it would be!


“This is it, boy,” Barefoot told him, giving him a look up and down and then heaving a sort of sigh. He moved in on Abasio, coming very close, talking quietly so nobody could hear what he was saying but Abasio himself. “Look past my shoulder, boy. You see those men down there at the corner. There’s some in green, and some in other colors, you see?”


Abasio saw.


“Those are what you call recruitment teams. Any young ones come to Fantis, male or female, they got to go that way to get on into town. This’s all neutral territory along here, but if you don’t have a pass, you’ve got to hook up with somebody. Try and stay away from the Greens, Abasio Cermit. That’s all I’ll say to you, but it’s meant in friendship. Try to stay away from them.”


Then he was gone, and there were men swarming over the truck, unloading the cases of batteries and the heavy weapons boxes with BATTLE SHOP all over them in big black letters.


Abasio took a deep breath and started for the corner. When the green-clad men with the long green-dyed braids came toward him, he moved quickly and got himself among some other men, nearest to two with high purple hair crests and purple tattoos all over their hands.


“New to the city, boy?”


“Come meet the family, boy.”


A quick glance over his shoulder showed him the Greens snarling and showing their teeth like farm dogs, so he said yes quick. The two purple men put him into a flashily painted vehicle that spouted black smoke as they drove past streets painted in blue and green and red before getting to a street where all the paint was purple.


“Purple House!” one of his guides said unnecessarily. It was four stories of decaying brick with snaky designs in lavender and wine and deep violet covering it from broken sidewalk to curly shingled roof.


“Whatso?” called a guard from the front stoop.


“This here’s Basio,” announced one of his guides. “Come to have supper with us.”


“Welcome to Purple House.” The guard smiled around his gap teeth. “You enjoy yourself now.”


It wasn’t what Abasio expected at all. Not that he was exactly sure what he expected. Sometimes when Ma described the city she said one thing, another time she’d say something else. What it really was, this first night, was him, Basio, sitting on the floor on a mattress while people brought him food and gave him stuff to drink he’d never had before. On the mattress beside him was a girl wearing, so far as he could tell, only two scarfs, one around her top and the other one sort of between her legs.


“What’s your name?” he asked her.


She shook her head, opened her mouth as if she were trying to say something, only no words came out. The man on the other side of her said something to her, low and hard, and the girl grabbed on to Abasio as if she were drowning and he were a log that’d keep her afloat. She still didn’t say anything.


“You like her?” the man on the other side of him asked.


“Sure,” Basio said, his tongue so thick and his lips so unmanageable, he was scarcely able to get the word out. “Sure. She’s fine.” He’d thought a city girl would be more fun, somehow, and she didn’t seem to be able to talk, but otherwise…she was fine.


“She’s yours, for tonight,” the man whispered. “Enjoy.”


Later he and the girl were in a little room together, only she scuttled away from him and crouched in a corner like a whipped pup.


“I’m not…not gonna hurt you,” he said.


“I ain’t never,” she wept. “I ain’t never. They had no right!”


“What you talking about?”


“My daddy had to sell me,” she wept. “And they bought me. To raise up tots for the Purples. But I ain’t never, and I’m scared.”


Abasio whispered to her he hadn’t never, either, but he’d watched dogs and cats and sheep, and there didn’t seem to be much to it. He was right, there wasn’t. It didn’t take him anywhere near as much time as it did dogs, not any of the times he did it. By the third or fourth time, she even quit crying about it and just let him. It was pretty much how he’d thought it would be. Some of the books he’d read said it was like a miracle or marvel or wonder, but it wasn’t like that. It wasn’t all that different from doing it himself, because she just shut her eyes and held her breath and waited for it to be over.


Next day they were still half-asleep when the two Purples showed up again to drag him out to see the arena and the market and all the homegrounds of the Purple Stars and Blue Shadows and Green Knives and Renegades. At first, all Abasio could see was the dirt. Dead animals. Sometimes dead people. Puddles of stuff in the streets and alleys, stuff he didn’t want to step in even though he had his boots on. Turds everywhere, where dogs or people had just squatted and let go, and on the turds masses of flies that rose up in clouds and stuck to his lips and around his eyes until he thought he’d have a fit getting rid of them.


The Purples he was with didn’t seem to notice. They just brushed the flies away, not even stopping whatever it was they were saying. They were full of stories about the Purples, the battles they’d fought, the victories they’d won over the Renegades and the Blue Shadows and the Green Knives. “You gotta watch out for the Greens,” they told him. “They torture prisoners. Their Chief, Wally Skins, he likes doin’ it.”


“Why do they call him that?” Abasio wanted to know. 


Cause he wears prisoner skins. Fresh ones, usually.”


“Who’s…in charge of the Purples?”


“Soniff, he’s warlord. Old Chief Purple, he got him so much money he bought him a place out in the Edge. Said he was retirin’ from the binness and Soniff should take over.”


“Jus’ ’til Old Chief’s boy Kerf grows up,” said the other, with a snigger. “Little Kerf.”


“Watch your mouth,” warned the first, turning Abasio’s attention away from this remark by pointing out the sights. “That there’s the Battle Shop, Basio. Man named Sudden Stop, he runs it, and he runs the shows at the arena too. He’s got the best weapons, new ones all the time.”


Abasio blinked. Twice on the road, and now here, he’d heard that name. Three times is meant, the old adage ran, so he took a good look. The Battle Shop was big and fairly clean. It had glass windows without any bars over them and enough weapons piled up inside to wage a pretty good war.


After a few days, Abasio had to admit Grandpa and Ma had been right about a lot of things. At the farm there’d been a windmill to pump water right to the house, but here in the city the only water came from the water-men’s water-truck that arrived every few days and pumped the tank on the roof full, just enough for cooking and pot washing and the like. Dirty clothes went to the neighborhood laundry, and people went to the neighborhood baths. Both of them had water piped in from the river, and filters to clean it, with slave teams stoking the boilers and walking the treadmills to keep the water moving. When Purple women went to the baths, Purples went along to guard them. Purples escorted the tots to and from school, too, keeping the kids from getting too close to dead bodies and from being stolen by other gangs.


The first day Abasio was on escort duty he got jumped by Blue Shadows. It made him so mad, he didn’t even have time to be scared. When he came to himself, there were two Blue Shadows on the sidewalk and two more running and his fellow escorts clapping him on the back, crowing like cocks. That night they asked Abasio if he’d like to join the Purple Stars. Basio had his doubts, but he wasn’t silly enough to be disrespectful and refuse the honor. People who were disrespectful didn’t last any time at all. His fight against the Blues got counted as First Fight. They showed him the Book of the Purples and gave him a copy to memorize; they added his name to the roll of honor on the wall; they pricked the first of his tattoos onto his hands; then everybody got buzzed.


Two days after that, he was on his way out back to the privy, when he heard a sound from one of the back rooms. He’d been past that room a hundred times before, but the door had always been shut. This time it was open, so he looked in: three beds with men on them, a hag washing bloody rags in a basin.


The hag looked up at him. “You don’t want to come in here,” she whispered.


Abasio’s memory was trying to tell him something while he stood there stupidly with his mouth open. Wounds were treated upstairs. He’d seen knife cuts being sewn up and bones being set up there. They had a special hag to do all that, one who’d had lessons from a real doctor.


“What’s wrong with them?” he asked the hag.


“You don’t want to know,” said one of the men. He had great black lumps sticking way out from his neck. His mouth bled. He had no teeth. When he spoke, the blood in his mouth made a shiny red bubble on his lips. He looked old, but Abasio knew he wasn’t.


The hag shooed Abasio out, muttering at him, “Fool boy. Why you think they gave you that new little girl? Why you think, stupid?” He was on his way back from the privy before he realized what he’d seen. It was what Ma had warned him about, what the trucker had tried to tell him.


“Those men in the back room, they got IDDIs?” he asked one of the men he’d been on escort with. “They goin’ to die?” He thought he knew, but he wanted verification. The reality of what he had seen was nothing he’d ever imagined, and he had to be sure.


“Yeah, well,” the man said, looking over Abasio’s shoulder at nothing. “Maybe they been here in the house too long.”


The next day the door was open and the room was empty and stinking with some strong chemical smell.


Ma had seen men die like that. She’d told him so, or tried to. Dying like that was what she’d run away from. Men dying like that, and kids, and women too. If the mother or father had it, babies even, born with an IDDI—an immune deficiency disease, Grandpa said. It hadn’t meant much to Abasio until now. Now, having seen, it was all different. Having seen and having heard what the hag muttered at him: Why you think, fool boy? Why you think they gave you a new girl? A girl who hadn’t, ever. A girl they thought probably wasn’t infected. Why, fool boy?


So she’d get pregnant with a healthy baby, he answered himself. So the baby wouldn’t die before it was born, the way IDDI babies often did. So the Purples could raise up some healthy tots, to make them strong.


The girl they’d given him got pregnant right away, so they took her upstairs to women’s quarters and she wasn’t available anymore. Though she’d been his first, Basio decided she was going to be his only. No point seeking adventure if all it did was get you dead! The other Purples laughed at him. They called him Basio the Cat, because when the gang went to the songhouses, Basio would go along, but he wouldn’t get his feet wet, though they weren’t talking about his feet. They were talking about cock-hole. “Cuckle,” they said. “What good’s a man without cuckle and chuckle.” Or fuck and luck. Or screwin’ and doin’.


“Short life and wild!” they cried. “Cuckle and chuckle until you buckle!” and “Nobody lives forever!”


No matter how they said it, Abasio wouldn’t. Sometimes he woke up sweating, hearing that voice through its bubble of blood: “You don’t want to know.” No, he didn’t want to know. He wanted more than cuckle and chuckle. Something more. A lot more, though he didn’t know exactly what that might be.


*  *  *


Young Kerf, the Old Chief’s son, was younger than Abasio by a couple of years, but he already had a woman of his own, one Elrick-Ann, a virgin girl from the Cranked-Up gang, bought for Kerf by his daddy when the boy was only ten. As far as anybody knew, she was a virgin still and was likely, so some of the Purples whispered to each other, to remain that way forever.


Whatever her sexual status, Elrick-Ann was that impossibility among conks, a popular woman. She never flirted with any man, but she was sisterly toward them all. She listened to their troubles and offered good advice if they wanted it. She supervised the hags in the kitchen and made them produce food that was tasty and looked nice. Most gangers’ women stayed all their lives in the women’s quarters on the roof, but Elrick-Ann buzzed around Purple House like a bee, always busy with something. Even the other women liked her, and that was an unheard-of thing, for about all the amusement the women had besides going to the baths was fighting with each other.


To Abasio, Elrick-Ann took the place of a ma, or maybe an older sister. He told her how he felt about IDDIs, and she told him being scared was real sensible if a man cared about living. Elrick-Ann suggested Abasio make it his business to find amusements for Kerf, because that would get him in good with Soniff and keep him away from the whoring and drugging, which was mostly where the IDDIs came from. When the young Chingero brothers, TeClar and CummyNup, were recruited for the gang, Elrick-Ann told Basio to look out for them and them to look out for him, because a man lived longer with somebody watching his back. When he told Elrick-Ann how much he liked books, how he’d brought books with him but couldn’t read them because the Purples didn’t respect people who read or who used unusual words, Elrick-Ann suggested he move out of Purple House and find a place of his own.


“Purples don’ have to live in the house, Basio,” she whispered, looking around to be sure they weren’t overheard. “Not if they’ve got some other place. No reason you shouldn’ do stuff you like. I even got me this idea ‘bout a place for you.”


The place was a solid old shack on top of a tenement a few blocks away, where he could keep the books he bought secretly in the market and read the night away if he liked, or as much of it as he was able to find lantern fuel for. Kerosene was scarce, and torches were too smoky to read by.


All the caring wasn’t one way. When Elrick-Ann confessed one lonely night that Kerf would probably never be a normal man, but that she wasn’t a normal woman, either, having been born without the right organs to make babies, so the doctors said, Abasio hugged her and told her he was sorry.


“Is okay,” she whispered. “With Kerf, I’m safe. My daddy figured so. Nobody’ll bother me so long as I belong to Kerf.”


Abasio respected Elrick-Ann. When she told him, four years after he came to Fantis, that it was time he went home to tell his ma he was all right, that he owed his ma that much, he paid attention to what she said, borrowed a horse from the Patrol Post outside the city, and went.


Ma wasn’t there. Somehow he’d never thought of her not being there.


The old man, much thinner and grayer, wouldn’t say where she’d gone. When Abasio asked, he only shook his head, and he didn’t invite him to stay, not even for a visit. In the end, Abasio came back to Fantis because it was the easiest thing to do.


“I thought you might stay there,” whispered Elrick-Ann.


He hadn’t intended to tell anyone about it, but he told Elrick-Ann, and he cried tears, and Elrick-Ann patted his shoulder and told him he’d just left it too long, she should have mentioned it to him sooner.


“Don’t tell anybody about me going,” he begged. “She was always scared somebody from the city would come looking for her. If they knew about the farm, they might hunt for her.”


Elrick-Ann said she wouldn’t tell. When she said it, she really meant to keep her word.


In the archetypal village over the ridge from the Cermit Farm, she who had been old Cermit’s daughter and Abasio’s mother—though she no longer remembered that fact—dwelt in a cave beside the waterfall. Her new name was Drowned Woman, and she was visited, time and again, as today, by a girl-child about six years old who was known as Orphan.


“Tell me a story,” the girl begged.


“Come sit on my lap,” said Drowned Woman.


“You’re all wet,” Orphan objected.


“So I am,” Drowned Woman agreed. “I’ll put on something dry, how’s that.”


Orphan put her thumb in her mouth to pass the time it would take Drowned Woman to find dry clothes. Oracle said Orphan was too old to suck her thumb, that six-year-olds were virtually grown up. Orphan didn’t suck it in front of Oracle, only with Drowned Woman, who didn’t care, or when she was in her own hovel, about to fall asleep. It was comforting. Sometimes she needed comforting.


Drowned Woman found something reasonably dry, and when she sat down beside the fire, she patted her lap invitingly.


Orphan took her thumb out of her mouth and crawled into the waiting lap. Drowned Woman’s lap was bony. Oracle’s lap was more cushiony, but Oracle was grumpier than Drowned Woman.


“What story do you want? ‘Sleeping Beauty’? ‘Three Bears’?”


“Not one of those. I want an Artemisia story.”


Drowned Woman looked doubtful. “I don’t know many Artemisian stories. Only the ones I’ve heard from Oracle.”


“The Bear Coyote one.”


Drowned Woman settled herself. “I think I remember that one. Let’s see. Long and long ago…”


“How long ago?”


“Before you were born, or I was born, or our parents or our grandparents. Way back then. Coyote and Bear were married once, you know, when Bear was a woman, but this story comes after that, after Bear changed into a furry thing, with big teeth. Well, Coyote and Bear were walking along in the woods, and they saw a whole bunch of men hiding in the trees, with bows and arrows and throwing sticks and ropes, waiting to kill Bear and Coyote when they came along.”


“And Coyote said to Bear, ‘Way-oh.’ ”


“Right. Coyote said to Bear, ‘Way-oh, there’s men in the trees and men in the rocks and men in the bushes and men in the reeds along the stream, and they want our hides to keep them warm, but we want our hides for ourselves!’ And Bear said, ‘Way-oh, let’s go up this rock and through that cave and go the long way round.’ ”


“So they did!”


“So they did. But the next day it was the same thing, and the day after that, and Bear and Coyote got tired of always having to go the long way round, just to keep their hides for themselves.


“So, one day, Coyote said, ‘Let’s ask our big brother the Water Sprinkler to send a huge flood, to wash all the men away.’ ”


Orphan said eagerly, “And Bear said, ‘If the flood washes all the men away, what’s to keep it from washing us?’ ”


Drowned Woman agreed. “Exactly. So Coyote said, ‘Let’s go to the Sun and ask him to send a great fire to burn all the men up.’ ”


“But Bear thought he might get burned too.”


“Yes, he did. And after that, Coyote said, ‘Let’s go to our sister, Cold Woman, and ask her to send ice and cold to freeze all the men to death.’ But Bear said, ‘I have to sleep through the winters now, and that’s cold enough. What’s to keep me from freezing when the men freeze?’ ”


“So, finally…” said Orphan, expectantly.


“So, finally, Coyote said, ‘Let’s go to the Woman Who Changes Everything, and let’s ask her to make monsters to eat the men so they won’t bother us anymore.’ And Bear said, ‘But if the monsters eat all the men, they’ll still be hungry, and then they’ll probably start eating us.’


“ ‘Not if the Changing Woman won’t let them,’ said Coyote.”


Drowned Woman’s voice trailed away. “I’ve forgotten the rest,” she said fretfully. “It’s something about the monsters, but I’ve forgotten what it is.”


Drowned Woman did forget things sometimes. Orphan snuggled more deeply into Drowned Woman’s lap, trying to think of a story Drowned Woman couldn’t forget.


“Tell the story about when I got here,” she said. “You remember that one.”


“Well, yes. It happened four years ago, one summer day when the villagers saw a little man coming down the mountain leading a donkey. And when he got to the market square, he opened one of the baskets on the donkey, and a guardian-angel came out and perched on the edge—”


“But people didn’t know it was a guardian-angel,” Orphan interrupted.


“No, none of the villagers had ever seen a guardian-angel, so they didn’t know, but there it was, on the basket. And when the little man got down into the village, into the market square, he turned round and round and cried out in a loud, loud voice, ‘My name is Herkimer-Lurkimer, and I’ve brought you your Orphan.’ ”


“So what did people do?” Orphan asked. She liked this part.


“So Hero went down to the square, and Oracle went down to the square, and Poet went, and Bastard went—”


“No, no!” cried Orphan, outraged. “Bastard didn’t go. Bastard didn’t get here until later!”


“Sorry. You’re quite right. Bastard didn’t go. And of course, I didn’t, either, because I didn’t come until a few days later. But Fool went, and Faithful Sidekick—”


“Faithful Sidekick got eaten last year.”


“Quite right. He got eaten last year by a monster—”


“An ogre,” said Orphan with a shiver. She remembered a huge shagginess, with teeth, a thing that roared and smelled dreadful. She buried her face in Drowned Woman’s side. “Ogres are dreadful because they eat us up.” She shivered.


Drowned Woman pulled her face away and kissed it. “But that ogre is gone now.”


“And it won’t come back!”


“No. It won’t come back because Hero hunted it down and killed it. Now, where was I? Oh, yes. Everyone who was in the village went down to the square, and the little man opened the other basket and took out—”


“Me!” cried Orphan.


“Exactly right. You were two years old, more or less. Then Herkimer-Lurkimer handed you to Oracle, and Oracle almost dropped you because she had never had a baby and had no idea which end was up.”


“But you did.”


“When I got here, seemingly I did, though I don’t remember how I knew. Even Oracle knew you were hungry and wet and needed tending to. Even Herkimer-Lurkimer knew that, for the other pannier was full of food and diapers.”


“And I stayed with you for a long time!”


“Until you could go to the privies by yourself, exactly. Then I took you up to the Orphan’s Hovel, which is where the Orphan is supposed to live. And you’ve lived there ever since, among all of us villagers.”


“But specially you and Oracle.”


“Especially me and Oracle. And we look after you, seeing you get the things you need, and between the two of us, we feed you, and everything is—”


“Just fine,” said Orphan, bringing the story to its customary close. “Except I’d rather live here than in the hovel.”


Drowned Woman hugged the child, smiling. “Well, Bastards can live anywhere at all, but Oracles have to live in caverns and Heroes have to live out under the stars and Misers have to live in dirty old houses crammed full of stuff and Orphans have to live in hovels. That’s how things are.”


“And Princesses in palaces and Virgins in bowers and Milkmaids among the cows,” chanted Orphan. “Because we’re archetypes. That’s what Oracle says.”


“Oracle is quite right. We’re archetypes, and we have to act typically. Otherwise, we’d be sent back into the world that has no room for us.” Drowned Woman lifted Orphan out of her lap, set her on her feet, brushed the cloud of dark hair out of her eyes, and tugged her tattered smock down straight. “Now, pretty girl, you’re having supper with Oracle tonight, aren’t you?”


“Yes.”


“Well, then. You get along up to the cavern before Oracle eats it all up.”


“All right.” Orphan yawned. She’d spent most of the day swimming with the Water Babies, and the rest of it climbing the rocky gorge along the stream above the pool, looking for wildflowers to make Drowned Woman a crown, so she was tired. She smoothed down her smock, gave Drowned Woman a parting hug, and left the cave. As she came out, her guardian-angel flew down to her shoulder and nibbled on her ear with its long, sharp beak.


Walking up the path from the pool, she admired the fall, like glass slivers falling, and the pool making little jiggles that were part water and part light. Sometimes things were so pretty, she got all shivery inside. As soon as she got to the cavern, she’d ask Oracle for a story, right away! If she did that, maybe Oracle would forget to put ashes on her face, and she could stay pretty too.


No such luck. First thing in the cavern, there was Oracle coming with ashes on her fingers, swiping at Orphan’s cheeks and forehead, at her arms.


“You’re clean, again,” she said in an annoyed voice. “Drowned Woman has a fire. She has ashes. Why doesn’t she dirty you?”


“Because she likes me better when I’m clean!” cried Orphan rebelliously.


“Orphans aren’t clean,” asserted Oracle. “And I don’t know how many times I have to point that out. Every time I get you properly dirtied and your hair draggled, Drowned Woman washes you and combs you, and you don’t even remotely resemble an Orphan!”


“My smock has a hole in it,” said Orphan, tears in her eyes. “I don’t have any shoes!”


“There, there, child. I didn’t mean to yell. It’s just…you’re not typical.” Oracle turned her large self around and began stirring something in the pot over the fire, looking grumpy and dissatisfied, the way she usually did.


Orphan sat down and watched the firelight through her tears. When she squinched her eyelids, it made a blurry brightness that danced across the piles of books at the back of the cavern and made slender licky shadows around the pillars and half pillars as it glanced way back into corners and reflected from lots of little twin moons glowing there. Squirrels’ eyes, maybe. Or bats. Or maybe something else, wandered in from outside. It had been gnomes once, because Orphan had seen the gnome-man and his wife and their baby, tiny as a peach pit, all warming themselves by the fire. But not monsters, because Oracle wouldn’t let them.


When she got tired of making visions with her tears, Orphan wiped her eyes, sneaking a glance from under her lashes. Usually, if she cried right away, then Oracle was nice to her for the rest of the visit.


“I asked Hero to teach me to fight,” she said.


Oracle gave her a surprised look. “You’re not old enough.”


“He says I am, but at first he said he wouldn’t teach a girl. He said it wasn’t—wasn’t becoming for women to fight.”


“According to Hero’s lights, I’m sure that’s true. According to Hero, most of what he does is in defense of womanhood.” Oracle snorted a tiny snort and shook her head.


“He said violence is unfeminine and women’s kinfolk should protect them, and I told him since’ I’m an Orphan, I don’t have any kinfolk, and he said he’d protect me, and I said he might not be around when I need protecting. He sort of grumped, but he said he’d teach me.”


Oracle stared blindly at the wall. Orphan was too young to have reasoned this out so well. Orphan was too young to come up with a lot of the things she came up with. “That was kind of him. Will you need weapons?”


“He says no. For the first years, it’s just exercises. Jumping and spinning and kicking, like that. He says I’m very well coordinated and have a good spatial sense. He says my feet are already nice and hard from going barefoot all the time. And I’m not a scaredy-cat.”


Oracle humphed to herself and went on stirring. A rustling noise overhead ended in a plop on the sand, and there was Orphan’s squirrel, climbing onto Orphan’s knee. Oracle’s Pusscat saw him and came over to sit on the other side and lick his black whiskers. Pusscat had designs on the squirrel, so Oracle said, but Orphan protected him.


“Bastard invited me to his house. He wants to read to me,” said Orphan.


Oracle stopped stirring and gave her a serious look. “You stay away from Bastard. He can read to himself.”


Orphan found a nut in her pocket and fished it out for Squirrel. “I told him you would say that because he’s dangerous, to females especially, and he said a lot of dirty words.”


Now there it was again. Oracle could not remember ever having said that particular thing about Bastard, and yet Orphan knew it was true.


“That’s typical.” Oracle spooned the contents of the pot into two bowls, added a chunk of bread, and handed one such assemblage to Orphan.


“Will you tell me a story tonight?” Orphan begged, seeing it as a propitious time.


“What kind of story?” asked Oracle, her face softening. “What story would you like, child?”


“The end of the Artemisian story about Bear and Coyote. Drowned Woman started to tell me, but she forgot the ending.”


“Which story about Bear and Coyote? The one where they get married?”


“No. The one where they ask Changing Woman to make monsters, to kill the people, so they can keep their hides. Drowned Woman only got as far as Changing Woman crying because men were her children too.”


“Oh. Well, Changing Woman told Coyote and Bear she didn’t need to make monsters to kill men, because when her sons, the Hero Twins, had killed most of the monsters, they’d left certain ones alive, and their names were Sa, that is Old Age, and Hakaz, that is Cold. But Coyote said men had become too clever for Sa and Hakaz, that worse monsters were needed.


“ ‘But it was through me the worst monsters were slain,’ Changing Woman cried. ‘My sons slew the bad monsters so that man could live.’


“ ‘Now men are killing everything! Don’t other things need to live too?’ cried Coyote.”


“And Changing Woman was sad,” said Orphan.


“Oh, indeed she was. For though Coyote and Bear were her children, men were her children too. And at last she said she would do another thing so Coyote and Bear could keep their hides. At the beginning of time on this world, men and animals had talked the same language, so Changing Woman said she would make them speak the same language again.”


“And she did!” cried Orphan.


“She did indeed. And Bear and Coyote told the hunters to leave them alone, and the hunters were so surprised, they did! You can still hear Coyote out on the prairie at night, telling all his family how clever he was to talk to man.”


“Hero says man started killing them again, though.”


“Well, yes. But that was another age. Another time.” Oracle gave the pot a final stir.


“If Changing Woman’s sons got rid of all the monsters when the world began, why do we have monsters now?” Orphan asked.


Oracle stared into the darkness, her eyes half shut, her mouth pursed. After a long time, she said, “Same reason, Orphan. This is a different age, another time.”


In the Place of Power, two shiny black creatures came unseen by a secret way, quick as snakes through tunneled stone, deep beneath the Dome, then upward to the place where the Witch lived. To them she had no human name but only a coded impulse, a unique mastery, a key that fit their particular lock. She was the reason they had brought the six-year-old child they carried with them, the child who cried for her aunty as she had ever since they had taken her.


“Where did you find her?” the Witch asked.


“South. Almost to Artemisia,” said one of the creatures.


“Come here, girl,” the Witch said, setting aside her mask.


And she, the child, seeing a human face, even one like this, was foolishly glad, for she thought people were kinder than the creatures that had brought her here.


“Go look again,” said the Witch. “This is likely not the right one.”


Obediently, the beetle-black creatures returned to their seeking, and the woman drew the child through doors and down hallways, deep into her apartments.


“What’s that?” the child screamed hysterically. “What’s that!”


“It’s only a chair,” she said, putting the child into it and strapping her there.


“What’s that?” the child screamed again. “Don’t do that! Don’t!”


The woman did not answer, but merely lowered the helmet, down and down until it hid the child’s eyes.


“Now,” said the Witch. “Now, let’s see!”


For a brief time the child went on crying.




CHAPTER 2


In the village there had always been a Miser’s House, back of Wicked Stepmother’s House, just below the ruined castle, but there’d been no Miser in it for a long time. Then one day, groaning over the notch in the ridge, came one truck and another one and one more yet, all of them making a rackety-clack and smoke from the boilers on the back, with the men in them red-faced and yelling, boistering, roistering, asking where was Miser’s House. Three truckloads of stuff they put in Miser’s House, piles and stacks of paper, and teetering towers of boxes, and lumpy sacks of this and that, and old falling-apart furniture, going back and forth, up and down, cursing and spitting and laughing and yelling. When the trucks were empty, they went away and a little vehicle came, rattling and smoking, to bring Miser himself.


He was thin and papery with a voice like cards being shuffled. He scuttled like Orphan’s squirrel, quick, quick, out of the truck, into the house, then one side of his white, wrinkly face showed at a window behind a tattered curtain like a mouse peering from a hole. Miser’s lips always trembled as though about to say something, but they very seldom did.


“What’s he scared of?” Orphan had asked Oracle.


“Everything,” said Oracle. “But mostly that someone will steal something from him.”


Orphan hadn’t seen anything going into the house that was worth taking out of it, but as Oracle said, that was typical. As it turned out, Orphan was about the only one Miser wasn’t afraid of. Every now and then she’d go sit on his porch and sing to him, because she thought he might be lonely. She sang “Big Bad Ogre Had a Farm,” and “Eensy Weensy Wivern,” and “This Old Troll.” Miser would peek at her from the corner of the window, and after a while from the corner of the door, and later yet, from the open door.


“ ‘This Old Troll, he played eight, he played nick-nack with his fate. With a nick-nack, paddy-whack, throw the imp a bone, this Old Troll came trolling home…’ ” she finished up with a long note.


“Very nice,” whispered Miser, easing the door a crack.


“Poet says men went to the stars,” she told him. “I want to know about it.”


“True,” said Miser. “Yes. They did. Rats. Deserting a sinking ship.”


Through the open door Orphan could see Miser’s hallway and stairs, both piled with boxes on the sides leaving only a narrow trail between, all the edges softened by velvety dust, the banisters draped in cobwebs that trailed lumpy pennants of dead flies. She wondered once again how Miser could stay so rusty black and papery white living in all that dust, but it didn’t seem to stick to him anymore than spiderweb did to spiders. Oracle said it was his natural milieu. He swam in it, like a fish in water.


“Can you tell me about it?” she asked. She wouldn’t have asked if she wasn’t so curious because Miser wasn’t a good storyteller. He pinched his words as Oracle said he did his pennies.


“Men went,” he said reluctantly. “That’s all.”


“How?” she demanded. “When?”


He sighed, a rusty sigh. He went away from the door, and after a time he scraped back, dragging a rickety chair along behind him that he set inside the door, close enough that he could close it quickly if a thief came along.


“Long time ago,” he whispered, “men were profligate.”


“What’s profligate?” Orphan asked.


“Wasteful. ‘Waste not, want not,’ that’s the motto, but men forgot it!” His voice actually rose beyond a whisper for a moment, then sank back and started over again. “They used up their inheritance. They didn’t save things. They didn’t take care—take care of things.” He gestured at the hallway behind him. “You have to take care of things, Orphan.” He panted and bit his lip.


“How did they go? On ships?”


“They built a station up in space, a great wheel that rolled and rolled, between earth and the moon. They mined the moon for minerals. They took hold of the sun for power. They built sky ships, and they went away. To the stars…” His voice trailed off.


Then he said, “That’s all,” got up from the chair, and shut the door.


Just as Orphan was about to leave, the door cracked open a little, and Miser’s nose came through the crack. “And they should have taken their awful walkers with them!”


Orphan had no time to ask what awful walkers were, for the door was shut tight.


Later that day, she found Oracle and Bastard and Ingenue and two or three others sitting in the park, so she asked about awful walkers.


“Walkers?” Oracle mused, pausing in her crocheting. She was making a coverlet for Orphan, who had only two raggedy blankets to her name. “I’ve never heard of walkers, awful or otherwise.”


“Maybe those damned impudent things,” spat Bastard, who had been leaning back with his hands behind his head, taking the sun. “Arrogant creatures. Stopped me when I was coming here for the first time! Asking questions!”


Oracle raised her head and asked, “What were they like?”


“Like each other!” Bastard growled, rubbing his fingers across the red scars on his forehead where the letters B and R were branded. “Like as twins! Wearing black helmets. I told the driver to go through them or over them, but he wouldn’t. Coward!”


“How many of them?” asked Oracle.


“Two. Driver told me they always go by twos.”


Oracle asked no more questions then. Later, however, when Hero returned from his most recent stint of rescuing maidens or killing monsters, she asked him about walkers.


“Oh, yes,” Hero replied, applying oil to the muscles in his arms and flexing them slowly back and forth, one-two, one-two. “I’ve met them. Always the same, striding by twos throughout the world, helmeted in black, with voices like fire. They say they are looking for a girl-child. At first it was for a toddler; later, year by year, for older children. They ask if I am aware of any children being fostered, or of any adopted, and I tell them no, I am not aware of any such. My quests seldom include children.”


Oracle believed Hero’s awareness pretty much stopped at Hero’s skin, which in this case was probably fortunate. “What do they do if they find such a child?” she asked in a studiedly offhanded tone.


“I have heard they take them away,” said Hero, with equal but genuine uninterest.


He had heard the truth. Whenever the walkers found dark-haired, dark-eyed little girls who were adopted or being fostered, they took them, deaf to protestations, unmoved by tears, leaving the protesters alive or dead, depending on whether they had contented themselves with screams and tears or whether they had tried to keep their children by force. None of these girl-children ever re- turned, and yet it seemed none of them had been the right one, for in years following, the walkers were searching still.


So much Oracle learned by questioning this one and that one, as time went on.


Following his abortive visit home, Abasio fell into habit as into a pit. Though he had not forsaken the idea of adventure, days spun into seasons and seasons into years while he did nothing at all about it. The fact was, he was too comfortable as he was. He had his rooftop shack, his books, his meals at Purple House or at a songhouse, his forays on behalf of Young Kerf. He did almost exactly what he wanted to at any hour on any day. He had a wide assortment of acquaintances among truckers and travelers, many of whom spun flavorful tales that both amused and intrigued him. Over the years, he had made himself useful to Soniff as well, and Soniff used Abasio for all manner of errands to do with attending to business.


“Got to attend to business,” Soniff told him. “Got to make sure the little shop guy pays his dues regular and doesn’t get hassled by some other gang once he does. Got to be sure your drug shipments are coming in regular. Got to pick up the brothel receipts every day and make sure new whores—new faces, anyhow—are coming in from next-city-north and old faces are sent on to next-city-south.”


He sent Abasio to Echinot, next-city-north, to straighten out a problem, which he did in timely fashion, seeing nothing new or different in Echinot to make him stick around. So far, experience had taught him one city was almost exactly like another.


Late in the afternoon he caught a ride back with a water-trucker, not realizing until they were on the highway that the man was buzzed out of his skull and likely to kill them both. Abasio was trying, with no success, to get the driver to stop when two black-clad figures stepped from the borrow pit along the road, flashed across the pave like dark lightning, and laid hands on the vehicle. The truck stopped running, as though commanded to do so, and slid to a stop, half into the pit.


“Get out,” commanded one of them, or both in unison, the command coming from some unimaginable distance.


Abasio got out, but the trucker, who was simply too far gone to understand what was happening, stared blearily through the glass as though wondering why the truck had stopped.


“Get out,” the voices said once more.


No action on the part of the trucker. With growing apprehension, Abasio jittered from foot to foot, wanting to pull the man out, uncertain whether he should try.


He was given no opportunity. One of the walkers reached into the truck and pulled the man out. Abasio saw the trucker rising at the end of the walker’s arm, straight up, that heavy man held at arm’s length as though he weighed nothing, nothing at all, then the walker’s hand let go and the trucker went on rising in an arc, impossibly rising, like an arrow shot from a bow.


“Have you seen a dark-haired girl about thirteen?” the other walker asked Abasio, coming close to him and glaring with its red eyes, drawing Abasio’s eyes down, away from that arc in the air he’d been trying to follow to its end.


Abasio gulped. Yes, he had. He’d seen girls like that in Fantis, various places. And in Echinot too. He said where, painfully. As he spoke, spit ran out of his mouth and down his chin. He didn’t even try to wipe it away.


“Girls without families,” said the walker.


Abasio said he didn’t know if they had families or not. He hadn’t spoken to them. He’d just seen them, one place and another.


The walkers turned and went away.


Abasio stood heaving for a few moments before slowly, unwillingly walking across the road and out into the prairie land beyond, trudging along in the same line the trucker had been thrown, keeping on even when he was certain he’d gone too far, way too far. He finally told himself he’d take another dozen paces, and on the tenth one he found what was left of the trucker smashed onto a rock outcropping. Abasio turned aside to empty his stomach, noisily and messily.


He drove the truck on into Fantis himself. All the way there, he kept going over and over the incident in his mind, how he’d felt, what he’d heard and smelled while it was going on. He told himself he should have either been more scared or less! He should have been more scared because of what the creatures could do. He should have been less scared because they didn’t look menacing. It was almost as though the walkers themselves had controlled exactly how terrified he was; as though they’d decided just how much to frighten him, enough to make him answer fully and at once, but not so much as to make him fall down in a fit.


Could it be some kind of ray they broadcast? Some smell they had, maybe. Pheromones. Grandpa used to talk about pheromones. Could there be a smell you didn’t even know you were smelling that would make you weak and trembly and sick to your stomach? Or a sound you didn’t know you were hearing? And if they could do that—was there anything they couldn’t do?


He left the truck at a truckers’ hostel, telling the people there what had happened and where they could find what was left of the trucker. He wanted to talk to someone about it, and he briefly considered discussing it with Elrick-Ann. He decided not to. Better to keep such matters to himself.


Orphan was walking in the woods one day when she found a baby griffin. She was shuffling along, kicking up clouds of last year’s oak leaves, when the guardian-angel began whistling in her ear, shifting its weight from one side to the other, fluttering its wings and generally making a nuisance of itself. When Orphan looked to see what had upset the angel, she saw the baby griffin, half-buried in leaves at the foot of a tree. It was all crouched down, trying to hide its pinky-bronze body under its little wings that were hardly sprouted yet, and when she picked it up it tried to bite her with its tiny soft beak that couldn’t even pinch.


The angel froze against Orphan’s neck, making no noise at all. Orphan sat down and put the griffin in her lap.


“Where’s your mama?” she asked the baby. “What are you doing down here all by yourself?”


The baby quit struggling and crouched again, making a tired little noise.


Orphan took off her knit hat that Drowned Woman had made for her and stretched it around the baby to keep it warm while she looked around. She stood back from the nearest tree and looked it all up and down, seeing if there was a nest. Then she did the next tree to that, and the next half-dozen, but there wasn’t a nest anywhere.


She thought of taking the baby home, then sighed, knowing what Oracle or Hero, either one, would say about that. Orphan fetched all kinds of animals home, all the time, but none of the people in the village were what she’d call supportive. Orphan knew perfectly well what the animals wanted and what to do for them if they were hungry or hurt. They were like kinfolk, so she told herself, feeling it to be so, but none of the other villagers understood that.


The guardian-angel fluttered off through the trees and landed on a rock outcropping, where it sat and whistled at her, over and over, quirrup, quirrup, quirrup, meaning “Come over here and look,” the way it did when it heard grubs under bark or found wild raspberries. When she got there, the angel flew up the wall a little way, and when Orphan stepped back to see where it was, she saw the griffin nest, or at least she saw the neatly arranged sticks sticking out of a small cave about halfway up the rock wall. Griffins built neat nests, according to Hero. Like little log cabins turned upside down.


“You crawled all the way over there, didn’t you?” she asked the baby. “All the way over under those trees.” She could certainly see why it had gone in that direction. All the other directions were more or less straight up, which is the way she would have to go if she was going to take the griffin back to its mother. She briefly considered asking Hero to do it, setting the idea aside almost at once. Hero wasn’t sentimental about baby things. Certainly not about baby monsters. If he climbed up there, he would probably kill the other hatchlings, if there were more, and the parents, too, if he could find them.


No. If this baby was going to be returned to its home, Orphan would have to do it herself.


The hat would serve as a carrier if she tied it around her waist with her belt, which she did. She had no shoes to take off, but she did hike her smock up between her legs and stick it through the belt in front. These preparations quickly accomplished, she started up the wall, reciting to herself Hero’s instructions for removing oneself from pits, chasms, and crevasses.


“Three points in contact before you let go of the fourth. Keep your eyes on where you’re going. Don’t look down. Don’t worry about how far up you have to go. Just worry about the next grip up, the next step up.”


There were plenty of handholds, though some of them were slimed with one thing or another. She only slipped twice, neither time very badly. The baby began to whimper when she was almost there, which is no doubt why the big one reached the nest almost at the same moment Orphan did.


The first Orphan knew of it was when she looked up to find her view of the rock wall blocked by a pair of fully expanded, scaly wings, the sun glinting off an open beak that was unmistakably stabbing at her.


“I’m bringing it back!” shouted Orphan, more angry than frightened. “By the wind’s knees, monster, I’m bringing home your child!”


The beak slammed shut like the door to a vault. Orphan climbed over the ledge into the cave, where she untied her belt and unfolded the hat, disclosing the baby, which she hurriedly placed in the nest before standing back to await whatever would happen next.


The baby cried. The mother nuzzled. Or maybe it was the father. Orphan had no idea which. Obviously, the two could talk to one another, because what was going on was not mere baby-parent babble. It was a conversation. If Orphan had to attach words to it, it would go something like, “How did you get down there in the first place?” “Mama, I was just climbing on the nest walls.” “How many times do I have to tell you, don’t climb on the nest walls! You could have been killed!”


And would have been if Hero had found it, thought Orphan as she sat down to catch her breath and to consider how she was going to get down. Even Hero admitted that going up was often easier, since one’s eyes were at one’s top end.


The Griffin had to ask twice before Orphan realized the question was aimed at her.


“I ask again, what is your name?”


“Orphan,” said Orphan, turning to see the large Griffin’s eyes fixed on her with a fierce bronze glare. She dropped into one of the defensive positions Hero had taught her.


“Not eating you,” said the Griffin. “No need for apprehension.”


Orphan slowly straightened up.


“Is Orphan your name? Or is that merely what you are called?”


Orphan shook herself. “I don’t know,” she mumbled.


“Were you merely born? Or were you created for a purpose?”


Orphan could only stare, wide-eyed. The Griffin nodded to itself, talked to the little one a moment more, then grasped Orphan quickly and firmly by both shoulders and stepped out into the air.


A moment later, breathless, Orphan was released at the bottom of the wall.


“Griffins live long,” said the Griffin, thrusting down with its great wings. “I will remember you.”


When the Griffin had flown up to the cave once more, the guardian-angel came out of hiding and sat on Orphan’s shoulder, chortling in a puzzled-pleased fashion.


“Fine lot of good you were,” grumped Orphan, turning about to go back to the village. “Fine lot.”


When she got back to the village, she wanted to tell someone what had happened, so, spying Poet ensconced on the doorstep of the Creative Artist’s House, she decided to tell him. Before she could get there, however, a high reedy voice called from inside the house. “Your lunch is ready, John. Wipe your feet when you come in.” The Poet’s Spinster Sister. All the time she’d been in the village, Orphan had never heard her say anything but “Your meal’s ready, John. Wipe your feet when you come in.”


So Poet was at lunch, and there was no one else around to tell, and when night came, Oracle said she was in no mood to be pestered.


“Well, tell me this, at least,” begged Orphan. “Was I merely born, Oracle? Or was I created for a purpose?”


“Eat your soup,” said Oracle, with a frown. “And don’t ask questions it would take an Oracle to answer.”


“But you are an—”


“Eat your soup!”


Seasons came and went, and though at first Orphan remembered the Griffin clearly, as time went by, the incident became fuzzy. Stories and dreams and actual happenings got mixed up in her mind, and sometimes she wasn’t sure whether she actually remembered events or had been told about them or had dreamed them. Griffin got all mixed up with Changing Woman and Coyote and Bear and the dream Orphan kept having of the house in the woods with the three tall chairs. In the dream, she was tired and wanted to sit down, but she couldn’t climb onto any of the chairs. They were too high, too far. There were no handholds, no place to put her feet. In the dream she tried each of the chairs in turn, but all of them were huge and gray and carved all over with fearsome creatures.


Whenever she had the dream, she would wake up with her heart pounding, sitting straight up in her narrow bed, clutching her raggedy blankets around her, only to hear her guardian-angel whistling and chortling from the head of the bed.


*  *  *


Oracle had taught Orphan to read and write when she was tiny. By the time she was seven, she had read quite difficult things with long words, and by the time she was fourteen, she had read all the books in Oracle’s cavern—at least, those that were at all interesting—and had started over.


Orphan was delighted, therefore, when a new inhabitant moved into the village, one who had among his belongings shelf after shelf of books. His name, so said Oracle, was Burned Man. His people came and went for days, stowing wagonloads of his belongings into the house next to Orphan’s Hovel, which was known as Martyr’s House, and when they went away at last, leaving him behind, they cried.


It took a little while to get used to Burned Man’s appearance, which was dreadful, but Orphan, who managed it at first for the sake of the books, found she could ignore how he looked a good deal of the time. Burned Man taught her arithmetic and algebra and geography, she seated on the bottom porch step of his house, he seated a step behind her where she wouldn’t have to look at him, marking maps and equations in the dust with a long pointy stick.


During geography lessons, he spoke of the great forests to the east, seas of trees that stretched all the way to the eastern ocean, speckled with warrior tribes. West over the mountains lay the desert, and beyond that the western sea, the Faulty Sea, with towns along its shores. South lay Artemisia, then High and Low Mesiko and the land bridge to a whole other continent full of huge snakes and alligators and birds as tall as men. He talked of the traders who moved among these peoples and places. Mostly, however, he talked of manland, so called because the men who lived in the cities and Edges and farms shared a language and, more or less, an economic system. Mostly, he dwelt upon the cities and the gangs who ran them.


“You make city people sound just awful,” Orphan complained. “They don’t sound very civilized.”


“Some of them aren’t,” he had mused. “The wall between civilized and natural man is a flimsy one. Natural is born in our bones. Civilization is received from our parents and passed on to our children, as a gift. If we don’t have it to give, our children don’t get it.”


“Why doesn’t somebody give it to the cities, then?”


He didn’t speak for a long time. She sneaked a look at him, a quick one. It was very uncomfortable to look at Burned Man for long. About the time she decided he wasn’t going to say anything more, he did.


“Perhaps one reason for children being born little,” he said painfully, “is so their parents can teach them to control themselves while they’re small enough to be controlled. If a person grows up without controls, it’s very hard to civilize him. Like trying to stop a truck without a brake.”


“Like Bastard,” said Orphan.


“Exactly like Bastard. The cities are full of people like Bastard. No way to stop them at all.”


There was another long silence.


“But why are they that way?” Orphan persisted.


“Think of it this way,” he whispered to her. “Imagine that people are tiny. Imagine that they can live on the surface of a cube.”


She shut her eyes and imagined it. “All right. I’m pretending.”


“Imagine the cube is a foot each way. There are six square feet, one to each side of the cube. And there’s one cubic foot inside, right?”


She pictured this without difficulty. “Right.”


“Imagine one more thing. Imagine one of these little persons can live on each square foot of outside, one person can live in each cubic foot of inside. How many outside to how many inside?”


“Six,” she said. “Six outside to one inside.”


“Now, if you make the cube bigger, the number of units inside increases faster than the number of units outside. Can you see that?”


It took her a little time, but she did see it. “Since this has something to do with people being civilized, I suppose you mean a little cube is like a family. And a bigger one is like a city. Is that it?”


Burned Man laughed his uncomfortable laugh. “You’re right. Both cube and family have an outside and an inside. Outsiders know of the world, they’re experienced, they’ve learned what works. Insiders haven’t. They have only wants and urges. In a family, if Grandma, Grandpa, Mama, Papa, Older Brother, Uncle are all working to civilize one child, the child can hardly escape, can he?” Burned Man laughed, the way he sometimes did, all breath and no ha ha. “Even if there are two or three working to civilize one, it works out. But if there is only one to civilize each one, or one to civilize two, or three, or if the insiders grow up never learning what works and have children of their own…”


Orphan shook her head at him. “You’re getting upset.”


He breathed heavily. “You’re right.”


“You shouldn’t get upset. It’s not good for you.” Oracle had told her as much. “Stop thinking about cities.”


He made a funny noise, not quite like a chuckle. More painful, somehow. “I’ll try.”


Orphan tried to help. “When men went to the stars, they should have taken everybody.”


He started to say something more, then stopped. Orphan waited. Suddenly he stood up and went into his house, shutting the door firmly behind him.


Orphan stayed on the porch steps until she was sure he wasn’t coming back. When she got back to her hovel, she found Oracle waiting for her.


“What was Burned Man going on about?” Oracle asked her softly.


Orphan quoted Burned Man as best she could, concluding:


“He said the cities were too big to be civilized by anybody.”


Oracle sighed. “Poor man! I wish he’d understood that before.”


“Before what?”


Oracle hummed and jittered. “Well, Orphan…before he burned himself. He thought immolating himself would make someone do something.”


Orphan felt unaccountably angry at this, for it made no sense. “He burned himself! Why did he do that?”


Oracle patted her, calming her down. “Burned Man was an Edger.”


“What’s an Edger?”


“Someone who lives in an Edge. That is, not in the city itself, but in the protected Edge, which has retained much of what the cities lost long ago. Technology. Law. Arts and sciences. The Edges, so I am told, are blessed places where a remnant of true humanity has saved itself. The Edges, so I am told, are damned because the people there turned their backs on those in need when they fled the cities. Whichever, or perhaps both, Burned Man was an Edger, and he was also what is called a reformer, you understand? He saw suffering in the cities and wished to alleviate it.”


“He told me about that,” Orphan said.


“He tried to help and couldn’t. He tried to get other people interested, but they weren’t. Finally, he went to the Council Building of the Edge where he lived, he sat down on the steps, poured fuel on himself, and set himself alight. He left a letter of protest saying he hoped his horrible death would draw attention to the problem and something would be done.”


Tears seeped down Orphan’s cheeks. “Poor Burned Man,” she whispered. “He went on living, and nobody did anything.”


Oracle shrugged. “What was there to do? As you said, it was too large a problem to have an acceptable solution. Some fires cannot be put out, they must consume themselves. Some knots cannot be untied; they must be cut. But people can’t accept that. Burned Man couldn’t. Poor man. He’s an archetypal Martyr, a walking accusation, an uncomfortable neighbor. So they sent him here.”


“Are all of us here uncomfortable people?” asked Orphan.


“Most of us.”


“Including me?”


Oracle looked into her eyes, stroked her cheek, said tenderly, “I imagine so, child. I imagine so.”


“I tell you one thing,” said Orphan angrily. “Before I’d go burn myself, I’d be sure it would do some good.”


People came and went in the archetypal village. Glutton came one spring, but died of overeating by fall. Poet died, and in his place came a Painter with an irascible little wife of faded beauty who sounded almost exactly like Poet’s Spinster Sister. Conspirator came for a time, then disappeared under mysterious circumstances. Sycophant arrived and pitched his tent next to that of Hero, just in time to be eaten by a huge stinky troll that came down from the hills. The troll had finished Sycophant and was about to start on Gossip when Hero returned from somewhere all out of breath and killed it dead. Orphan didn’t sleep well for a long time after that.


Everyone got older, even Ingenue, who went on saying she was nineteen just as she always had.


Every now and then Oracle asked Hero about the walkers, being as casual about it as she could manage, and he said they still stalked the roads of the world, asking the same question they had asked for years. “Have you seen a dark-haired girl, a fosterling perhaps. A girl of seventeen? A girl of eighteen?”


Lately, Bastard had made a habit of hiding where Orphan couldn’t see him, then whispering to her in a voice out of nightmare. Sometimes he was in the trees along the path or outside her window.


“There are other villages,” he whispered in the dark night, his voice like a ring of smoke, circling, infiltrating.


“There are villages where the Hero is the Fool, where the Oracle is the Idiot, where the Bastard is the Hero.”


Orphan sat on the stool beside her fireplace and tried to pay no attention.


“There are villages where time turns back on itself and the old wonders rise again,” he whispered. “Where man is the lord of creation and woman his willing servant. Where pain is pleasure, Orphan.”


She turned, seeing him peeking at her at the window corner. His eyes had red sparks in them, like the eyes of an animal at the edge of firelight. His teeth showed between his lips, very white.


“There are villages where my kind and your kind are allies,” he said to her. “Maybe, even…lovers.”


Orphan got up and ran out the door, toward Oracle’s cavern, where she’d feel safe. Behind her she could hear Bastard’s soft laughter, a clinging sound, a sucking sound, making her think of the bats in Oracle’s cavern, who made that same sound as they digested the blood they had drunk in their nightly forays.


One time she saw Bastard talking with Fool. Bastard never talked with Fool, no one did, really, and Fool never listened to anyone. Usually, he just stood beside his gate, looking up the road, crying “Mama, Mama.” Now there was something evil in the line of Bastard’s back, something horrid in Fool’s fascination.


Neither of them had seen her. She stopped around the corner of Fool’s shack, where she could hear without being seen.


Bastard chortled. “Oh, she was young, just the age I like ’em. She had long hair, down to her sweet little ass. She kind of twitched, the way they do, walking along. And I said to myself, ‘I’m going to have a piece of that or know the reason why!’ ”


Fool repeated the words after him: “…piece of that.”


Orphan poked her head around the corner of the house to see Fool rocking to and fro, petting himself between the legs. He did that sometimes. In fact, he did that a lot of the time.


Bastard said, “I asked around until I found out where I could find her. I take what I want!”
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