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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.


      






PROLOGUE


Out of a Deep and Ancient Place


The mountain split open with the clap of a thousand thunders, and through the rupture a cyclone of living steam screamed skyward. Blazing, many-colored lightnings rode with the wind and water, the groping fingers of an angry god.


Another god, cloaked in the flesh of an argent bird winging frantically away, was snapped like a twig by the first shock, his wings broken, the flesh seared and then stripped from bones that themselves were blown apart. The pain was awful, the fiercest agony that the god had ever known, and in eternity he had felt much pain.


Knitting a new body of air and black smoke, he redoubled his efforts to outpace the main storm, the unthinkable reservoir of power he had loosed. He rode with the blooming edge of the tempest, disintegrated and recomposed a hundred times in the wind’s teeth. Jagged wounds of mountains, the pooled, dried blood of plateaus hurled beneath him with hideous speed, as incomprehensible and lethal as the gaze of a basilisk.


The god felt real fear for the first time in his existence. Who could have known his Brother held such power, such anger? Behind him he could see the air chewing itself to pieces, flashes like lightning but brighter by far than the sun.


Pretty, he thought. But it will be my death if he catches me, a real, endless death. Perhaps—just perhaps—I have made a mistake.


He tightened the thick strands of his heart and flew, faster than anything save the wind had ever flown, until, like a steed run to death, his might was gone and he fell.


The storm swept by above him, smote a mountaintop, and shattered it.


The god struck the earth and lay there as above him the sky became soot, the sun dimming to a pale ocher eye and then gone altogether.


Now he finds me and I die, the god thought. I may not be as clever as I thought.


But then the earth swallowed him, folded him up beneath, hid him, kept him safe. Above, in time, the steam calmed into rain and soaked the bone-dry hills and desiccated plains for some score or so years.


Much more time passed, and he awoke. His flesh had grown back. He flexed his wings, felt the warmth of golden blood in his veins, pulled himself from his protective womb.


The world had changed, he saw. Thick boles of trees towered about him, a thousand living mortal things, just as he had seen in his vision, so long ago. Unleashing the Brother, he had unleashed life as well as death. He took to the air and flew above it all, until the new world was a carpet of green below, the blasted mountains now healed by time. In the midst of it, the Brother was still there, but he lay quietly now, no longer angry. He wound across the land, a serpent shimmering blue beneath the sky. A River. He was, the bird thought, quite pretty.


But I am no longer pretty, he thought, for he had changed, as well. He was black, every feather, his beautiful argent plumage replaced by charcoal.


But he forgot that soon enough. The world was new and strange, and surely in such a place there was much mischief to be about.


And in a wink or two of his yellow eye, five more millennia passed.









PART ONE


Royal Blood









I


The Princess and Perfect Darkness


Hezhi confronted the black depth, felt a wind blow up from it and envelop her like the breath of a vast beast. She was seized by a sudden sensation of falling, though she could still sense the wet clay beneath her feet, slick as the back of the salamander in her mother’s garden pool. Hezhi trembled; she had never been troubled by such darkness before. In the three years since she discovered the tight, narrow tunnels of the old palace, she had never ventured beyond the upper stories, the places where the ceiling was a lacework of crumbled stone, recently added sewer grills, the dense and spreading roots of Q’ay trees. A ceiling that therefore let at least scraps of light drop through to guide her wanderings. Her room in the palace was likewise never dark, but always illuminated, if only by the tiny lamps of the stars peering down through the open roof of the adjacent courtyard.


But what she faced now was chwengyu, the perfect darkness that she had only read about, darker than her own coal-black hair. Behind her, a faint gray light lapped at her heels, trying to call her back, like a loyal dog, knowing its mistress was heading into danger, straining at the end of its leash to reach her.


Hands against the damp, perspiring wall, Hezhi shuffled forward, her tiny bare feet squishing in the wet layer of clay. Her shoes—beautiful felted shoes—lay discarded two turnings back, where the broken stairway vanished beneath this layer of mud. How long had the lower palace been buried? She remembered the tales of the flood, but none of them really said when it had occurred. During the rule of Q’anata, she seemed to remember. One day she would find out just when that was. Q’anata.


She gasped as her feet slipped, and the darkness, again like a great maw, grinned to take her in. Hezhi recovered her balance, shaking. She could turn back now, as she always did. She should: Her fear was a cricket, chirping frantically beneath her breastbone. But this time she had gone farther than ever before. This time she had more than curiosity, she had a reason to push deeper into these tunnels. D’en. He was down here somewhere. The priests had taken him off, just like that. Hekes, D’en's little servant-girl, had told Hezhi as much. When the priests snatched one of the royal family, everyone knew where they took them. They took them down, down the staircase behind the throne room, down into the old palace, and even deeper, to where the River himself filled the hidden foundations of the city. After that, those taken were never seen again, and they were never spoken of, save with -nata added to their names, the suffix that denoted someone as a ghost.


D’enata, Hezhi thought, felt herself near tears. Ten years old, she had met her mother a dozen times, her father perhaps twice that. They were polite to her, but more distant than gods. D’en was three years older than she, her cousin, a kind, gentle boy. Her best friend, besides the servants who raised her. Her only friend in the royal family. D’en and she had spent every idle hour together, scampering about the vast empty areas of the palace, eluding their bodyguards and servants, spying on the adults. Now he was gone, taken from her.


I’ll find you, she promised. She could not descend the Darkness Stair, where they had taken D’en, but she knew other routes into the underneath. There must be a way to reach her cousin, to see him again, to rescue him from whatever fate the priests had taken him off to.


Thirteen more steps she counted; the slope steepened and then leveled off flat. Her poor toes kicked against a few pieces of brick, cracked and tumbled down from above. Hezhi hugged the wall at her left, for support, for solidity. The darkness seemed infinite, though she knew the passage she was in was only an armspan across. She reached over with her right hand to confirm that.


She couldn’t feel the other wall; the passage had evidently widened. Hezhi stepped over a few more feet, puzzled.


Her legs zipped out from under her as if she had been pushed. She fell roughly to the damp floor, flailing ineffectually with her arm. A shriek turned into painfully exhaled air as the wind was slapped out of her, and before she could even comprehend that and the agony that accompanied it, she was sliding.


Then falling. She fell for what seemed a very long time before the rush of air was replaced by a stinging explosion that seemed to burn half of her body, to push the little ghost in her up into the high air, to leave her leaden corpse as food for whatever lived in such deep, underground pools. And she was in a pool. The water was as warm as bathwater, and it stank of rot. Her three layers of skirt held air and kept her buoyed up for a moment—long enough for her struggling lungs to steal new breath from the fetid atmosphere. She had not yet recovered her senses, however, when the hated garments began to fill with water, to drag her down. It would have been terrifying, the speed with which her own clothes became a powerful hand, tugging her beneath the water, were she not already shocked beyond such simple terror.


She was not so shocked or stupid that she did not kick the skirts off. Her slim, hipless, ten-year-old body shimmied easily out of them, though they grasped once more at her ankles as they sank into the deeps.


Hezhi could not really swim, but she could tread water. She was thankful that she wasn’t wearing the heavy brocaded vest—that was back with her shoes. Her linen shirt did not add much to her weight.


Of course, even that weight would soon be more than enough. Hezhi was tired and numb already.


That was when she realized, for the first time, that death was not an option she would willingly take. It would have been simple, easy. The water, despite its stink, was really not unpleasant. It almost seemed to enfold her like comforting arms, like a blanket. In fact, she realized, this water must be the River, the life giver, the ancestor of the royal line. Her own ancestor. Didn’t the River have her best interests at heart, know well her deep misery, her lonely days? So easy to go down into his belly, return to his seed. Then maybe she would be with D’en again.


But no, she wanted to live, even if she hated her life. It was a curious thing, a revelation. Even standing on the red-shingled roof of the Great Hall, staring down longingly at the neatly paved courtyard had never brought such a flash of insight. When she was on the brink of taking her own life, she always pulled back. She dared the roof only because she needed to know that there was at least one important choice she could make for herself. It was control she wanted, not death. Threatened with a death beyond her own hands, that distinction was more than plain, even to a ten-year-old.


I want to live, she thought, but I shall not.


That was when Tsem called for her. Tsem, her bodyguard, whom she had tricked, whom she believed too stupid to follow her.


“Tsem!” she shrieked, with what air she could bring into her voice. “I’ve fallen! I’m drowning.”


A faint yellow glow appeared, high above her. The glow brightened along a sharp black line, like the sun rising in the east. The line, she realized, was the edge of whatever precipice she had fallen from.


The glow suddenly had a center, the bright, glaring light of a lamp. Behind it, faintly, she could make out Tsem’s rough features.


“Mistress?” he barked, his voice thick with concern. “I see you, Mistress. Come to the wall: Cling there while I come down for you.”


In the faint light, she could see what wall Tsem meant. She had fallen over the edge of what must be the stairwell she had been descending. The pool drowning her was a half-submerged hall; the stairs surely continued down to its floor, which must be another ten feet or so below her. How stupid she had been! If she could only get to the wall, she could make her way to where the stair entered the water and scramble back up on it.


Except that she was so tired. And what was Tsem doing? The light remained where it was.


Hezhi managed to get to the wall. It was slick, very slick, and she could find little purchase on it. Kicking for all that she was worth, she tried to use her hands to push herself along it, vowing that someone would teach her to swim, if she survived this.


At nearly the end of her strength, Hezhi heard a thunderous splash, and the surface of the water broke into a billion shards of pale lamplight. Before she could even gasp, arms like the stone columns that held up the Great Hall wrapped around her, tilting her back so that her face was well out of the water. Beneath her, she could feel powerful muscles churning, pushing them along. It was like being borne on a cyclone or a waterspout, like being the mistress of a storm.


By the time they reached the edge of the stair, Tsem was shuddering with effort. His breath came in great, labored gasps as he threw her up onto the mud and then flopped out onto the slope himself. Hezhi listened to him wheeze like an old dog, felt the burning in her own lungs.


“Am I so heavy, Tsem?” she asked, concerned for her loyal guard.


“No, Mistress,” he replied, his voice coming between gulps at first, but then waxing stronger. “No, indeed, you weigh nothing. It is Tsem who is heavy. My kind were not meant to swim, I think.”


“You have no kind, Tsem,” Hezhi said, not realizing until several years later what a hurtful thing that was to speak.


Tsem was silent for a moment, then he laughed, a single harsh grunt. “True enough, Mistress. My mother, though—she was not designed to swim. Giants stay far and away from the water. And my father was Human, like you, little one—and probably no better at swimming than you are.” He paused and then added, “He had a lot more sense, though.”


With that he scooped her up, and Hezhi found herself lifted onto Tsem’s massive shoulders. He crawled up the slope on all fours, until they reached the place where the lantern still burned patiently; Hezhi could now see that it rested on a landing, five paces of level stone just where the stairs entered at the top of the room. What ancient prince had built it thus, so that he could preen and pose at the top before descending to greet his guests?


Tsem set Hezhi down by the light and began to inspect her for wounds, his thick fingers very gentle.


He was a big man, though in age no more than seventeen years. He stood a head and a half taller than any other man she knew, and his shoulders were so broad she could scarce touch both with arms spread wide. Thick boned, he was, with muscles braided like ropes and cables beneath his pale skin. His legs were short, in proportion to his body, his arms long. His jaw was both massive and receding, and when he smiled his teeth were enormous ivory cubes, like the bone dice some of the soldiers gambled with. He had been trained since birth to be what he was, a guard for the royal line. His mother, now -nata, had been one of her father’s elite, a full-blooded Giant and terrible to see in her armor. Tsem was less large—much more manlike than the full-blooded Giants—but he was much smarter. Her father had predicted this when he ordered the mating.


The two of them made an odd pair, the half Giant and the child. Hezhi had limbs like willow switches, her little brown face delicate, nearly heart-shaped, an elegant setting for the black opals of her eyes. Tsem could lift her with one fist if he wanted to. Instead, he prodded her long bones gently.


“You don’t seem badly hurt,” he said at last. “We should have Qey have a look at you, however. She knows much more of this than I.”


“No, Tsem, I’m fine.”


“Besides being insane, you mean.”


“You should know better than to talk to me like that. I am your mistress, remember?”


“Yes, little one.” Tsem sighed. “But your father is a higher master. He would be most upset with me should harm befall you. Anyway"—Tsem shrugged—"I can’t help it if I say the wrong thing now and then. Tsem not too bright, you know.”


Hezhi laughed scornfully. “Yes, I’ve seen you do that trick before my father and his court. ‘Tsem want to help.’ ‘Tsem not understand such things, Master.’ But I know better, Tsem. And you know I know better.”


“You know too much for someone so young,” Tsem said softly.


“It must be the Royal Blood working in me,” Hezhi replied, through a contrived smile.


Tsem’s face clouded, his thick eyebrows coming together like twin thunderstorms. But beneath the clouds, his eyes were gentle, sad. He grasped her arm. “Don’t even say that, Princess,” he whispered.


Hezhi frowned. “I don’t understand. I am my father’s daughter. I carry the Royal Blood—from my mother’s line, too. I will be like them, powerful. One day.”


“One day,” Tsem said, shaking his head as if to clear it. “But now let’s get you back aboveground, to a proper bath and fresh clothes.”


“No,” Hezhi replied. She pressed herself away from the half Giant. “No. I’m going on.”


“Oh? So you can keep falling into pools?”


“I should have brought a lantern, that’s all. Now I have one. Say…” Hezhi frowned. “I thought I lost you, like always. How did you find me?”


Tsem grinned a little, showing his enormous teeth. “You not lose Tsem, little Mistress. Tsem always stay far back, always out of sight.”


Hezhi reddened. “You’re using your dumb voice. Because I thought you were dumb, too. But I guess I was the one who…” She broke off again, this time to stifle a sudden giggle.


“What?” Tsem demanded.


“I was just picturing someone your size sneaking around after me and D’en.”


Tsem touched her lightly on the shoulder. “I’m sorry about D’enata.”


“His name,” Hezhi snapped, all sudden humor vanished, “is D’en. Nn! And I’m going to find him!”


“I knew that was what you were about!” Tsem exclaimed. “Princess, it is hopeless. Give up this notion. Try to forget your friend. It is all that you can do.”


“I will not.”


“Where will you go from here? Even with a lantern? Your trail ends there, in the water.” He gestured at the submerged lower stair.


That silenced her. Tsem was right. Or was he? In her excitement, in arguing with Tsem, Hezhi had not looked around properly, now that she was able. But Tsem was indeed right. She could just barely see the arch of one door, there beyond the stair. If she could reach that, she might duck under it and find another room. Or she might not.


“I’ll go back,” she said, “but only so far as another turning. There are many ways down into this darkness. One must lead to D’en.”


Tsem wagged a finger. “I will carry you out, Princess. Your father will thank me.”


“And I will come back, Tsem. Again and again, until I either find him or fall too far for even you to save me. If you always follow me, you know what I think of doing, at times. And now that I know how smart you are, I think I may get away from you. I was never as clever as I could be, Tsem, since I didn’t realize I had to be.”


Tsem knitted his brows back together. “What do you want of me, Mistress? My task is to keep you safe. I can’t let you run around down here. There are things down here.”


“There are things up there, too.”


“I don’t mean ghosts, little Princess. Those are mostly harmless, and the priests keep the bad ones swept out. Down here there are real things. And the priests don’t come down here to sweep.”


Hezhi sighed. “My mind is made up. You can either go with me—where I want to go—or you can leave me alone. Which will it be? Protect me, or let me roam?”


“My head,” Tsem growled, “is as likely to leave my shoulders either way.”


“I wouldn’t let them do that, Tsem.”


“You have no control over such things, Princess.”


For a moment, Hezhi nearly relented. Tsem was so good, so loyal. Almost as much a friend as D’en had been. But Tsem and all of the other servants kept a certain distance from her—even Qey, the woman who had nursed her, been all but completely her mother. Even Qey had been withdrawing from Hezhi these last few years. D’en had been unreserved with his affection.


“Tsem,” Hezhi said evenly, “I will find D’en. With or without you.”


Tsem nodded sadly, not in her direction, but out over the sunken hall. “Very well.” He sighed. “With me, then. But not now, Mistress. Not today. Tomorrow, when you’ve rested, when we get you some proper clothes.”


“You’ll come with me?”


“Yes, though it won’t do any good,” Tsem said sadly.


“We will find him,” Hezhi insisted.


“Maybe that will not be a good thing,” Tsem gently replied.


“Do you think he is dead?”


Tsem regarded her for a long moment, then scooped her up in his great arms. “You’ll catch a fever like this, Princess.” He bent and took the lantern in one massive hand and carefully started up the mud-covered stair.


“Why do they take them off, Tsem?”


It seemed that Tsem considered that question for perhaps too long a time before answering. “I don’t know, Princess.”


“I think you do,” Hezhi told him petulantly. “Do they take servants off, too?”


“No. Not like that. When a servant is punished, it is done publicly, with much fanfare. So the rest of us will know.”


Tsem was past the slickest mud now, and gray light was beginning to filter in from farther up the tunnel, where it turned right.


“Do you really not know why they take them off, Tsem?”


“I really don’t. Not for sure.”


“Do you think that they will take me off?”


“No,” Tsem answered, his voice curiously flat and clipped.


“If they could take off D’en, why not me?”


Tsem shrugged his massive shoulders. “You think too much, Princess. Because they won’t, that’s all.”


Tsem could be a wall in more ways than one. Hezhi knew when he would say no more.


The hot bathwater felt good. The angry gaze of Qey did not. Her middle-aged face was as round and tight as a fist; her hazel eyes sparkled dangerously in the lamplight as she leaned over to scrub just a bit too hard at the mud crusted on Hezhi’s feet.


“Where is your dress?” Qey whispered after a time. Her soft voice was not conspiratorial, not pitched to trade secrets. It was reined in low only so that it would not be a shout. Hezhi winced as the less-than-kind attentions of the scrub rag moved up to her face and neck. She did not answer.


“Your dress! Do you know? Your parents will think I sold it. I may be beaten. Or Tsem! If you won’t think of me, think of him. Surely someone saw him carrying you, all but naked. They might castrate Tsem!”


Hezhi wasn’t sure what castration was, but she knew it couldn’t be good, not if Tsem was threatened with it.


“Nobody saw us,” Hezhi shot back. Soap was smarting her eyes, and more tears swam about there, as well, despite all that she had shed since the disappearance of D’en. Her eyes seemed like the River, limitlessly full.


“You can’t be sure of that. You’re just a child!” But her voice had begun to soften, her frantic scrubbing becoming more gentle. When Hezhi’s tears finally burst forth, Qey took her in her arms, soaking the front of her simple dress with soap and bathwater.


“Child, child,” Qey whispered. “What are we to do with you?”


Later, in the kitchen, Qey did not bring up the matter at all. Bright sunlight flooded the courtyard outside, washed the inner kitchen walls with cheerful color. Strings of garlic and shallots dazzled white and purple above the table as Qey kneaded huzh, the thick black bread that Hezhi loved, especially with pomegranate syrup and cream. The warm pungence of the yeast mingled with the scent of coffee warming on the indoor skillet-stove and juniper smoke wafting in from the courtyard, where the bread oven was slowly heating up. Tsem was dozing in the sunlight, a happy smile on his broad face.


“When can I learn to cook?” she asked Qey. The woman did not look up, but continued to work her callused palms against the resilient mass of dough.


“You helped me already,” Qey said. “Just the other day you beat some eggs for me.”


“I mean really cook,” Hezhi said, careful not to sound cross. There had been too much trouble today already.


“No need for that, little one,” Qey replied. “There will always be people like me to cook for you.”


“Suppose I want to cook,” Hezhi countered.


“And suppose I don’t?” Qey retorted. “Neither of us chooses what we do, Hezhi. It’s all decided, and you’d best get used to it.”


“Who decides?”


“Everybody,” Qey replied. “The River.”


And that was that. If the River said, it was.


“Did the River decide about D’en?”


Qey paused. She hesitated a moment, then brushed her palms on her apron. She knelt near Hezhi and took her hands.


“Hezhi, dear,” she said, “I’m sorry about him. He was a good boy; I liked him.”


She took a deep breath; to Hezhi it seemed that she was trying to somehow steady herself by filling up with air.


“Hezhi,” the woman continued, “what you must understand is that Tsem and I… we are not like you. We cannot speak and do whatever we please. There are people who watch us, all of us, and even when they aren’t watching, the River is. So Tsem and I cannot discuss everything you want to discuss. Do you understand that?”


Hezhi looked at Qey, trying to see what was different. Because the woman who had raised her was different somehow. Smaller? Different.


D’en was of the Blood Royal. If something could happen to him, how much easier would it be for something to happen to Qey or Tsem? Hezhi did not want that.


“I understand, Nama,” she answered. Qey gripped her hands, then went back to her bread. She seemed happier. Hezhi turned her gaze back out to Tsem.


I shouldn’t force him, either, she considered, remembering their earlier conversation. But she had to. Besides, who or what could possibly take away Tsem?









II


A Gift of Steel and Rose Petals


Perkar held his new sword up toward the sun, delighting in the liquid flow of light upon its polished surface, in the deadly heft of it in his hands. He crowed aloud, a great raven war whoop, and the curious cows in the pasture around Perkar turned briefly to accuse him with their mild cow-eyes of disturbing their deep meditations. Perkar disregarded them. He had a sword.


He cut the air with it, once, twice, thrice, and then returned it reluctantly to the embroidered scabbard that hung on his back. Yet there, too, it pleased him, for he could feel the new weight, the mark of his manhood. A man at fifteen! Or man enough to receive a sword, anyway. He reached once more joyfully for the hilt of his sword, delight sparkling in his gray eyes.


No, his own hidden voice told him. You were given the sword because you have shown yourself to be trustworthy. Tend to your father’s cows!


Even reminding himself of his mundane duties made Perkar feel good today. After all, that was what an adult—man or woman—did. They looked after their obligations. Dutifully Perkar crossed the low ridge in the pasture. The sun was halfway from noon to sundown, scattering gold upon the otherwise verdant landscape. Forest bunched thickly at the borders of the Cattle-Field, wild and dense as the forest at the start of the world. The pasture itself rolled on east, dotted here and there with the rust-red cattle his father preferred. Between two hills, a thin line of willow marked a stream leisurely crossing the pasture.


Perkar stopped first at the shrine on the brow of the high ridge. It was a modest affair, an altar of stone that came up to his waist, a small roof of cedar and cane sheltering it. On the altar rested a bowl of plain design. He took a cowhide bag from his waist and withdrew an incense brick, and with tinder and his bow-drill ignited it. The faint scent of cedar wafted up, and he sprinkled tallow onto the hot ember, smiling as the fat sputtered and flared. Clearing his throat, he sang, clearly and distinctly:




Once I was a glade


A part of the ancient forest


When Human Beings came


With their fourfold axes


With their tenfold desires


I kept to myself


Ignored their requests


Turned them away with


hard thorns…





Perkar sang on, the short version of a long story. It was the story of how his father’s grandfather had convinced the god of the forest to let him cut trees for pasture. Because he was humble and established this shrine, the spirit had eventually relented. Perkar’s family had maintained good relations with the Lord of the Pasture, and with the spirits of the surrounding land.


Leaving the brick smoldering, he moved on to a second shrine just inside the edge of the woods. This invocation was a bit shorter; they owed less to the Untamed Forest, and even let deer and other creatures graze at the edge of their pasture to mollify him.


The sun was well toward the horizon when he reached the stream.


The stream had cut deep banks, etched into the pasture; the cattle had likewise worn deep trails down to it. Perkar loved this part of the land the best; when the sun was bright and straight overhead, he often came here, to cool himself in the water, to chase crawfish, to throw crickets on the surface of the water and watch the fish snatch at them from below. Humming, enjoying the feel of the sword flapping against his back, Perkar moved upstream, away from the cow-roiled waters, to where the creek flowed clear and cool from the forest. He paused there, savoring the transition from the smells of grass and cow to that of dark, leaf-strewn soil. He reached down and cupped a handful of water to sprinkle on himself. Then he took out the sacrifice he had for the water: rose petals from his mother’s garden. He started the song:




Stream Goddess am I


Long hair curling down from the hills


Long arms reaching down the valley…





Perkar finished the chant and smiled, sat down on the bank, combed fingers through short, chestnut hair. He removed his soft calfskin boots and dangled his bare feet in the water. Up the pasture Kapaka, the old red bull, bellowed, triggering a musical exchange of lowing across the hills.


Now, at last, Perkar took his sword back out. He laid it across his knees and marveled at it


The blade was slim, double-edged, about as long as his arm. The hilt was made large enough for both hands, wrapped in cowhide, a round, polished steel pommel its only decoration.


“I know who made that,” a girl’s voice said.


Perkar nearly dropped the sword, he was so startled. Instead, he stared, gape-mouthed, at the person who had spoken to him.


She stood waist-deep in the creek, wearing no more than her dark, wet hair. Her face was pale, the color of ivory, her large almond eyes golden as the sunset. She looked to be a year or so older than he, no more.


Perkar was not fooled.


“Goddess!” he whispered.


She smiled, twirled around in the water so that her hair fanned out across it. He could not see where the silken strands ended and the stream itself began.


“I liked the rose petals,” she told him.


“It’s been a long time since I saw you,” Perkar breathed. “Many years.”


“Has it been so long? You have grown a bit larger. And you have a sword.”


“I do,” Perkar answered stupidly.


“Let me see it.”


Perkar obediently held the sword up where she could see it. The Stream Goddess approached, revealing more of herself with each step. She looked very Human indeed, and Perkar tried his best to avert his eyes.


“You may look at me,” she told him. She scrunched her eyes, concentrating on the weapon. “Yes. This was forged by the little steel god, Ko. He cooled it in me, farther upstream.”


“That’s right!” Perkar agreed enthusiastically. “Ko is said to be related to my family. He is said to have fathered my grandsire’s sire.”


“So he did, in a manner of speaking,” the goddess replied. “Your family is old hereabouts, as Human Beings go. Your roots with us on the land are deep.”


“I love you,” Perkar breathed.


“Of course you do, silly thing,” she said, smiling.


“Since I first saw you, when I was only five. You haven’t changed at all.”


“Oh, I have,” she corrected him. “A little here, a little there. Wider in some places, more narrow in others. My hair, up in the mountains, changes most. Each storm alters it, alters the tiny rivulets that feed into me.”


“I meant…”


“I know what you meant. My Human form will always look like this, little Perkar.”


“Because…”


“Because someone with this shape was sacrificed to me long ago. I forget her name, though I remember a little of what she remembers…”


“She was lovely,” Perkar said, feeling a bit bolder. When he said things like that to the girls at the gatherings, they blushed and hid their faces. The Stream Goddess merely returned him a frank stare.


“You court me, little Perkar? I am older by far than your entire lineage.”


He said nothing to that.


“It is so silly,” the goddess went on. “This thing about swords and men. I made my agreement with your family only because it amused me.”


“Agreement?”


“There is more to receiving your sword than I suspect you know. A silly, symbolic thing, but as I said, amusing.” And she reached out her long, slim arm. He took it, and felt that her flesh was indeed warm, like a Human Being’s. She stepped up out of the water, glistening, her long, graceful legs nearly touching him. She smelled like—he didn’t know. Rose petals?


He was certainly frightened. He had gone off, recently, with Hame, a girl his own age and Human. What they did—touching each other, exploring—had frightened him enough. The feelings it aroused had been so hungry. He could not see how such feelings could be sated, though he had come near to understanding once when he was alone.


But this woman drawing him down to her flesh was not Human. She was Anishu, a spirit, a goddess. Perkar was trembling as she gently tugged at the belt of his pants.


“Shhh,” the Stream told him. “Don’t worry.”


Perkar and the goddess lay beneath a sky gone slate gray, and the shutters of the brightest stars were opening as night threw wide her windows. Huna, the Pale Queen, was brightening but already halfway across the sky, a thick crescent. Though the night breeze should have been cool, Perkar’s bare skin prickled with unnatural warmth. The Stream Goddess was tracing the lean contours of his face with her index finger. She giggled at the downy promise of beard, then cupped his cheek when he flushed in embarrassment.


“You people age so quickly,” she told him. “Don’t hurry it more than necessary.”


Perkar nodded without understanding. His life was too full just now. He felt as if all that he had ever seen and known was about to boil up out of him, become something he had never anticipated. He was having trouble thinking. And he was in love.


“That first time, when I was so young,” he asked her. “Why did you appear to me then?”


“I need no excuse to appear,” she said lightly.


“You came this time to honor a bargain.”


“True enough. I came last time because you were laughing, and I thought it beautiful. I wanted to hear you with Human ears.”


“The stream cannot hear?”


“Oh, it can. I can hear everything, the entire length and breadth of me, from the mountains until…” Her lovely face clouded. “I can hear it all. But it isn’t like this. Being tied up in one place, being just a point, a quickly moving speck—it has a different sort of appeal.”


“Is that what we are to you? Specks?”


She frowned, turned over on her side, so that the curve of her hip gleamed, impossibly beautiful to Perkar. “Before, my memories are different. I remember being born, I think, long and long ago. I remember when I came through this place in the old dry bed, over there.” She gestured behind them. “Mostly, though, it was all the same: swelling with the rains, greeting my little ones and taking them in. The little thoughts of all the things that live within me. The Old People—you call them the Alwat—they came and touched me now and then, but I hardly noticed them—though other spirits told me much about them. Then your people came. They annoyed me at first; they angered me. I tried to ignore them. That was when they cut this girl and put her in the water. Her blood mixed up with mine, I felt her brief little life swimming away in me. Not like a fish at all. I was very sad, sad that Human Beings thought I craved such things. That is not my nature.”


“Some spirits crave death, my father says.”


“The land spirits need it, though they care little for sacrifice. Without death, forests have nothing to eat. But I…”


“Streams do not crave death?”


Perkar did not understand at first. The idea of a goddess weeping was beyond his young imagination. And yet she was.


“Why are you crying?”


“My song. Do you remember the last part of my song?”


Of course, Perkar thought, How could I ever forget your song? He cleared his throat.




Swollen,


I flow across short grass


Where the wild horses drink from


me


There I end, I flow on


But I am not the same


Not the young woman


I am the Old Man there


The Old Man


And everyone fears me.





Perkar finished the stanza, gazing with wonder into her tear-streaked eyes.


“What?”


“The Old Man,” she said at last, “is a terrible god. He eats me up. He eats me up!” She shuddered, her breath hissing.


“He swallows me each day. In time he will swallow this seed you have just put in me. He eats everything.”


She rose up, a night goddess now. Huna touched her with silver.


“Stay away from him, Perkar,” she said.


“Stop. I love you.” He had begun to weep, too.


“I’m always here.” She sighed, but now he heard the pain in that. As if she had also said, “And he always devours me.” He could picture how, each moment of each day, she fell down the hills into him. Whoever he was.


She stepped onto the water, smiled at him. Then she was a sheet of silver water, collapsing. She was a ripple. She was the stream.


Perkar watched her flow, long into the night


“I love you,” he said again, before he left. He took up the sword that had been made by the god Ko, but it no longer seemed a delightful burden. It seemed heavy, somehow. Yet it was not a melancholy heaviness, not a grief. He felt strong, happy. But sober. Determined.


I will find out who this River is that eats her, he promised. That is the first thing I shall discover.


It was morning before Perkar returned home. The rising sun banished the melancholy from his soul, lightened his step as it lightened the sturdy cedar walls of his father’s damakuta. He stopped at a little shrine at the base of the hill the fort stood upon, offered a bit of wine to the little god that slept there in the stone. A rooster crowed from somewhere up beyond the wall.


The damakuta had always seemed unimaginably huge to him, but as he glanced back up the hill at it, he knew that it had become smaller. He was a man now, in every way that mattered, the first of his father’s sons to come of age. Soon he would seek Piraku, a thing that had many faces: destiny, wealth, cattle, prestige—and, of course, a home. Still, he reflected, when he did build his own house, there could be no better model than his father’s. The sturdy walls had protected his family and cattle from more than one attack by jealous chieftains and once, even, the fierce horsemen of the eastern plains. The longhouse within the walls was tightly built, warm in the harshest winter, airy and cool when the windows were unsealed in the summertime.


Perkar came lightly back to his feet and fairly bounced up the hill. The outer gate was open, of course, and Apiru, one of his father’s bondsmen, waved down at him from the watchtower.


“Morning, Perkar,” he shouted, a little too loudly. A little too—was that a smirk on Apiru’s face?


“Morning,” Perkar returned. Did Apiru know? Did everyone know? By the forest gods, did his mother know?


Some of the bounce was gone from Perkar’s step by the time he saw his father, sitting on a stool in the courtyard. The yard was large and bare, picked clean of vegetation by the gold-and-red chickens that roamed upon it. It was large enough to hold the most valuable of their cattle, when raiders came. Still, at the moment it seemed a little cluttered. There were more people than there should be, this time of morning. Besides his father, a number of his father’s bondsmen and their families stood about, apparently doing nothing. His younger brother, his sister, and her husband were clustered together in the doorway of the longhouse. His father’s two younger brothers, their wives—and grandfather! He must have come over from his own fort—nearly a day’s travel—last night. What was going on?


“Good morning, Perkar,” his father remarked. The older man’s seamed, sun-browned, angular features and hawklike nose were a worn, presently unreadable version of Perkar’s own. It always made Perkar nervous when he couldn’t tell what his father was thinking.


“Morning, Father. Piraku beneath you and about you.” That was the formal greeting, and Perkar guessed this to be a formal occasion, though no one seemed dressed for it. His father, in fact, was taking off his shirt, revealing the hard muscles and tight white scars Perkar had always so envied.


“Did your night go well, son? Do you feel more of a man?”


Perkar felt his cheeks flame with embarrassment Father did know. He recalled the goddess’ reference to some sort of arrangement between her and the family.


“Ah…” was all he could manage. A ripple of laughter fluttered around the yard. Kume, his father’s oldest dog, lifted his head and yawned as if he, too, had a comment on the matter.


“One more thing, then, Perkar, and you will be a man,” his father said, his eyes daunting, an ambiguous smile now ghosting on his lips.


“But I thought…” Perkar stopped in mid-utterance. When one did not know, it was best to keep silent. He wished desperately that he weren’t the oldest son, that he had observed someone else coming into manhood. “What part is that, Father?”


“The part where I beat you senseless,” the older man replied, gesturing with his hand. Padat, Perkar’s cousin, came out from the doorway then, trying to keep a smile from splitting the round face all but concealed by his bushy, flaxen beard. He was carrying two heavy wooden practice swords. Perkar felt his bowels clutch. Oh, no. Not in front of everyone.


The swords were handed out, first to Perkar’s father, then to Perkar. Perkar reluctantly moved out to face the older man.


“I, Sherye, patriarch of the clan Barku, challenge this whelp to combat. Do all of you hear this?”


There was a general chorus of assent. Sherye smiled at his son.


Perkar cleared his throat. “Ah… I, Perkar son of Sherye, son of the patriarch of clan Barku, take that challenge in my mouth, chew it like cud, spit it back.”


“So be it,” Perkar’s grandfather growled from his stool.


That was that. Sherye stood immobile, waiting for Perkar to make the first move. He always did that, waited like a lion or a snake, and when Perkar attacked…


But Perkar had not even lifted his sword to fighting position, and suddenly his father was there, the oaken blade cutting at his shoulder, fast and hard. Perkar yanked his own sword up more by instinct than by design; his footing was all wrong, and though he caught the attack, he stumbled back beneath the sheer force of it. He let his father think he had stumbled more badly than he had: Perkar went back on one knee and then cut out at his father’s extended leg. Sherye, of course, was no longer there: He was leaping in the air, the sword a brown blur. It thudded into the meat of Perkar’s shoulder. The pain was immediate and paralyzing; Perkar nearly dropped his weapon. Instead he backed wildly away, amid the hoots and jeers of his family.


Sherye came on, and the expression on his face was anything but fatherly. Again the punishing blade swept down, and again Perkar’s only consolation was that the weapon was wood and not sharp, god-forged steel. The blow scraped down his hasty guard, and flick, it whacked against his thigh. It could easily have been his hip, crippling even with a wooden weapon.


Twice struck was enough for Perkar. He was going to get hurt in this match—he might as well resign himself to it. Avoiding his father’s attacks was an impossibility. The next time the blade darted at him, he ignored it, instead stepping into the blow, aiming his own attack at Sherye’s exposed ribs. His father’s sword caught him on his uninjured shoulder. His own weapon cut empty air.


Perkar bit his lip on a shriek. Sherye did not press his advantage, but instead stepped back and regarded his eldest son.


People were laughing at him again. Perkar set his stance and charged. The two men met and exchanged a flurry of blows; miraculously, none landed on Perkar, though he barely deflected one aimed straight at his head. Even more miraculously, one of his own strokes grazed his father’s arm. Bolder, Perkar howled and leapt, committing himself to an attack that left him defenseless.


His father’s blow landed first, a bruising slap against Perkar’s ribs, but an instant later he felt the shock of wood meeting flesh from a more favorable perspective as his own weapon thwacked his father’s upper arm. Perkar’s war cry turned into a jubilant shout, but that was cut quite short as Sherye spun and laid a stinging blow across his shoulder blades. Perkar lost track, then, of how many times he was hit. In the end he thought it a miracle that nothing in his body was shattered, that the only blood was from the lip he himself had bitten.


The heat in the sauna was delicious—it almost made Perkar glad he was hurt. Sore muscles and bruises acquired a better flavor when marinated in deep heat.


The woti didn’t hurt, either. It went down his throat like a warm coal and settled warmly in his stomach a moment before venturing on out into his veins.


“You never forget your first taste of woti,” his father was saying. “You never forget when you become a man.”


“Likely not, after that beating,” Perkar complained—but lightly, so his father would know there was no real resentment


“You took it well. You made me proud.”


Perkar bowed his head, afraid to show the fierce grin of pleasure at his father’s approval. Sherye laid his palm on Perkar’s back.


“Piraku,” he said. “You will find Piraku, just as I did, as my father did.”


Perkar nodded; he could not speak. The two of them sat in silence, let the heat work further into their bones. Sherye threw a handful of water and spruce needles onto the rocks, and fragrant steam hissed up around them.


“She’s beautiful, isn’t she?” his father said after a time.


“Yes,” Perkar answered. “Beautiful. Father…”


“Hm?” The older man’s eyes were closed.


“I love her, Father.”


Sherye snorted. “Of course you do. We all did… do, though the way we love her changes. That’s why our grandfathers made that pact with her, son. It’s good to love the things in the land.”


“No. No, not like that,” Perkar went on. “I love her like…”


“Like the first woman you’ve ever made love to. I know. But she’s Anishu, son. You’ll see that soon enough.”


“It’s happened before! That song, the ‘Song of Moriru,’ where…”


“I know the song, son. But the man died, and Moriru lived on and on, always sad. That’s the way it would be.” He smiled and reached over to tousle Perkar’s chestnut hair. “You’ll find a Human girl soon enough. Don’t worry about that.”


“She’s already sad,” Perkar whispered, unwilling to pass over the subject so lightly. “She says…”


“Son.” Sherye’s voice was solemn, sober. “Son, let it go. There is nothing you can do for her. Let it go.”


Perkar opened his mouth to speak again, but his father half-cocked one eyebrow, his signal that the matter would be pursued no further. Perkar turned his gaze down into the empty woti cup.


But he did not let it go. He could not.









III


The Labyrinth


The ghost hesitated at the edge of the hall, unwilling actually to venture into the light streaming down through the open roof of the small courtyard. Very little direct illumination reached the flagstones; the palace was three stories high here and the yard only ten paces across. Still, the white stucco shimmered with reflected sunlight. Ghosts did not particularly care for light.


Hezhi watched it back into the hall, hesitate near a stairwell, perhaps deciding where to go next. Qey had told her that ghosts often did not know what they were about—often forgot even that they were dead. Where and when did this one think it was? She studied it, hoping for clues, but this ghost provided few. It was less a form or even a shadow than a distortion in the air, like something seen through a glass of water—or like glass itself, for that matter. Sometimes you could see more—features, even. When Hezhi was six, she had awakened to confront the pale, nervous face of a young man. When she shrieked, he vanished quite quickly. She had never seen so clear an image since then. Qey left little offerings for a few of the ghosts—especially Luhnnata, the one who inhabited her kitchen. Hezhi had come to be familiar with the young man who haunted her own room, though she never again saw his face.


She shrugged. This wing of the palace was strange to her, one with ghosts she had never seen. Certainly it would not be a dangerous one, not here, so close to the heart of things, where the Sha’ghun priests swept nearly every week.


“Let’s go, Tsem,” she commanded, stepping out into the light of the courtyard. The air was fragrant with sage and oregano growing from various stoneware boxes. A pigeon quickened its waddle to avoid their passage. Hezhi and Tsem brushed on past the ghost, which seemed to hug close to the wall when they came near.


“I can’t believe I didn’t think of this earlier,” Hezhi muttered as they turned from the narrow passage onto a larger thoroughfare. Though it was a covered hallway, light streamed in from the courtyards on either side; the basic architecture of the palace made it impossible to go far from one of the alleged hundred and eighty-seven courts.


Tsem shrugged, not otherwise answering.


“You did think of it, didn’t you?”


“Not exactly,” the half Giant said reluctantly.


“Some help you are.”


“Princess. Remember that you bullied me into helping you with this little enterprise. My agreement was only to go along with you into the lower cities to protect you. I never said I would do any more than that.”


“You said you would help me find D’en.”


“I never said that, Princess.”


Hezhi thought about it. He hadn’t. Still, she was in no mood to be generous. “Two years we’ve been running into solid walls—literally. If I’d thought to go through the library two years ago, we would have found him by now.”


“Shhh, Princess. I think this is the place. You don’t want anyone to hear your crazy talk.”


The open doorway to their right did indeed seem to lead into the archives hall. At least, the legend on the frame said as much.


Inside, an old man sat on one of the fashionably low stools common throughout the palace. A writing board lay across his lap. On the board was a sheet of paper to which he was vigorously applying a brush and ink. Hezhi found herself instantly fascinated by the speed with which the characters flowed from his brush tip, the grace with which they lay on the paper afterward.


It took him a moment to look up.


“Yes?”


Hezhi nodded to Tsem, who bowed for her, then announced her. “Princess Hezhi Yehd Cha’dune, ninth daughter of the Chakunge—Lord of Nhol. She is here for instruction.”


The old man blinked. Hezhi could see that the scarf wrapped around his head hid a nearly bald pate; his thin face crinkled naturally into a scowl as he carefully placed his brush upon the ink-mixing stone.


“Child, what do you want of me?”


Tsem started to speak, but Hezhi waved him back with what she hoped was a suitably imperious gesture. “My father wished that I should learn more of writing, of science, and of… architecture. You are to instruct me in these things.”


The old man narrowed his eyes, as if fascinated by some strange insect he had just discovered on his morning meal.


“I’ve had no notice to that effect,” he said at last.


“No matter,” Hezhi snapped impatiently. “I’m here.”


“So you are. But I am busy.” He took the brush back up and began writing again.


“Who are you?” Hezhi demanded, in as imperious a tone as she could muster.


The old man sighed, paused in midstroke. He finished the character and laid the brush back down. “You may call me Ghan.”


“That’s not a name. That’s the old word for ‘teacher.’”


Ghan set the writing board aside. “At least you know that much. What else do you know, little Princess?” She did not miss the thick sarcasm in the scribe’s voice.


“I can read, if that’s what you mean.”


“You can read the syllabary, I’m sure. Every child can read that. But can you read the old characters?”


“Some of them.”


“And who, pray tell, taught you that?”


There was something accusing in the man’s voice, something that made Hezhi feel suddenly insecure, cautious.


“All Royal Children are taught that,” she muttered.


“Oh, no, Princess. You will not lie to me. That is the first and only thing I will teach you. With a willow rod, if necessary.”


Tsem growled. “You will not,” he said.


“Hold your tongue, servant. You have introduced your mistress. I will not hear from you again unless I ask you a question. Indeed, you will wait outside.”


“He will not,” Hezhi insisted, taking a step nearer her guardian. “Tsem stays with me, always.”


“Not in here, he doesn’t. Not unless he can read, that is.” Ghan looked up speculatively at the huge man.


Tsem could read, but Hezhi knew better than to admit that. Servants who could read were considered dangerous and were usually punished.


“Of course he can’t read,” Hezhi said, hearing her own voice falter. Her manufactured confidence was rapidly failing her in the face of this terrible old man.


“Then he can wait outside.”


“No.”


“Princess,” Ghan said testily, “he can wait outside, or I can send a message to the court, requesting to see your petition to study here. That is what I should do in any case.”


Hezhi hesitated a long moment before relenting.


“Wait outside, Tsem,” she said at last. Tsem said nothing, but his expression showed that he did not approve of her decision. He padded silently to the door and took up a place just beyond it, so that he could still see in.


Ghan watched him go, betraying no satisfaction at having his order obeyed. He then rose and moved to the nearest section of shelves. After a moment’s study, he selected a single volume, took it down, and brought it over to Hezhi.


“Open this to the first page and read me what you see there,” he demanded.


Hezhi took the book gingerly. It looked quite old, bound with copper rivets green with age. The cover was of some animal skin, which marked it as being at least a century old. The cotton paper was still white, however, if very soft from age and use. Hezhi opened the book, gazed down at the faded black characters for several long moments.


“It’s something about the Swamp Kingdoms,” she said at last “This part is talking about the annual flooding of the delta.”


“Read it out loud.”


Hezhi brushed her hair out of her face. She glanced toward Tsem, hoping for a little courage.


“Ah, let’s see. ‘Herein begins our—something—we undertake to—ah—something—the many divisions of the delta lands—ah—inundated—the many dams and levees—”


“Stop.” Ghan reached over and took the book from her hands, gently closed it.


“I’m sorry,” Hezhi whispered. “I just didn’t know all of those characters.”


Ghan sat back down on his stool. “I want to know how you know any of them.”


“I have a few books.”


“Do you? In the old script?”


“I have a copy of the Hymn to Bitter Lands.”


“Who taught you to read it?”


“I also have a book about the old script.”


Ghan crooked his mouth to one side. “You mean you taught yourself?”


“Yes.”


“That would explain your awful pronunciation, wouldn’t it?”


Hezhi felt herself near tears. “I didn’t know my pronunciation was bad.”


Ghan shrugged almost imperceptibly. “Why do you want to study here, Princess?”


“What else is there for me to do?”


“Go to parties. Court young men. You must nearly be a woman now.”


“I don’t like parties,” she replied.


Ghan nodded. “Princess, let me tell you the truth. I’m a little impressed that you taught yourself this much of the ancient script. It shows that you have sense somewhere in that little head. It’s not too rare for you royal brats to come in here and waste my time, to try to learn just enough to make sparkling conversation and impress the court. What is rare is a young woman who already knows how to read. If you were a man, Princess, I would not turn you away. I might teach you something. But you are not a man. In a year or two, you will be a woman, and you will marry some fair-faced fool, and he will not want you to be smarter than he is. Teaching you would be a waste of my time, and I have little enough time to waste.”


Anger was lurking behind Hezhi’s fear and intimidation, hidden like a cat. Now it sprang like a cat, suddenly and without warning. “I would not want to waste your time!” she snapped. “I don’t care if you teach me anything. Just sit here with your stupid pen and your stupid ink, and I’ll find whatever I need. I’ll teach myself, like I always have. Just leave me alone and stay out of my way!”


Ghan shook his head. “One must be taught how to use a library, whether one can read or not. You want to know about architecture. Do you think the books that treat that subject are somehow going to leap out at you? You think we keep them all together?”


“I don’t care! I’ll find what I want!”


Ghan stared at her, and beneath his skeptical gaze, Hezhi felt her anger begin to retreat once more. Without its heat, it was difficult to withstand Ghan’s scrutiny, but she forced herself to, even when her anger was stone cold and she became frightened at her own outburst. She wondered if she should add a “please?” to her last statement, but now her jaw seemed frozen in place.


Ghan nodded suddenly. “Very well. You will be very quiet. You will never speak to me. You will be very careful with my books, and the first time you tear one sheet of paper, I will send notice to your father and have you barred from this place. Do you understand these conditions, Princess?”


Hezhi nodded dumbly, at last letting her gaze stray to the richly embroidered carpet beneath her feet. “Yes, Ghan.”


“Good.” Ghan took his writing board back up into his lap, retrieved his parchment, brush, and ink. He did not look back up at her.


Her knees shaking a bit, Hezhi turned to confront the hundreds upon hundreds of shelves that seemed to lead back into infinite depths.


Like the darkness, she thought to herself. Two years ago, I stepped into real darkness for the first time, searching for D’en. Into the unknown.


Here I go again.


“Confusing,” Hezhi told Tsem, as the wind fluttered the cottonwood leaves above their heads. “You could know exactly what you want and never find it. But I made progress, I think.”


“What are you trying to find?” Tsem muttered, scratching at an ant bite on his hairy lower leg. Nearby, water gurgled in an alabaster fountain beneath a sky of lapis lazuli and gold. The roof garden of her mother’s apartments was one of Hezhi’s favorite places.


Hezhi snorted. “You know. Maps. Old maps, drawn before this city was built upon the flooded one. Maps I can use to figure out how to get to D’en other than by the Darkness Stair.”


“If D’en is even…” Tsem cut that off; how many times in the past two years had they had this argument? The given was that Hezhi would assume D’en was alive until she had evidence that he was not.


But this time Hezhi’s face clouded, not with anger, but with sorrow. “I… Tsem, I’m not sure I remember what he looked like any more. He had black hair like mine, and a little round face… Sometimes I wonder if it’s even him I’m trying to find, now. But I loved him so much, Tsem. It seems like a long time ago, when I was very young…”


“You are still young, Princess,” Tsem reminded her. “Master Ghan is right. You have other things you could be doing.”


“Oh, yes,” Hezhi responded sarcastically. “Important things. Like going to parties. Like meeting men.”


“Qey thinks…”


“I know what Qey thinks, and so what? Anyway, I’m not old enough for men yet. I haven’t started my bleeding.”


Tsem suddenly grew a shade darker and turned his attention intently upon the fountain. Realizing she had embarrassed him, Hezhi stood and walked to the waist-high wall that encircled the rooftop garden. The city of Nhol stretched out before and around her, a bone metropolis shimmering in the westering light. Her mother’s garden occupied the southern wing of the palace, and though the towers and ziggurats of the central halls soared high above her to the north, nothing obstructed her view to the west, south, or east; this rooftop was the highest on the wing.


Now Hezhi gazed off east. Behind the palace, gardens and vineyards rolled out green for a thousand paces before they were bounded by the wall. Beyond that, vast fields of millet and wheat checkered the floodplain in black fallow and viridian cultivation. Not far beyond them, Hezhi knew, the desert began, the vast waste her people called Hweghe, “The Killer.”


Tracing her finger along the stuccoed wall, Hezhi walked south, gazed out at where the walls of the palace faded seamlessly into the city, a jumbled, chaotic tangle of streets, shops, and dwellings. Near the palace, these were of comfortable size, but they seemed to diminish with distance. Though Hezhi had never been into the city, it seemed difficult to believe that her eyes told the truth about the most distant—and most numerous—houses visible to her. It seemed that they were no larger than Qey’s kitchen—perhaps smaller.


East and south lay the River. Before him loomed the Great Water Temple, a seven-tiered ziggurat that blazed white, gold, and bronze, from whose sides four streams of water constantly cascaded, drawn up from the River by his own will. The two waterfalls Hezhi could see glistened like silver and diamonds. The River himself, beyond, was nearly too wide to see across. He lay heavy and cobalt, massive, unmerciful, unstoppable. A thousand colored toys bobbed upon his back: her father’s great trading barges, fishing boats, houseboats, the tiny craft that could hold only one or two people. Foreign ships, beautifully clean and graceful of line, swept along beneath billowing sails, coming and going from the Swamp Kingdoms and the seacoast beyond like so many swans. All on the River, trusting—no, praying—that he would not capriciously choose to swallow them. People loved the River, worshipped the River, but they did not really trust him. The River had taken people in from the Killer, saved them, made them his own. The people of Nhol had no other god but the River—and his manifestations, the nobility. Like her father, who was part god.


Like herself. Like D’en, wherever he was.


An amazingly loud belch erupted suddenly behind her, and Hezhi smiled. Tsem was no god. He was mortal, pure-bred, despite his parents’ different races. Mortal and happy to be so.


“Pardon me,” Tsem said sheepishly.


Hezhi bit back a rude retort, but she did move upwind.


“It’s not just the flood that buried the lower city, you know.”


“No?” Tsem asked.


“I always imagined, la, and the flood covering the city, and then the Third Dynasty building this one upon that. But really, most of the lower city was filled in on purpose. To raise up the new one.”


“So the next flood wouldn’t be as bad.”


“Right. The River isn’t supposed to flood us, his children, but…” Hezhi shifted uncomfortably. “I’ve heard the River sleeps a lot. That sometimes we just have to fend for ourselves.”


“Why not wake him up?” Tsem asked.


“I think that might be worse,” Hezhi replied. But she made a mental note to look for books on that, too. Priests wrote most books, so there should be more than a few about the River. In fact, that might be another angle to consider. The new palace had aqueducts and canals crisscrossing it, so that the sacred water would always surround them, enclose its children. The old city must have had such ducts, too.


“There must have been at least a few pipes,” Hezhi mused to herself.


“You’ve changed the subject, haven’t you?” Tsem said, his brow wrinkled.


“Hmm? Oh, yes. The one useful book I found was on the reconstruction. There were no maps, and that was a disappointment. But it talked about what they did. They filled in the courtyards with sand and rubble. Houses back then were mostly courtyard, and the walls were even thicker than the ones in the palace are now, so with the courtyards filled in, they could build on top of the old buildings, even if the rooms were still empty. That’s why the floor cracks in the old sections, sometimes, and there are spaces underneath. That’s why we haven’t gotten anywhere; even when we find a suite of rooms that isn’t full of sand or water, we eventually hit one of those filled-in courtyards. But you remember that one pipe? The one we found about a year ago?”


Tsem grunted. “The one I couldn’t fit into?”


“Yes. I bet that was one of the sacred water tubes, built to carry water to the interior canals and fountains.”


“And? It was blocked off, too.”


“It had collapsed. Recently, I bet. If we could just find those… If I knew where the old temple sanctuaries were…”


“Princess!” Tsem’s eyes were wide. “Temples? We can’t go into temples!”


“Why not? After all, one day there will probably be a temple dedicated to me, like there is one for my father.”


“But not to Tsem, Princess. Tsem is not safe from sacrilege, and he guesses that you aren’t, either, whatever you may think.”


“Hmmf. Well, I’ll find that out, as well.”


“Princess, you spent all day in there and found only one book.”


“You have to admit, it’s better than bumping around in the dark the way we have been. In one day, I understand more about the problem than I did this whole past two years.”


“Well, I’m all in favor of keeping you from bumping around in the dark.”


“And yourself,” Hezhi added.


“That, too,” Tsem admitted.









IV


A Drink with the King


Perkar’s palms stung with the shock of his blow; the axe twisted off the grain of the wood and whistled down, out of his control. Angata swore and danced aside, the heavy blade barely missing his calf.


“Pay attention to what you’re doing, you fool,” Angata snapped, glaring at Perkar from his new vantage two strides away.


“Sorry,” Perkar grunted, barely meaning it.


“Sorry wouldn’t help if you’d gashed my leg down to bone,” Perkar’s cousin retorted. He shook back his brown hair, his green-eyed gaze still hard.


Perkar shrugged. “Sorry is the best I can do.”


“It’s not helping us get the fence built, either,” Angata complained, waving his hand vaguely at the split-rail snake winding back into the woods, then at the half league of pasture that remained to be crossed.


“I know,” Perkar sullenly acknowledged. His gaze followed the line of Angata’s finger off into the woods.


Angata stared at him a moment and then shrugged. He sank down to the soft, new grass of the pasture, folding his legs up beneath him. “I say we rest, then.” He sighed. “You’ve been like this all morning, and I have no desire to hop back to your father’s damakuta on one leg.”


“Father wanted this fence done by the new moon.”


“He didn’t say which new moon, did he?”


Perkar shook his head ruefully and flashed his cousin a brief smile. “You’ve got me there. Maybe I should sit down for a bit.”


“Yes. Until you can get your mind back on building your fence.”


“My father’s fence,” Perkar corrected him, his voice a bit sharp.


“Oh. Oh. So that’s it, eh?”


Perkar chewed his lower lip a moment before reluctantly replying. “I was seventeen yesterday, Angata. Seventeen. And I’m still working on my father’s holding.”


“Your father is a great man.”


“Yes, yes. My father is a great man. Rich in Piraku. Yet what do I have?”


“His good looks.” Angata grinned.


Perkar glared at him. “I should know better than to talk about this.” He turned his face back toward the forest. An awkward silence grew up between them. Perkar, brows knotted, clenched around his frustration; Angata’s broad flat face was set in an exasperated scowl.


“You know the answer,” Angata muttered, breaking the silence first. “Get yourself a woman. A woman with a good dowry, a father-in-law with a lot of land.”


“Why don’t you just say ‘marry Bakume’s daughter'?” Perkar snapped.


“All right, you stupid fool. Marry Bakume’s daughter. The Agasapanyi Valley has some of the best pasture in the world. Bakume offered you two pastures, twenty cows, and a good bull to go along with her. Not that anyone would need all of that to marry Kehuse. You’ll find no lovelier bride.”


“I don’t like her.”


“Perkar, I heard your father say he would offer you ten cows into the bargain himself, if you would marry her.”


“Oh, he did? So now I have a dowry?”


Angata reached for him, but Perkar pulled away. “You should forget her, Perkar,” he hissed, and Perkar knew they were no longer speaking of Bakume’s daughter.


“Easy for you to say. You’ve never known her.”


“No,” Angata said, a little heat of his own rising into his tongue. “No, I’ve never lain with a goddess. But I’ve lain with women enough, and they’re all pretty much the same, Perkar. I can’t imagine that even a goddess would be that different.”


Perkar’s lips flattened into a line, and his voice quavered a bit when he whispered, “I… I wouldn’t know.”


Angata had a retort ready, but it dropped from his open mouth as he gaped at Perkar instead. “Never? Never? Wait, what about last haygathering? Kenu’s girl.”


“I couldn’t. I just… I couldn’t, Angata. I tried.”


Angata touched his brow and muttered a little blessing. His intense eyes had lost their purpose, and they wandered now, embarrassed instead of certain.


“It must be some kind of witching,” he said at last, almost apologetically. “There must be some way…”


“It isn’t a witching,” Perkar said. “She says the same things you say. Find a Human woman. Have children. Raise cattle. Be a man. But I can’t, Angata. I don’t know that I will ever be able to.”


Angata shrugged again. The certainty was returning to the ridges of his brow; furrowed, they worked the problem around. Angata loved riddles, Perkar remembered. “Sex is only the tenth part of marriage,” Angata quoted, from somewhere. “You can learn, Perkar, over time. Learn to love a Human woman.”


Perkar shook his head sharply, a dismissal. Angata nodded his own head in reply, a confirmation, a sign to move on to other ideas.


“Fine,” Angata said. “A steer can be rendered by more than one tool.” Then he flinched apologetically at his ill-chosen aphorism. “I mean, many are the roads to Piraku.”


“Better,” Perkar acknowledged.


“I know more than one lad our age without a holding, or with one too small for his liking…”


“Like yourself,” Perkar interjected.


“Yes. Reed Valley is nice enough, but I’ve not enough cattle to fill it. My point is, there are things to be done about it, things such as they sing about in epics.”


“You mean we should put together a war party and go take someplace.”


“Yes. The landless could split up the territory, the cowless could take some of the cows.”


“That would have to be a big holding to make it worthwhile,” Perkar observed. “Though, of course, some of us would probably die.”


“Maybe. Though I’ve heard of conquest where no lives were lost.”


Perkar turned to his cousin seriously. “Who, Angata? Who would you raid? Lokuhuna, whose son we hunted with as children, and who would stand with his father as we cut them down? Teruwana, whose daughter you have tumbled more than once, who gave my father a prize bull as a friendship gift? Konu of the high pastures, whose wife brings the boar to every High Gathering, whose son-in-law Hutuhan plays the harp so sweetly the children cluster about his feet rather than dash around the banquet hall, upsetting dishes and servants? Or perhaps we should take the Kapaka’s own lands, the holdings of the High Chief?”


“No, no,” Angata said, pushing away Perkar’s objections with the flirt palms of his hands. “You mention all of those close to us, near to our hearts. But there are those, far on the borders of the forest country, near the great seas of grass, with whom we hold little kinship. They spurn invitations to the High Gathering, to haygathering, to all of the festivals. We owe them nothing.”


Perkar snorted. “They spurn our invitations because they dare not leave their damakutat unguarded for even a moment. They have the Mang at their backs, cousin. My father fought against the Mang once, and we nearly lost everything. And that was to a poorly organized war party. Those who live on the edges are more hardened to war than we here. They would cut us down like wheat. And if they did not, if we somehow triumphed, we would be the ones with our backs to the Mang. You wouldn’t, I suppose, because you would be safe with your new cattle back in Reed Valley. But I have no desire to live near the plains.”


“You have no desire for Piraku, then.” Angata sneered. “For if you do not marry and do not conquer, you will never have any.”


Perkar pursed his lips. “My grandfather married the daughter of a landless man, and he fought no one, and yet he brought enough land for a thousand cattle under pasture.”


“Your grandfather struck a deal with the forest god to take land from the trees. Such a thing happens only once in ten lifetimes.”


“So it does,” Perkar said carefully. “Let’s get back to work. I promise not to sever any of your limbs.”


“Good.”


“But your head may be another matter, if you don’t keep quiet about what I told you.”


Sunlight was deepening to gold when Perkar heard hooves beating up behind him. He gripped his axe a little more tightly; all of his talk with Angata about war made him nervous. Ironically, Angata had only just walked off across the hills toward his own father’s holding, reckoning that his debt to Sherye was more or less paid. If the approaching horse bore some crazed Mang tribesman, Angata would miss all of the excitement.


The horse turned out to be the red and black stallion that belonged to his brother, Henyi, who rode saddleless astride him.


“Elder Brother!” Henyi shouted, his voice filled with the same excitement that flushed his face.


“You should use a saddle, Henyi. It hurts the horse to ride it bareback.”


Henyi frowned in annoyance, but he did not take up his brother’s complaint. Instead, he continued on with his own news.


“The Kapaka is here. Father wants you to come greet him!”


Perkar was readying a sarcastic reply when he realized his brother was not talking about Kapaka the head bull, but Kapaka, the High Chief of the nine valleys. Kapaka, the king.


“Oh,” he said, to himself more than to his brother. He looked helplessly back toward the damakuta, two pastures and a forest away.


“Hop on up,” Henyi said, smiling. “But don’t complain about the lack of a saddle.”


Perkar nodded and climbed up behind the boy. Ten years old, he had his mother’s auburn hair and the same eagle nose that Perkar had gotten from Sherye, though Henyi’s was still snubbed short by youth.


The powerful muscles beneath Perkar bunched and played, and then they were running, the pasture rolling beneath them.


The Kapaka. What might he want? Perkar’s stomach felt tight.


“You’ve grown, Perkar,” the old man acknowledged after the formal greetings were over. He accepted the first cup of woti and saluted them with it before raising it to his own lips. The Kapaka was perhaps sixty years old, perhaps a little more. His face was seamed and brown, rough with time and beard stubble. Even seated he was clearly a head shorter than Father, which made him half a head shorter than Perkar, who sat on the floor; one should be facing up when addressing a chief.


“Yes, I remember a stripling, covered in mud. But I suppose those days are past. You’ve become a man now.”


Perkar’s father clapped Perkar on the shoulder. “That he has. One of the best sword arms I’ve seen, and he can work all day without letup.”



OEBPS/images/9781473207141.jpg
@EWAY

‘A SATISFYINGLY ROBUST,
IMPRESSIVE DEBUT'
PUBLISHERS WEEKLY

The
/aterboprn

GREG KEYES





OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





