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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.
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in life,


three lines.


Nicolas Roeg
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From the Oriel


They came at first light in their glorious barges, painted with the bright unfamiliar colours of the Seven Realms. All the servants ran up and down the gallery, jostling for the best view. Jillian Curram buried her head under the pillow and wouldn’t come out.


‘Come quick and see! Come quick or you’ll miss them!’


She didn’t move. Her nurse thought she was playing.


‘Well, wherever can she be? Upon my soul there’s no sign of the girl. No sign of the little mistress. Where is she now, I wonder? And such a fine sight to see from her own window – all the noblemen in their fine array – scarlet and emerald and cloth-of-gold – which is the Prince, do you think? There’s a barge all full of horses. Beautiful snow-white horses …’


Jillian Curram was not to be tempted, not even with horses. Angelica swished across the room and pounced on her.


‘Who’s a sleepy-head this morning?’


She snatched at the pillow, but Jillian clung tightly to it. Angelica whisked back the quilts and tickled her, without so much as a muffled giggle by way of response. Jillian could decide, when she put her mind to it, not to be ticklish. That meant trouble. Angelica grew plaintive.


‘What will you do? You can’t keep your bed this morning, Miss Jill, that’s for sure. You know what day it is. And with the beautiful boats all sailing by beneath your very window …’


And so on.


Bethalie Beavon came clattering upstairs with Robbie. They stopped, uncertainly, outside the door. On a special occasion for excitement children would be children, even in House Curram. If Jillian had been kneeling on the sill in her nightdress, all the maids and pantry boys would have come in and joined her to ooh and ah and make smeary marks on the window. But Jillian was still in bed.


‘What’s wrong with the little mistress, Angelica?’


‘Is she sick?’


Angelica left her to shoo them away, and Jillian took advantage of her departure to bundle the quilts back over her.


‘Now come, Miss Jill, you can’t laze abed today and you know why. The whole house has been up and hard at work for hours, and I’ve plenty still to do without wasting my time on a wilful child who won’t get up when she’s told.’


There was more in the same vein, but Jillian Curram was indeed a wilful child, and not to be cajoled or scolded out of her humour.


She was not actually sulking. To be sure, she could not have said why she loathed the prospect of the day, the banquet and the ball and the grand, stiff costume with the ruffles in the Luscan style, in honour of the Prince of Luscany, and all the pleases and thank yous and the rest of the grim rigmarole of obedience – all she knew was that she loathed it, and would do anything to forestall its arrival. To that end she remained buried, and held her tongue, which bothered Angelica out of all patience.


‘Must I fetch your lady mother to you?’ she demanded, and when Jillian didn’t stir, strode out in high dudgeon.


Jillian reckoned it was time to shift the battleground. She jumped out of bed, neglected to put on her robe and slippers, and ran out into the gallery. Bethalie and Robbie turned from the window.


‘Aren’t you dressed yet, Miss Jill?’ asked Robbie superfluously. They both frowned, but Jillian knew they wouldn’t interfere. She tossed her head disdainfully and tried not to glance out of the window as she scurried by. Even so, she caught a glimpse of that great procession coming stately and slow under sails as yellow as the prairies.


Jillian bounded down the back stairs, almost bowling over Dickon Troke, coming up to watch from the gallery. The back stairs were his territory, not hers, so he shouted a rude word at her, and she put out her tongue as she turned the corner and hurtled on down.


Her nurse and mother eventually found her on her favourite high stool by the kitchen fire. She had had time to charm two doughnuts out of Matt the cook and steal a third. Matt was up to his elbows in flour and trying to oversee all the crew who were chopping and peeling, fetching and carrying: he was in no mood to tangle with Jillian too. Chewing unconcernedly, she gazed at the fat logs as they crackled and blackened.


‘There you are, you naughty child!’


‘Jillian Curram, you are a bore,’ said her mother, squeezing between vats and trestles as she swept down on her. ‘I don’t know how Angelica has patience with you.’


Matt, embarrassed at having harboured and fed a fugitive criminal, was bobbing his head and wiping his hands on his apron. ‘You’re a very naughty little girl,’ said Angelica, ‘and a trial to your mother,’ but Curram ignored them both, picking her daughter up from her perch and hugging her briefly to her padded and perfumed bosom. The Seal of Curram dug painfully into Jillian’s ribs. Carefully avoiding the sticky mouth, her mother kissed her and delivered her to her guardian, who shook Jillian’s hand crossly and led her away.


‘Jillian,’ her mother called, ‘I’ll have no nonsense from you today, please. You’re the jewel of House Curram, you little barbarian, and if you don’t sparkle tonight I’ll sell you to the soldiers.’


Jillian Curram was nine and three-quarters. Her mother had always talked to her like that since she was a baby, never condescending for a moment. Jillian was her heir, and would be worthy of her, or not worthy of her attention. Whatever Jillian did she loved her with a fierce devotion, which was barely noticed and never acknowledged. Another girl might have transferred her affections to Nurse, who was at least available; but Jillian was not to be satisfied with surrogates, and treated Angelica quite cruelly. She had seized upon the terrible truth that Angelica, when it came down to it, was not important; and Angelica perhaps sensed this, without understanding it. She thought it was the arrogance of childishness, and treated Jillian as the baby she took her for. She towed her away now to be scrubbed, confined in a plain frock until the evening, and sent with a mug of tomato juice to the schoolroom. There was no further breakfast, because of the doughnuts.


Morelio her tutor, predictably enough, talked about the Cathills. Jillian had often suspected he was a Cat himself – he was certainly a foreigner – so she said, to provoke him:


‘They don’t have a Sovereign Assembly, do they, sir, the Cats I mean?’


He bridled. ‘You must not use that word, Jillian.’


‘Which word, sir?’


‘Only rude and vulgar people call the natives of the Seven Realms Cats. It’s most improper.’


‘But why, sir? They come from the Cathills, so they must be Hillcats, sir; and they’re always fighting each other, you just said so.’


Jillian had heard her mother call them Cats, but would never have betrayed her, even to embarrass Morelio. He grew impatient, and spoke rapidly.


‘Prince Dolo of Luscany and General Hargon of Mohan-Mandevale will kiss your hand at the ball tonight, Jillian, and what will you do then, scratch them under the chin and offer them a saucer of cream, hm?’


Jillian giggled.


‘Now sit up straight and pay attention, please. There is nothing whatsoever of the feline about the people of the Cathills. They are human as you or I, as you could have seen by studying them as they sailed by earlier this morning. Observe and learn, Jillian, observe and learn. It will be useful to you later. And to answer your question, no, the Seven Realms do not enjoy the benefits of rule by a Sovereign Assembly as we do in Bryland. Each realm is governed by its own ruler, in a pattern of alliances which has changed remarkably throughout history.’


He was reading covertly from the book. Jillian said, ‘Is that why there are eight of them, sir?’


Morelio raised an elegant eyebrow.


‘Harmont, Perimont, Luscany, Ducros, Bathista, Broken River, Mohan-Jaspa and Mohan-Mandevale,’ she recited.


Morelio blinked.


‘Page 51, sir.’


‘Ah. I am glad to see you are paying attention, Jillian.’ Hastily he caught up. ‘Yes. If you now turn to page 54, Jillian, you will note that the Treaty of Dead Rock, 1052, though nominally granting jurisdiction over the territories of Harmont and Perimont to Count Carl IV, effectively split Perimont into three counties, one of which at least was the tribal land of the Veniak of Bathista, or Bandu as it then was, while the Partition of Mohan, 1069, notwithstanding the so-called Woodcutters’ Charter of the previous year …’


A bar of sunlight crept silently across the green baize tablecloth. Through the open window Jillian could see the swifts spiralling in the soft air, and hear the distant fanfare that announced the arrival of the seventeen state barges from the Seven (or Eight) Realms of the Cathills to the city of Hovenstok in Bryland. A reception committee of the Sovereign Assembly waited, ruffled but dignified, in the brisk wind on the Hovenstok waterfront; and tonight they would all be coming to dine with Jillian Curram’s mother.


Luncheon, meanwhile, was horrible. Jillian mashed the stewed sish into a mess, then sighed and stared at it glumly.


‘I don’t want it.’


Angelica glowered. ‘There’s plenty of little poor girls over in Neath who’d say thank you for a nice dish of fruit and custard.’


‘Let them eat it.’


‘There’ll be no tea today, you know that.’ Angelica rose bad temperedly and swept off the offending junket. ‘Nor any banquet either, if I had my way! One word from me –!’


She sent her recalcitrant charge back to the schoolroom.


Jillian hesitated on the stairs, watching two flies flick in and out of a shaft of sunlight. The sun was warm on her cheek and shoulder.


She suspected everyone would be too busy to notice her, but it was a risk. She couldn’t just loiter about the grounds. There was, however, one place she could go.


In the greenhouse it was hot and dank as always. Jillian sat under her bush and pretended she was in the jungle. She thought of a plan: to steal a Hillcat barge and run away! She wished her father would come and take her off with him.


Jillian had seen her father three times, though she no longer remembered the first with any certainty. He did not live in Bryland. At Mospher Quay Jillian had seen big red tree trunks, skins of strange animals and vats of sticky oil as tall as a man, being unloaded from enormous creaking ships. All those ships sailed in obedience to her father’s word. He himself lived in Tarquia, in Tarnosh, where it was always sunny, and sent her exorbitant and inappropriate presents once a year.


Morelio had shown Jillian where Tarnosh was on the map. She had looked at it again since, several times, wondering. In the blue water was drawn one of the giant fish that eat people; and in the green jungleland just below, a fearsome animal with horns and long teeth. Angelica had told her that these animals could talk. Jillian refused to believe it.


There were footsteps on the gravel.


Jillian Curram sat huddled in the green shade. Her heart was beating quickly, but she took no notice of it. Go away, she thought.


The greenhouse door opened, and closed.


‘You can come out now, Jillian Curram. I saw you.’


It was only stupid Dickon Troke. Jillian did not move. Catching her and marching her off to Angelica was just the sort of thing he would love to do. Dickon Troke wanted to be a soldier when he grew up.


‘Come out, Miss Jillian.’ He began poking the plants on the other side of the room, with occasional kicks and muttered cries. ‘Ha!’


Jillian sat as still as a toad, despising him. She had no great opinion of little boys, or of soldiers either. There were lots of women soldiers, she knew that, but all the ones who came to House Curram, all the important ones, they were always men. Jillian was most suspicious of this. She knew it was not her fate to be told what to do by men. She would not come out for Dickon Troke.


Suddenly his hand was on her ankle, jerking her over backwards and dragging her out into the open.


Dickon leaned over his captive. Jillian spat at him.


‘Ugh!’


He scrubbed at his face. She scrambled to her feet and hit him on the side of the head.


Dickon Troke went bright red. He came at her, arms outstretched, fingers clawing. Jillian lashed out again and hit him in the throat. His foot slipped, and he went down on his back. His shoulder caught a bench, and it toppled. There was a cascade of plant pots. One of them smashed a pane. Dickon sprawled, choking, trying to rise.


Jillian fled with complete satisfaction. Now the glass was broken, Dickon would be thrashed, which she never would be. And she would arrive back too late for lessons, but in plenty of time to wash and dress for the banquet.


Angelica, of course, began to screech when she saw the state of her frock and stockings. ‘No banquet for you!’ she said again as she grappled righteously with the tangles of Jillian’s thick brown hair.


‘In that case I won’t have to wear this stupid dress.’


It was starched, and flounced with Luscan frills, for the sake of the visiting Prince.


‘You be quiet. I’ll tell your mother what you’ve been about, you see if I don’t.’


She didn’t. Angelica was past the point of reporting all Jillian’s misdeeds. Jillian knew that too. Angelica marched her into the east wing, knocked on the door, mumbled, curtsied, and disappeared.


‘Daughter,’ said the Matron of House Curram. She held her arms out stiffly, though Jillian knew she would not actually be embraced, because of the frills.


In Curram’s office stucco vines dangled plaster berries over the hideous redwood bureau. The room was cold whatever the season, and even Jillian had never felt any desire to pry into the contents of its cabinets and pigeonholes.


‘Humour me, Jill,’ said Curram, offering her a sliver of dried fish. ‘Treat these peculiar people as if they impressed you. Curtsey before their ridiculous dignity. Preen their self-importance. Don’t ask them why there are no women in their army, don’t ask them anything without asking me first, and don’t whatever you do mention cats.’ She smiled bleakly, and paced away across the uncomfortable room to seize a sheaf of papers from the counting-table. She scanned the top sheet and rattled it in Jillian’s direction as if it should mean something to her. Jillian watched her apprehensively, her hands behind her back.


‘Everyone, everyone in Hoven is queueing up to take money off this new “alliance”,’ said her mother. ‘We are the first in line. Remember that. It will mean much to you in years to come, when you are Curram.’ She tapped the Seal with an imperious finger.


‘Yes, mother,’ said Jillian.


Curram cast her eye over the young girl, reading her just as she had read her paper. ‘You look perfectly adorable in that outlandish style,’ she said. ‘Do you think it’s an honour that you’ll be the only child at the banquet?’


‘Yes, mother,’ said Jillian.


‘Well, it isn’t,’ said Curram. ‘It’s a duty, daughter.’


She flicked a hand towards the door and Jillian left, closing it gently behind her.


Jillian’s resentment of that morning was still entirely intact, but the mechanical inevitability of the event had taken over, together with a growing curiosity. On the way to her mother’s office she had looked through the banisters and seen the first Cats arrive, servants checking the preparations for their masters. They had looked human enough from above.


She ran noiselessly downstairs in her morganine slippers and stole into the conservatory. Here, secure in the confidence she was behaving with a propriety that even Morelio might approve, she could watch all that was going on in the dining room (provided she pulled the curtain back a little first) while practising on the clavichord. Observe and learn, Jillian, observe and learn. She marched virtuously up the scales and down again. Robbie was rushing around with his arms full of candles, while the gardener’s girls tidied the potted alianzas and organised imposing centrepieces. She plodded through ‘The Happy Skylark’. Sharp-featured Cats in fantastic turbans brought in a sling of kegs, and Dickon Troke, looking no worse for his defeat, leaned on his broom muttering remarks to Bethalie Beavon, who giggled. Jillian thudded into ‘The Reaper’s Lament’.


‘And this is my daughter Jillian,’ said her mother to the Prince of Luscany.


Startled, Jillian slammed the lid down over the keys, catching the tip of her little finger. She jumped up, stifling a cry.


Prince Dolo was a slight man with the face of a falcon and a suit of deepest crimson. ‘Enchanted,’ he said, without a trace of an accent, and, just as Morelio had predicted, brushed Jillian’s tingling hand with his moustache. ‘Such talent in one of so tender years,’ he observed. ‘Curram is rich in gifts of harmony and concord.’


Jillian goggled at her mother, who received the transferred compliment with courtly grace, and glanced at her expectantly over Prince Dolo’s head. Jillian stood gazing helplessly at the Luscan royal party in a state of utter panic.


Beaked faces swathed in cloth regarded her. A little girl, no more than five years old, clutched a servant’s hand and stared at her in profound suspicion. Seeing Jillian struggling, the Prince ventured to help.


‘I see you like the pretty dresses of our women. Do you know any of the musics of Luscany also?’


Jillian nodded desperately. ‘I’m learning to play “Manori Ro”,’ she said. Did that sound enthusiastic enough? ‘It’s my favourite,’ she added. There was a slight pause while she realised she would now have to go through with it. Dredging up memories of a lesson months previous, she opened the clavichord again and pecked out a few faltering bars, her damaged finger limping.


The Prince’s daughter wrinkled her nose and said something to her guardian, who hushed her. Prince Dolo’s smile was a little tight.


‘The musics of Mohan-Jaspa are also most pleasant,’ he agreed, with some visible difficulty. All the Cats bowed slightly once more and the party moved off into the library. Jillian’s mother favoured her with a look of affectionate contempt, and sailed after.


Too late Jillian remembered the Treaty of Pangorian, 1070 – or was it the Battle of Mertha’s Ford, 1071? Were the Mohan-Jaspans barbarians or allies? Wasn’t General Hargon of Mohan-Jaspa here with Prince Dolo? Or was he from Mohan-Mandevale? She glared accusingly at the clavichord which had betrayed her, and kicked the stool in disgust. It fell over with an echoing crash, scattering sheet music across the parquet. Jillian fled.


Upstairs, the gallery was deserted. Jillian went to her room, but found no comfort in the old toys heaped in the corner. The daylight was fading. She climbed on a low shelf to reach the matches from where Angelica always hid them, and lit the candles on the dressing-table. In the mirror, chin propped on her hands, her face looked morose and unfamiliar. She thought of the little Princess of Luscany, and suddenly felt older, much older than the girl Angelica had chided that morning, the baby hiding under her covers. Tears pricked her eyes, and blurred the candlelight in the glass. She tried to see herself as a rich young matron, wearing a golden net upon her hair.


Downstairs in the hall strings and a pompous bassoon began to play. Jillian blew her nose, smoothed the ruffles of the Luscan dress and went back slowly along the gallery.


At the oriel above the porch she stopped, loitering, irresolute. A pink sunset lay across the fields and tinted the roofs of Hovenstok three leagues distant. Some coaches were making their way towards House Curram, bringing her mother’s colleagues from the Market Chambers, and there were folk on horseback too. But it was a man on foot who caught her eye, standing in the gateway looking up the avenue. For an instant Jillian felt he was looking directly at her, though she could hardly have been visible in that darkened oriel, with all the windows alight downstairs. He was alone, and even in the dusk looked slightly out of place, standing with his arms akimbo and his cloak thrown back, as if confronting the House. He seemed to be hesitating outside as Jillian was hesitating inside, both of them reluctant to make their separate entrances.
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The Geometer’s New Home


The stars were fading as the sky grew pale over Consolation Bay. Out of the east a silver light crept across the iron sea, starting a slow clamour of birds. Finch and junco skittered in the brake, and a lapwing flicked into the air.


Ky varan, in a plain coat for travelling, was on his way back to One City. He stood and looked out for the last time over the glistening mudflats. The grey waves began to break with a glint of icy green.


Ky varan made the appropriate valediction, then adjusted his muffler and rode off carefully down the long and bumpy track from the headland. Along the margin of the sea, where the sand was smoothest, fans of spray hissed from his wheels. He hummed to himself, enjoying the simple exercise, while the kittiwakes cried overhead.


The morning was almost past before anything interrupted his reverie. He heard a shout, saw somebody waving to him. It was Gen thiri, out with her dog. He turned and coasted towards them with a surge of pleasure that was all the greater for his three weeks’ isolation. Gen thiri’s dog, a red setter already dripping wet, frolicked round and round him, dashing through the shallows and barking enthusiastically.


‘Gen thiri! How good to see you.’


Ky varan came to a halt and partly dismounted before the dog could knock him over.


‘Welcome, stranger,’ said Gen thiri, making no attempt to restrain it. ‘What are you doing all the way up here?’


‘My grade posting,’ he reminded her patiently. Ever since the days when she had been his tutor, twenty years before, her memory had impressed him with its ability to retain and co-ordinate essentials, and infuriated him because it classified everything to do with him as dispensable. ‘Three weeks at the Observatory over Consolation Bay.’


‘Peering through glasses at the stars and the birds.’ Gen thiri managed to make it sound like a fatuous pursuit. ‘What did you learn?’


‘Patience,’ said Ky varan.


She gave a short, derisive laugh, but looked at him fondly, fishing in the pocket of her smock for her pipe. The dog, losing interest in the conversation, padded off to nuzzle an inert starfish.


‘What’s been happening in College?’ he asked.


‘Don’t ask me,’ she said. ‘The Councils debate half-inches with great solemnity and prudence. The Middle College is all factions and gossip. This year’s initiates have proved exactly as stupid as last year’s, to within two or three degrees of mental arc. I’ve been fishing.’


Ky varan smiled, not believing half of it. The cynical green eyes, the rough clothes, the stubby fingers pressing mundungus into the pipe bowl, all concealed the shrewdest sensibility in the Upper College of Geometry. Without possessing any of the matter or manner of her in himself, Ky varan had learned a great deal from her offhand tuition. He suspected she had a low opinion of him, but he valued the brusque familiarity with which she treated him. Certainly, with no other Upper Collegian could he converse so informally, strolling along the beach. There was some significance in her being the first person he had met on his way back to civilisation.


Gen thiri breathed expansively, filling her mighty lungs. ‘You should live by the sea,’ she said.


So there it was.


Ky varan stiffened, alert for her next word or sign, but she said no more. The dog trotted beside them, trailing a hank of purple seaweed.


‘Is that your advice?’ he asked cautiously.


She answered only: ‘Sea air is invigorating. I come here as much as I can.’


‘You live by a lake,’ he pointed out.


‘It’s not the same,’ she said. ‘Two completely different elements,’ and as if to illustrate it, a great wave broke just beside them and flooded their feet. Ky varan gasped and pranced awkwardly up the beach, dragging his bicycle, his shoes full of water; but Gen thiri just gave a loud snort and strode on, puffing at her pipe.


Was she teasing him, being brutally vague, or had he been adjudicated in his absence? As a Middle Collegian, supplicant this term for promotion, Ky varan would be given permission to move out of College chambers only with the granting of his licence to enter public practice. Where he set up house would determine the nature and extent of his future career.


‘Is there word for me from the Adjudicating Council?’ he asked.


Gen thiri, however, was not to be drawn. ‘You know I never read the notice-boards,’ she said.


‘You have no need!’ he protested.


‘I’m past the age of seeking to see my name up on a wall,’ said Gen thiri. She picked up a stick of driftwood and flung it end over end out to sea. The dog splashed out eagerly to retrieve it, then shook itself, making Ky varan’s trousers even wetter.


‘I mean you draw your information from higher regions,’ he persisted.


Gen thiri looked enquiringly at the clouds. ‘The birds and the stars?’ she said. ‘I leave that to you. I prefer fish.’


Hitching her trousers up at the knees, she squatted slightly and began writing in the wet sand with the stick.


Ky varan waited patiently. It was true: to secure the last grade of his promotion to the Upper College, he would have to discourse on the recondite harmonics of the astral and avian orders before the Council of Adjudicators. But it would not be the first time a premature judgement had been secretly arrived at, and privily communicated to an anxious candidate.


‘There,’ said Gen thiri, straightening up and pointing to her handiwork with the stick. ‘I’ve written your name for the fish to read – just in case it’s not on the notice-board.’ She clapped him on the shoulder with hearty reassurance; then put finger and thumb in her mouth and whistled her dog so suddenly and loudly Ky varan stumbled backwards and collided with his own bicycle.


A wave rushed up to lick at the crumbling letters of his name.


In the event Ky varan took a house in the Shuan Hills, three or four miles outside One City proper. It was a district not unlike Gen thiri’s own, inhabited only by senior ministers and those who earnestly sought to emulate them.


From his walls Ky varan could look down, not on to the sea, but at the Foxchiver outskirts, all red roofs and cobbled yards scattered down the hill. He was so far above their streets that he could expect none of the routine Geometer’s work, of advising on the correct site for a house, or a propitious route for a journey, on which his city colleagues were building their careers. Instead, he was determined to maintain a larger view. In addition to a heavy burden of discourse and tuition, Ky varan would work at gaining nomination to the Upper Collegiate civic councils. He would become involved in consultations for the refurbishment of a bridge or a thoroughfare; report to committees on forestry or quarrying; even seek appointment as a regional representative at the Escalan national synod. He was convinced that his elevated situation in Shuan, with the yellow hills behind him, the Foxchiver Cemetery on his left and the quince orchards on his right, would make manifest his capacity to comprehend One City at large, balancing its ancestral traditions on the one hand with its fruits for posterity on the other.


As a concession to Gen thiri’s advice about running water, he had a pool sunk in the main concourse, and a fountain set in the middle of it. Around this grew a splendid array of potted plants, brought by his third uncle, back from the jungles of Belanesi.


Women of all ages toiled up the hill from Foxchiver seeking employment. Many of the younger ones, after meeting the minister and learning that there would be no mistress of the house, withdrew politely and left, anxious to avoid any possible breach of propriety. One who did not was Mo tai.


Mo tai was perhaps twenty, a scant half Ky varan’s age. She was short, and compactly built, her black hair agleam with old-fashioned goose grease and her orange skin turned a dark tan by much outdoor labour from an early age. Her parents kept a smallholding in Foxchiver. She was the youngest of four, with small hope of inheritance and none of education. She stood round and stolid as a jug in her brown apron and her worn old button boots and did not blink when the gaunt Geometer told her he would be living there alone. She was properly humble, but self-possessed: she answered him in monosyllables, neither stammering nor striving to ingratiate herself with pleasantries. She held her hands behind her back.


Ky varan interviewed her in the study, where he was unpacking his books and arranging them on the shelves according to a brief catalogue he had prepared for the purpose. Setting this aside, he took her on a tour of the house, to acquaint her with the disposition of the rooms and furnishings, and with what her duties might be in each. Finally he left her to investigate the larder and prepare a meal for him on his return from College. If the meal was satisfactory, he told her, the position would be hers. Privately he had already made up his mind to employ her.


When he arrived home that evening she met him at the gate and relieved him of his bicycle. As she wheeled it away under cover, Ky varan went upstairs to check a reference in a book of geological tables. He was astonished to find the unpacking completed, and every book in its place on the shelves.


‘Who did this, Mo tai?’


‘I did it myself, minister.’


‘But can you read?’


‘No, minister; but I compared the marks on the edge of each book with the ones you had written down, and sorted them that way.’


She did not seem especially proud of her achievement. The untutored intelligence, said Ky varan to himself, does not know its own face. It was more than fitting that he should take Mo tai into service: it was his duty, to provide her with a place in which she might have the privilege of absorbing the rudiments of intellect, in return for performing some simple chores, appropriate to her status.


He permitted her to eat her meals with him, for the benefit of his conversation. He would attempt to extract from his day’s work a few simple illustrations to show how he arrived at a measurement or a divination. Mo tai would listen, chewing rhythmically at her okra or celery or squid. If she did not flatter or venerate him, as he had secretly hoped, she always paid him undeviating attention, letting his words suffuse her like water flowing over a stone. Her passivity pleased him. He took it for a kind of natural wisdom, instilled by a life-long immersion in the verities of existence, sensitised by poverty, and now enriched with the learning he, a minister of the Upper College of Geometry, could impart. There was much that he could give little Mo tai.


As for Mo tai, she seemed contented enough. She had secure employment, comfortable accommodation and regular meals. Her time was taken up. If her employer liked to lecture her on the strange notions that occupied him and his colleagues, that was no particular hardship. All she had to do was nod her head when he called for a response, or, from time to time, venture an opinion of her own, which he would smilingly correct. Ky varan was a kind man, as men go, and if all men were fools, his folly oppressed her less than others she had known, men – boys – of less dignity, less culture, and considerably less wealth. It perturbed her not at all when Ky varan developed a habit of calling her at night, to fetch him some book or straighten some misplaced article which he could not reach from his bed. This fancy of her master’s inconvenienced her only inasmuch as it obliged her to get out of bed herself; so she resorted to visiting him routinely, last thing.


‘Is there anything you want, minister?’


‘Nothing tonight, Mo tai, thank you. You may retire.’


Every month Mo tai went home to spend two days with her family in Foxchiver. On these nights Ky varan would miss her appearing silently at his door in her pyjamas with a lamp, like some luminiferous angel of the nocturnal ether.
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