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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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The Pelt of a Snow Lion


Thietar and the Sekk faced each other across the white void. Falling snow blew over the icy crust with a scoffing sound, like dry laughter. Thietar closed his eyes.


‘I will not love it,’ he chanted to himself. ‘I will not love it. I do not have to hate it but I will not love it. It is only a stone. It is only a piece of shadow on the snow. I will not love it.’


Yet he couldn’t take his eyes off the distant figure. The Sekk did nothing. It was out of earshot anyway, although Thietar supposed it might possibly be influencing the tenor of the wind with its song. It had not moved for hours; neither had Thietar. He kept hoping the others would realize what had happened and come up Tyger Pass looking for him. Surely they could put two and two together: the ruined caravan lying half buried in the gully, the absence of any enemy, the silence of the hills and the whiteness of the sky. Now, of course, it seemed so obvious to him that the Sekk had been watching him all along, maybe had even been calling him. It seemed so obvious. It had taken the caravan and then lain in wait for whoever would come along next. Sekk didn’t need food like people. They didn’t need heat like people. They could lie underground for years, like corpses, like hidden pools of water, unknown to light or time. And now this one had him in its sights, and he would either freeze to death or be Enslaved. It was only a matter of time.


O great Hawks of my ancestors, thought Thietar, who was relatively unversed in the Animal Magic and usually disinterested in spiritual matters. O killer Hawk saviour, O taloned one – please let the cold come quickly. Please let my heart be frozen. Do not let me love it. Please!


His toes and fingers had no more feeling. It was said that when you froze to death you felt warm and comfortable and sleepy, but he was shivering violently, and he was hungry, and his teeth ached. Death was not close enough to rescue him from the Slaving spell. Suicide was a possibility but he didn’t think he had the will to do violence to himself. Did that mean the Sekk was getting to him, even at this distance? Why could he not move his hand to his dagger, draw it swiftly across each of his own wrists, bleed himself to death here in the snow? Was he Enslaved already? No, it was merely that he could not move his arms. He could not move anything, but his teeth chattered.


I will not love it. I will not love it. I will not love it.


Like a ceremonial chant he repeated it. If you said something enough times you had to believe it eventually. Right?


The expedition had been ill-advised from the start. Thietar and his brothers had been hunting snow lion in Tyger Pass for the past several days. It had been his brother Birtar’s idea. Birtar was besotted with Lyntar the outbreed, who was going to be rich now that the Elder Mintar’s fortune was passing to Lyntar and her twin sister Pietar, already all but promised to Grietar whom nobody wanted to cross. So, like every unattached Seahawk man with eyes in his head. Birtar was applying his whole imagination to the problem of impressing Lyntar.


He had recruited his younger brothers to his cause, saying, ‘We will bring back the pelt of the snow lion, and when I spread it across her shoulders and arrange her braids on its fur, I will say. “Here is the most elusive, the rarest, the most beautiful of creatures. I found her in the lonely snows, and I told her that I was your hunter, and she threw herself upon my arrow that she might adorn you rather than live.” Then I will look in Lyntar’s eyes and say, “Do not let this snow lion’s death be for nothing! Make my words true, Exquisite One. Make me yours.” ’


After Birtar’s brothers had finished groaning and throwing their socks at him, Birtar had reminded them that if bound to Lyntar he would be one of the wealthiest men in the Seahawk Clan and could repay their favours ten-fold. So it was that they had gladly set out through the ice and snow in search of the shy snow lion. Three weeks later, they were still looking. Thietar was the youngest but also the best hunter, and on a hunch he had gone off on his own up Tyger Pass. He had seen no tracks, and he knew it would be a long shot finding a snow lion so close to a trade route. But it was the dead of winter, and the snow lions would know that weather closed the pass from October to April or May every year, making the territory safe for them. Thietar always played his hunches, and Tyger Pass seemed to be calling to him.


It was almost noon when he came across the remains of the caravan overturned in a gully halfway up the Seahawk side of the pass. It was not a large vehicle; probably the tail end of a longer train crossing back to Snake Country from Seahawk Country last autumn. It was laid deep in this year’s snow, and at first Thietar thought it had merely been emptied of its cargo and abandoned. He headed toward it, being careful to stay downwind in case a snow lion had chosen it as a place to shelter; if one had not done so, Thietar himself might use the caravan as a hide. He shuffled toward it across the icy crust on his snowshoes, head down and eyes half closed against the midday glare.


There were no tracks anywhere near the caravan. He could not get at the doors for the snow was too deep, so he cut the ropes that held the hide roof to the frame and peeled it back. The cargo was still there: sacks of whalebone carvings, a couple of casks of the best Seahawk mead, tins of fine lamp oil and even finer caviar, and enough mink skins to make cloaks for an entire family.


Thietar let out a whoop. He capered in the snow, then ate some caviar and thought about breaking into the mead. But it was too cold up here for drinking. Instead he focused his mind on how to remove all the plunder. It was not a fortune, to be sure, but it was better than one blessed snow lion skin, especially when they hadn’t even seen a lion in three weeks, much less caught one.


He couldn’t understand what had happened. Surely if the traders had come back down the Seahawk side of the pass after abandoning their caravan, he would have heard the tale. The style of the vehicle was Snake, but when Thietar searched further he found Pharician coinage, and he thought it more likely that Pharicians could afford such a haul than the Snake Clan. Besides, the Snakes would never be caught up here once the snows were falling.


Then again, Pharicians usually did their trade with Seahawk by ship. Why labour over the pass when they could sail up the coast from the Floating Lands? It was a puzzle. Thietar thought about going straight to the rendezvous and waiting for his brothers with the news of his find; but he was curious. He got a spade out of the caravan and began digging through the snowdrift, wondering what other treasures might have been left behind.


Things started to make a little more sense when his shovel hit frozen bone.


The scavengers had not left much. There were skeletons of men and mules, and pieces of armour and clothing; but it could not have been the case that the caravan had been halted by snow, or the bodies would have been frozen and covered, protected from the buzzards until spring.


Thietar could not stop digging. He worked up a fine sweat, and the noon hour passed, but he kept finding things. The men had been Pharician according to their equipment. He was compelled onward by a macabre curiosity. After a time he uncovered a wooden chest, and although he was tired and hungry, the sight of it excited him so much that he cleared all the snow around it. Then he pried it open.


The bird that flew out was big enough to set him tumbling by the force of its wings beating the air alone, and it exploded out of the box in a blinding flash of light. Thietar spun ass over head and saw the bird silhouetted against the sky, wings fully outspread and threatening with their great span. At first he thought there was some trick of the shadows, and then he thought he’d seen lightning, for the feathers on the falcon’s wings seemed white for a moment, and then just as quickly they were black; and then, as if the bird itself had rent a hole in the sky, he saw no feathers at all, but a distant view of a green and sunlit forest cut out in the shape of the falcon. It was a small perfect world, utterly incongruous in the snow and wind, and it drew his gaze like a gem. He stumbled after the bird as it ascended, trying to see what was moving in the trees of the unlikely vision, for he thought he’d glimpsed a figure, possibly a horse. But the falcon rose into the air as quickly as other things could fall, as if gravity were reversed for it alone. Thietar watched the falcon becoming a glittering mote and then disappearing altogether. His eyes ached with the effort.


Someone said his name. It was his own voice, saying ‘Thietar.’ He turned.


‘Who’s there?’ he said, unnerved. As he turned back toward the empty box, the snow before him rose up in human form and confronted him with eyes that dragged him toward their own emptiness.


‘I am here,’ said Thietar’s voice to himself.


There was no hope now that the others would come for him before he froze. And if they did, what would he do? What could he do?


I want to live, he thought.


But he must pray for the cold to take him quickly. The Sekk, motionless, worked its spell. Invisible, silent, still, the Slaving spell must surely be descending on him. Just because he couldn’t feel it didn’t mean it wasn’t happening.


Thietar tried to stir. His vision was growing dark. Was it night settling in? Was it storm? Was it the frost? Was it the Slaving? Did it matter? Why did he persist in having to know what was happening to him when he was so obviously doomed?


He had done everything he could to resist. As soon as he had taken in the Sekk’s white face and white hands, its white braids and white cloak made all of snow lion pelts, its green eyes and its silver voice and its wavering form that made it seem no more substantial than a candle or reflection on water, he had ripped his sword from the scabbard on his back and charged. Thietar had lived all his life with the threat of the Sekk an ever-present, shadowy possibility. His father, his uncle, and his two eldest brothers had joined Ajiko’s army and were marched off to their deaths, all of them, in the thrall of Night. None had returned from Jai Pendu.


He screamed as he attacked. His heart was hard as he drove the sword into its belly.


The Sekk did not cry out. It was bleeding. It looked at him.


As his sword came back toward him, it somehow swung wide and cut across his own leg. He didn’t feel pain at first, but he was surprised and angry at his own clumsiness, and he was afraid. He went after the Sekk again, but it had fallen into the deeper snow and when he tried to pursue, his snowshoes got tangled and he almost fell.


He looked down and blood was gushing from a deep gash in his thigh. The sight of his own blood made him want to faint. Thietar hid his eyes from the Sekk and began to run, clumsy in the snowshoes. His sword was dripping. His leg screamed at him. Blood soaked his fur boot inside and out. The Sekk should be finished after that blow. Any man would be mortally wounded. Oh, but it had been waiting in the snow, it had risen before his eyes like smoke, like material light. What was blood to a Sekk?


He had not run very far before his leg gave out a second time. He broke through the crust as he fell, lying in the soft, deep snow that had been protected by ice. He looked back.


From this distance he couldn’t see any blood on it. The Sekk was crouched in a hollow in the snow just as Thietar was: his opposite watching him across a chessboard. But all the squares were white, and the other pieces were gone. Thietar bound his leg as best as he could, desperate to stop the bleeding. He intended to get up and keep going, limping, staggering – crawling if necessary to get away from the Sekk.


But he didn’t move.


He didn’t know how much time had passed in the stalemate. Too long. Too long. He could not end it. He was angry. An animal would never panic like this. An animal would not equivocate. It simply would not think. If it was given to an animal to die, then it would die; and if it was given to it to fight, then it would fight. There would be none of this miserable inner debate.


Oh, but he was cold. Would his companions really leave him to the elements? Were they so stupid that they could not find his tracks? Or did they not care?


It was getting so dark, soon he would not be able to see his enemy. Would he then be released? Or would it move in to finish him?


Voices. In the stillness they sounded metallic and strange, but he recognized them all the same. They had come for him!


His brothers were approaching him from behind and he began to panic again. What was he going to do? An animal would not give its soul. An animal would fight. I will not love it, he said to himself again but they were only words; it was too late. He belonged to the Sekk.


They were almost upon him. Turning in the greyness of his own vision, he reached out feebly with his knife and tried to slash it at Birtar, but the other man took the knife away, grabbed his hair, and hauled him to his feet.


‘Look into my eyes!’ commanded Birtar brokenly, and Thietar saw that tears were streaming down his cheeks. ‘Oh. Ysse, tell me you are not Enslaved, my brother! Look into my eyes.’


Thietar had no choice; he was half frozen, and Birtar used the hold on his hair to jerk his head into position. When he saw the expression on Birtar’s face, Thietar knew he was lost. Birtar, crying harder now, turned Thietar’s own knife around and cleanly slit his throat. As Thietar fell into the deep, warm snow, he heard Birtar say to the others. ‘Let’s get out of here before it has us, too.’


And as he was dying the sound of wings beating came to him, as if he were with the silver skyfalcon on its flight above the dizzy snowfall and the massed clouds, where everything was light and clear. Going home.




A Red Cord


It was late morning in Jai Khalar when the bird delivered its message. Its wings thrummed with a deep whirling sound as it came diving into the aviary in a madness of silver feathers, its eyes like raindrops, its talons extended. The Pharician messenger doves had risen up in a white-and-grey panic before the predator, which grasped the wire roof of their cage and gazed at the doves hungrily. The message was tied to its leg with the red cord of urgency. The bird itself was a species now disappeared from the world, the Everien skyfalcon.


The Pharician handler knew nothing of this pedigree, of course – he had never heard of the skyfalcon. He was a byrdman imported from Jundun a few months after Tash’s conquest of the Citadel, a skinny, shifty-eyed, dark-skinned little fellow called Hrost who could imitate the sound of any bird but spoke only a broken dialect of Pharician with a thick accent. He could not read the message but he examined it anyway, as it had all but come apart in his hands: the hide was brittle and frozen. There were a few lines of text, then running around the edges of the square were symbols that he didn’t think were words. They looked more like pictures.


The bird was screaming in hunger. It was a beautiful thing, but Hrost did not feel safe in its presence. It might not be large enough to prey on humans as a matter of course, but the animals of Everien did unnatural things sometimes. Hrost provided a box of live mice and watched almost reverently as the raptor devoured them. He waited until the skyfalcon was settled and grooming itself before turning his back on it. He trotted down the stairs from the aviary to the grand concourse, deserted at this hour. From here there were any number of routes to Tash’s audience room, but thanks to some caprice of the castle – curiosity, perhaps – the first available door admitted Hrost to an antechamber of the main hall. He had never actually been inside.


He put his ear to the panel. Like everybody who lived in Jai Khalar, Pharician and Clan alike, he was terrified of Tash. Now he was torn between the red urgency identifier on the message, and the fact that he had never entered Tash’s presence in this way. Belatedly, he realized he should have found a servant to take the message. Someone whom Tash knew. For if this were Jundun, Hrost would never even walk on the same ground as his ruler, let alone enter a room when he was present.


Yet he felt urged on by a kind of compulsion. The floor almost seemed to propel him forward, nudge him toward the door separating the deserted antechamber from the audience hall. He leaned on the door and pressed his ear to the wood. He could hear a soft voice speaking. It was a girl’s voice, and her accent was neither Clan nor Pharician.


His fist had been raised to knock; now he thought better of it. Red cord or no red cord, he did not want to walk in on Tash uninvited. He turned to go, but the door leading from the antechamber to the main gallery had disappeared. Jai Khalar! It was a frightening place. He looked at the door again, but did not dare enter. He sat down and put his back against the place where the exit should have been, but wasn’t. He could wait.




Buried


It is a night like every other night, riddled with stars. My horse’s crystal white breath explodes the dark way ahead while his hooves make a soft bass beat on hemlock needles thick with seasons and rain. I do not know where I am and maybe I never will again. In my memory something itches and I feel sure I ought to be carrying scrolls, or scribestones, or some other medium inlaid with the messages to you that I have composed year in and year out, never failing, never forgetting. But the messages exist only in my mind: I have no saddlebags and no luggage, nor ink, nor even language I could say with certainty that you would understand. All the careful filigree of my love is wrought in nothing but time, and tonight in the counting of these hoofbeats, in the tilt of the visible constellations, in the indefinite darkness I have come to inhabit like skin, now I feel sure time is running out.


Where are you? I am searching everywhere, but it is you who must find me, and I am buried in a night I cannot part with.


Once I was bold, but now I am afraid. Please come.


Tash snapped his fingers and the Impressionist fell silent. She was only a girl, and an ugly one that that: Her straw-coloured hair hung lank and lustreless from her thin skull, and her features were bulbous and ruddy. While she had been speaking, a kind of dignity had crept into her scratchy, Snake-inflected voice, and she had stopped shaking and sniffling. Now, that dignity was gone. She wiped her nose with the back of her hand.


‘She whines too much,’ Tash said. He stabbed a forefinger at the Carry Eye cupped in the Impressionist’s nail-bitten hands. ‘She will break it in her adolescent stupidity. I asked about the firethrowers. What is this nonsense about scribestones and love?’


The girl would not meet his gaze. Another tremor went through her, and a glimmer of moisture appeared below her left nostril. Kivi was hovering protectively nearby, as if the Impressionist were a baby sparrow and not a receptacle for Everien’s greatest power, the Knowledge. Tash refused to feel guilty for merely expecting the girl to do her job, and he resented the implication that he was abusing her. He was not a tyrant!


‘What’s the matter?’ he queried, forcing himself to make his tone more gentle. ‘Come on, explain your meaning, girl!’


She sniffled again and seemed to shrink, her white fingers catching at the edge of her cloak. Kivi twitched a helping hand in her direction and then caught himself. Tash glared at him and muttered. ‘Twit.’


‘She’s cold,’ said Kivi quietly, and Tash exploded.


‘Cold? We’re all cold, damn you. Kivi! If she’s cold, imagine how I feel. At least you two are born to this frigid climate.’ The Pharician surged from his seat, fur cloak billowing behind him like a tawny wing as he strode down the length of his audience hall. An enormous fire had been built on the hearth at the far end, but the oval windows that looked out on the cultivated valley of the Everien River kept mysteriously blowing open; or rather – Tash corrected himself, for in Jai Khalar nothing was ever so simple – the coloured glass in the windows intermittently appeared and then disappeared, admitting the icy alpine wind. Outside, a splinter of sunlight had pierced the soupy clouds on the southwestern horizon, casting Everien in a range of deep greens and purples and blue-white that made the landscape seem vivid and alive. This wouldn’t last. At most the sun would grant an hour-long respite from the long winter night and its grey cousin, day.


‘We are all fighting the gloom!’ Tash shouted, as if volume could make his words more true. ‘I have not called this child here to remind me of what I already know: that it is always night. Tell her to forget her own miseries and conjure a true vision of the making of the heavy weapons firing mechanism, as I have asked. And if she cannot do that, then she will have no fire or soup, and I will give her something to cry about.’


The outburst improved his mood. He reached the hearth where the heat struck him in a burst, like a soft blow from an enormous pillow. He picked up the goblet of mulled wine he had been drinking prior to the entrance of the two wizards and quaffed the rest of it, aware that he had become rather too dependent on his spirits in recent weeks. He didn’t care. This place was so frustrating at times, and yet he was forced to hold it in order to keep it from the rebel Clansmen, who had been a thorn in his side since the initial coup that had given him Jai Khalar. The Clans had few men and fewer resources, and they had no system of Eyes at all to help them – and yet they managed to put Tash under constant pressure. Until he thoroughly cowed them, how could he hope to possess Everien? The valley with its backward people and tortured geography had resisted him almost as much as this mad castle. But the Knowledge of the ancient Everiens could make him strong. No Clan could stand against that. This conviction had become the fire in his belly, the flash of certainty in his dark eyes, the source of the smell his skin exuded that made other men instinctively fear him and race to do his bidding.


He turned to judge Kivi’s reaction to his threats. The Seer had thrown his own cloak over the ugly girl’s shoulders and was helping her to her feet. The Carry Eye that had once been Kivi’s rolled unnoticed on the floor as the girl stumbled and caught herself, falling against the Seer. It had suddenly gone dark two days ago – that was when his troubles had begun.


‘What’s the matter with her? Is she sick?’


‘She is not a trained Seer,’ Kivi said. ‘She is only an Impressionist, a child. She does not understand how to use the Eyes.’


‘I would not have to use young girls to do the work if you trained Seers could do it properly yourselves.’ Tash didn’t trust the Seers, and had purged their ranks of all but the most essential personnel when he first took over Jai Khalar. He needed them to manage the Water of Glass and monitor the ground across Everien, but he had a low opinion of them generally. He had retained Kivi because, of all the Seers in Jai Khalar, he seemed the most capable when it came to tasks other than lurking around the Eye Tower being pompous and flatulent. Anyway, Kivi was willing to explain things to Tash without being patronizing, and Tash wasn’t so arrogant as to think he could run Everien without some kind of understanding of how its Eyes worked. He had even taken Kivi’s Carry Eye for a time, hoping to spy on the Seers at their work; but it had only had the same bizarre effect on him as the first time he had tried to use it. A kind of swoon had come over him and he could remember nothing of what he’d Seen.


Then Tash had experienced a great piece of luck, in that a young girl he had taken to his bed had picked up the Carry Eye one night and idly looked into it. Within five minutes she had completed an exact sketch of an object such as Tash had never seen. When he showed it to one of his engineers who was working in the Fire Houses making crossbows, the man had become unreasonably excited.


Four weeks later came the prototype of a flamethrower to be used from horseback. Tash’s chest swelled at the prospect of sweeping across Ristale with a cavalry force armed with such demonry. Who could stand in his way?


The girl had forgotten the episode entirely and denied having drawn the sketch. Subsequent efforts to make her repeat the feat ended in failure; but Tash was fascinated. He began to collect pliant young girls who, though inexperienced with the Water of Glass, soon proved their genius with Kivi’s Carry Eye. Before long the Impressionists were inventing weapons and other machines that could be built in the Fire Houses, seeming to pick their ideas out of the very air while they looked into Kivi’s mysterious Eye. Tash had come to count on the flow of information from the Carry Eye to the Impressionists to the Fire Houses to provide him with the necessary weapons to command Everien.


Until the day before yesterday, when in mid-Impression, the girl he had been using had made a choking sound and begun to cry. ‘No, no! I can’t see. Leave me alone! Help!’ Tash recalled her distress with disgust. She had pretended to be blind, but later had startled when a mouse ran across her path and her fakery had been exposed. Yet, when he replaced her with a newer, fresher, even younger girl, the new Impressionist could not finish the diagram of a war machine component that her predecessor had started. When she gazed into the dark Eye, she, too, had collapsed after utterances similar to this blond chit’s in both tone and substance.


‘She’s faking,’ Tash accused, scuffing the flagstones with a booted toe. He had few compunctions about killing other men, as was necessary for discipline and control; but it ill suited him to bully a helpless, pathetic creature such as this. Yet the Impressionists had the power he needed, small and weak though they might be.


Kivi said nothing. By now he knew better than to argue with Tash when the Pharician conqueror was in such a mood. Kivi had taken to keeping his mouth shut except to answer direct questions. So Tash asked one.


‘What’s the big problem? All she has to do is See into the Eye and write down or draw the weapons she learns how to build. Why does she have to go all funny and get sick? I’m not putting her to work in the mines! I’m not having her beaten or raped or tortured! Yet she behaves as though suffering the most cruel violence, when she is in truth among the luckiest of my subjects.’


Kivi began to lead the girl toward an antechamber separated from the main hall by an unobtrusive door tucked between frescoes depicting the Everien Fire Houses. Tash moved to refill his goblet, but the skin was empty. ‘Answer me, Kivi.’


‘It is difficult work,’ Kivi said shortly.


‘I will make it more difficult if I don’t see some results soon! This is unacceptable. Ah, I can feel it in my guts – something is wrong in Everien.’


Kivi’s face drew tighter with concern. ‘It is deep winter. The Eye has gone dark, but the days, too, are disappearing. Mayhap in the spring these things will move again.’


‘No excuses!’ Tash flared, whirling and flinging the empty goblet into the flames. It clanged and rolled out again. The glass came back into the windows and suddenly the wind died. Tash lowered his voice in the abrupt silence. ‘How hard can it be to get to the bottom of this? Even I have looked into your Carry Eye.’


Kivi stopped, turned with the girl’s head lolling against his shoulder, and cast a piercing look at the dark Pharician warlord.


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I remember.’


Tash ignored the irony in the Seer’s tone. ‘I was not afraid! Perhaps when I spoke I made no sense, but I was not afraid to try.’


‘Nor is she,’ Kivi answered, indicating the swooning girl. ‘It is for you to interpret what she says. She cannot control the Impressions she receives.’


‘But what she says is not interesting,’ protested Tash, now pursuing the pair across the hall toward a side door near the far end. ‘It has no military value! It gives me nothing I can use, not against the damned rebel Clansmen who beleaguer my men, nor against the Sekk and their fell deeds. I will rule this country and I will not be made impotent by that!’ He tossed his head at the Carry Eye once again. But the expression of frustration had broken the back of Tash’s anger, and now his tone bordered on the pleading when he added, ‘What do you think it means, Kivi?’


The Seer glanced away. He reached for the door but Tash was quicker, planting one large palm on the wood to hold the panel shut. The girl moaned and sagged in Kivi’s arms. His expression was pinched and pale.


‘I don’t think she has the strength to penetrate the darkness,’ Kivi said at last. ‘It’s not the girls, it’s the Carry Eye itself. I don’t believe we are wise to use it, now that it has gone dark.’


‘But why does the darkness come? Was it something we did in the Fire Houses? What has changed in this last day and a half? I suspect you Seers of somehow aiding the rebels, and using the Eyes to do it.’ He studied Kivi intently as he spoke. Tash knew that his personality was excessive, and he shrewdly used his own flamboyance as a cloak with which to hide the fact that he was always observing the people around him. He knew that Kivi thought himself more intelligent than Tash – thought Tash childish and rash and self-centred. Tash could be all of these things, but also he had five good senses and they were connected to his wits at all times. He could sense Kivi thinking that he was not cerebral enough, that there was something he didn’t understand, but the Seer was obviously not about to contradict the Pharician warlord in order to point it out.


‘Out with it, Kivi! What have you heard today that worries you so much?’


The Seer hesitated. ‘I don’t know what has changed in the last day or two, but …’


Tash felt the hot breath race out through his nostrils.


‘I’m not going to eat you, Kivi!’ But he felt like a dragon. His anger at the Seer’s fear of him was only making Kivi even more frightened, but he couldn’t stop himself. ‘Kivi! Answer me. Stop quivering and answer.’


Kivi gulped and blurted, ‘I think there is a meaning to her words. I think she may be connecting to something in the Liminal.’


‘Like what?’


Kivi took a deep breath and said, ‘Accounts of the scene at Jai Pendu all agree that the Company was freed from its Glass and returned to the Floating City. But the fate of Night was never determined. Nor that of Tarquin the Free. Both were lost in the wake of Jai Pendu.’


‘So? So what?’ Tash said sharply. He had that suspicious look that he always wore when Kivi referred to some aspect of the Knowledge that Tash didn’t understand.


The Seer said, ‘I’m not sure of this. But forget the interpretation for a moment. Only listen to the actual words this girl uses. To the words of all the Impressionists since the Carry Eye has gone dark. These girls all talk about the same thing. They all talk about Night.’




Responsibility for Goatshit


Tash’s hand slipped down the surface of the door to hang slack at his side.


‘Night …’ he murmured. ‘Night.’ He shook himself and, looking up, fixed Kivi with his eyes. ‘You will be careful to remember that you live or die by my word, so if it emerges that you have been manipulating these Eyes or these Impressionists in order to aid the rebels in the woods, then you will not be surprised when I find the most elaborate means I can think of to slowly torture you to death. For there is another explanation for why every strategic objective I identify seems to run afoul by the Sekk monsters, and every campaign against the Clans is spoilt, and that is that you are somehow using the Eyes to warn them of my plans.’


‘The Clans have not profited by the interference of the Sekk. If anything, they have been worse hurt than Pharice’s troops. They are being slain on their own ground, and they have precious little of that to begin with.’


‘You do not answer my question.’


‘Did you ask one, my lord?’


‘Are you true to me, Kivi? Do you and your Deer Clan accept my authority, or will you betray me to your wretched ditch-sleeping rebels?’


‘I am true. I cannot speak for my Clan.’ Kivi clenched his jaw to keep himself from swallowing nervously. He did not like the idea of Tash having doubts. It was the Pharician’s habit to kill first and consider the alternatives second. Kivi knew the only thing saving him was the fact that no other Seers of any rank or competence remained in Jai Khalar. They had all either fled or been purged; or, like this young girl, they had been ruined before their training was complete. Oh, but he wished Mhani were here. Even if she didn’t know the full meaning of the situation, she would have an idea what to do. But it was useless wishing for what couldn’t be. Mhani had vanished, just like Hanji, the traitorous seneschal who had opened the doors for the Pharicians.


‘Go, then!’ said Tash abruptly. ‘I am vexed. I have not slept, and yesterday and today have been the most vexing of all my vexed days in this castle! Kivi, get your damned Carry Eye working again. And get rid of this stupid girl. Bring me another. Ah, vexation, what is this?’


Kivi, eager to slip away before Tash changed his mind, had opened the door. An awkward brown parcel of limbs with a thatch of black hair was huddled on the other side, pressed against the other door of the antechamber with his knees drawn up against his chest. He startled and scrambled up, then glanced over his shoulder at the door he’d been leaning against, and startled again. Kivi recognized the Pharician byrdman.


‘What is it, Hrost?’ Kivi asked with thin patience. The man gabbled something incomprehensible and practically threw a piece of disintegrating hide at him. It fluttered to the floor as Kivi reached out for it, and he had to let go of the girl to stoop and pick it up. She swayed and he caught her again just in time, struggling to unroll the leather with one hand. It was icy cold.


Kivi read the message and puzzled for a moment over the symbols drawn around the perimeter of the page. This can’t be right.’


‘What does it say?’ Tash was hovering impatiently behind him, like a cyclone brewing.


‘It’s addressed to Ysse – Hrost, where did you get this? Have you been snooping around the records chamber?’


‘Ysse!’ Tash scoffed. ‘What kind of joke is that? What does it say?’


Kivi seemed reluctant to answer. ‘It’s a warning against using the Fire Houses. And something about Tyger Pass.’


‘Ah, chickenheads! Don’t tell me you think this is an omen, Kivi.’


‘I don’t know what to make of it.’


‘I don’t want any part of omens and Everien superstitions. You will fix the Carry Eye, Kivi, and we will get back to work in the Fire Houses! Do not be swayed by such nonsense as this. Some dissident in my house is playing games. We will soon find him, and sure as men have bones, I’ll have some new crockery for my table!’


Kivi said to Hrost, ‘But this message is old! Decades old! Where did you find it?’


The byrdman pantomimed a predatory flier and pointed up to indicate the aviary. Kivi glanced over his shoulder. Tash had turned his back and walked to the other end of the hall. One of his slave girls had slipped into the room and engaged Tash’s attention. Kivi sighed.


‘Ah, I’ll have to see for myself. All right, just a bleeding minute. Here, take this and hold on to it. I’ll be up to the aviary shortly.’ He handed back the message and Hrost scurried out before him. He watched the byrdman take his bearings as if surprised to find himself in that particular corridor, before rushing off in the wrong direction. Kivi could not be bothered to correct him. These Pharicians were so slow at learning their way around Jai Khalar! The castle hardly ever gave Kivi any trouble at all.


He looked back at Tash and saw that he was now practising throwing his dagger into a wooden beam at different angles and making the slave girl retrieve it for him while he ogled her.


‘Bring it to me in your mouth,’ he was saying to her as Kivi surreptitiously shut the door. ‘On all fours, like a hound.’


Kivi took a better hold of the limp Impressionist and set off. He had to get her away from Tash and hand her over to someone else – someone who would know what to do with her. She had not been faking the shakes or the faintness, and in truth he was not finding it easy to support her. Tash’s private apartments were at the other end of his audience chamber, but this corridor led past a series of kitchens and pantries before ending in a balcony that surrounded a large gallery, where a glass roof admitted what little daylight there was. The balcony overlooked a tiled courtyard with a fountain in the centre, where Tash’s women usually gathered to decorate each other or sew or make music. The balcony ran around the outside of the courtyard past several doors, most of them bedchambers occupied by whatever girls or women were in favour at the moment.


After Tash had killed Ajiko, Sendrigel, and most of the council, and disbanded whatever remained of Lerien’s order in Jai Khalar, he had made himself some eunuchs from among the male captives, and these now guarded the women, together with three tame wolves and a seahawk. The seahawk was perched on the railing of the balcony grooming its tail feathers in the weak sunlight, and one of the eunuchs, a fair young man called Doren, nodded to Kivi as he came in with Gialse.


‘Another one?’ he said, a flash of humour brightening both his features and Kivi’s mood: If Doren could live as half a man and manage to smile, how could Kivi let his troubles weigh on him? Doren added, ‘I think we have some Bear whiskey around the place somewhere. That usually does the trick when Tash overworks them.’


Kivi looked over the balcony and saw that the wolves were in the main courtyard, sprawled around the chair of Grandmother Mistel, the Wolf Clan elder who had settled in Jai Khalar as a refugee after the ruin of her country by Night. He had been hoping to find her here, for she would know what to do with the Impressionist, and possibly she would have some ideas about what to do with Tash, as well. It was Mistel who had negotiated with Tash for the return of her people’s lands, for the women had all been refugees in Jai Khalar and the men had been either killed or Enslaved by Night at Jai Pendu. The Wolves were not known for diplomacy in matters outside their own Clan, but thanks to the efforts of Mistel they had managed to make a relatively peaceable return to their country in the west of Everien. She had arranged with Tash that she would stay behind in Jai Khalar to vouchsafe her own people. Tash had learned enough about Clan ways to recognize that the Wolves would never misbehave as long as he had possession of their Grandmother.


‘Does Tash know she’s in here?’


Doren shook his head. ‘He only forbids men to enter this area, so we allow Mistel to come and go as she will.’


‘What do they talk about all day?’ Kivi asked, seeing that Mistel had a semicircle of avid listeners gathered about her, young women of all Clans riveted by what the Wolf Grandmother was saying.


‘Ah, that I cannot say,’ Doren replied. ‘Nor should you ask, lest you end up like me – or worse, lest you end up dead. You may leave the girl here with me. There is no need for you to go further.’


Kivi accepted the warning and let go of Gialse, who cast panicky eyes at him as the eunuch led her away. The Seer began to walk lazily back down the corridor, opening a door that led to the back of one of the kitchens, intending to beg a pastry or two before tackling the problem in the aviary. He was still preoccupied by what he had heard Gialse say during the Impression, and when a soft voice called his name from behind he startled a little. Turning in the doorway to the kitchen storeroom, with the Carry Eye held in one hand, he saw Mistel coming toward him at a brisk pace. He should have known he would not escape so easily.


Mistel was a deceptively small woman. She had silver hair, small hands, and a petite, pear-shaped figure that had birthed ten sons and six daughters, of whom all but three had grown to adulthood. She had forty grandchildren and had rather lost track of their progeny. She knew how to take care of people, which – since the advent of Tash and concomitant disappearance of Hanji – made her the most important woman in the castle.


‘Is she an Impressionist?’ Mistel now asked as she came toward him, slightly out of breath after climbing the stairs from the courtyard. He held the door open for her and then closed it behind her so that their voices would not echo back into the harem. It was quiet in the storeroom, but from the adjoining kitchen he could hear pans ringing and he smelled something savoury baking, possibly with cheese. Mistel added, ‘Shall I expect to sit by her bed and hold her hand at night when she dreams?’


Kivi looked at the floor. ‘I am a Seer and a Scholar,’ he said. ‘I don’t claim responsibility for Impressionists or understand what they do.’


Mistel sighed. ‘Aye, no one accepts responsibility for goatshit any more, Even’ – and she had to shift to one side as the door behind her became a smooth wall – ‘even the Citadel itself refuses to commit to being here or there, this or that.’


Kivi couldn’t argue with this, but the way Mistel said it made him feel personally accountable. As if he had any control over Jai Khalar. People overestimated the abilities of Seers.


‘What is Tash doing, Kivi? Tell me only this. Maybe I can help the girl.’


Kivi thought about the wisdom of answering her question. Mistel was technically a prisoner, and Tash might let her move about freely, but she was the enemy of his regime and could make plenty of trouble for Kivi if she chose. Yet Kivi was sure that her intentions were good. Mistel had only ever cared about caring for others. He could not imagine that she had political motives. She was too old and gentle for that.


‘He has her looking into my Carry Eye, which has just lately become darkened,’ he said at last, wearily. ‘She is tapping into something, to be sure, but Tash can’t make any sense of it and I …’ He stopped because he didn’t know what he thought.


‘What?’


‘… I don’t know what to make of it, either.’


‘Very well. We’ll leave it at that, Kivi, if you wish.’ Mistel turned around as if to leave, then remembered that the door wasn’t there any more. Suddenly she became angry. ‘Stop it, you wicked wall!’ she cried in a shaking voice, kicking at the stone. ‘I’ll have none of your fucking tricks!’


Kivi flinched at the Elder’s profanity. ‘I have to go,’ he said. ‘Shall I find you a guidemouse and then you can take your time? I am sure a passage back to the women’s gallery will open soon.’


Mistel’s wrinkled face softened, and she laid a warm hand on his arm. For all her diminutive stature, her touch was heavy and firm. It said, There will be no nonsense, even as her smoke grey eyes gazed kindly up at him. ‘Oh, you mustn’t trouble yourself with a bad-tempered old woman. I expect that Tash gives you enough grief with his moods and demands. I only hope he doesn’t have that little Impressionist working in the Fire Houses. Creating weapons.’


‘Who told you that?’


Mistel took her hand away and blinked, dissembling. ‘Told me what?’


‘Come then, Mistel. Don’t play games. Who told you about the Impressionists and the Fire Houses?’


Mistel smiled. ‘No one did. I was only guessing. But now I see that my guess was correct, or you would not be looking so angry.’


Kivi took a step back from her. The damned Wolves! Half of them could see the spirits, and the rest were pretending to. What was the point of engaging in mental gymnastics and disciplined Scholarship to master the Knowledge when with no training at all someone like Mistel could pluck your thoughts out of the very air?


Mistel showed no sign of pleasure at having outwitted him, though. Her face became sunken with concern. She whispered. ‘It is a terrible thing he’s doing. Gialse is only a child! What can Tash be thinking?’ Mistel was shaking, not with the tremors of old age, but with outrage. ‘Kivi, wake up! Think what you are allowing to go on!’


‘Allowing?’


‘Shh! Never mind.’ She rapped on the wall with her knuckles and it obligingly became a door again. ‘Guidemouse, my foot! I can find my own way. This miserable castle doesn’t dare fuck with me.’




Ixo


Mistel saw to it that Gialse was fed and given warm clothes, and she herself played the harp to the girl and sang the only Snake tune that she knew. Gialse dropped off to sleep on a pile of soft cushions in the quarters of Tash’s concubines, and Mistel left instructions with the women that she was to be given some work to do when she awakened.


‘There is to be no talk of serious matters; and try not to speak of Tash in her hearing, either. She is in a fragile state. Keep everything light, and make sure she is busy.’


The girls seemed puzzled by Gialse, who was far from beautiful by anybody’s taste. Mistel hoped this meant she would be treated kindly and not perceived as a threat or rival within the ever-shifting power network of Tash’s harem. But Ixo, Tash’s long-standing favourite, was a little more intelligent than the rest. She was not fooled by the girl’s pathetic appearance, and at the first opportunity she drew Mistel into her bedchamber and directed a fusillade of questions at her.


‘What is that thing? Why have you brought her among us? And is it true she is the one he sends for now?’


Tears filled Ixo’s brown eyes. Her breasts heaved beneath the tightly laced velvet bodice she had sewn to show them off. Tash liked his women buxom and fiery, and Ixo had been his best mistress from the first night he spent in Jai Khalar. Having killed Ajiko personally, and quickly dispatched with his handful of loyal followers, Tash had ordered their heads displayed on spikes in prominent locations about the castle and then sent his men to bring him the best women they could find. His second-in-command, Illyra, had rounded them up, making sure none of the men touched their flesh disrespectfully before Tash had taken his pick. When the women were brought before the fire in the hall that Tash was later to adopt as his audience chamber, the Pharician warlord had ordered each in turn to come and sit on his lap so that he might choose which he liked most. When it was Ixo’s turn, Tash gave a pleased laugh and nodded approvingly at Illyra. Then he ripped her gown open and seized her breast. Milk spilled from it.


‘Where is your child?’ he had asked her softly. She struggled. ‘Shall I have it killed? I will tolerate no rivals, great or small, unless they come from my own loins.’ And he bucked suggestively beneath her.


Ixo spat in his eye. Tash caught her about the waist and stood up. ‘You savage!’ he said, but he was smiling. ‘Do you fight for your babe?’


Ixo cursed him loudly in Wasp, scratching and biting, and Illyra moved to lend a hand, but Tash tossed her on the rug, where she crouched defensively, her eyes darting about the room seeking escape. Tash said, ‘Let us see whether you are intelligent as well as beautiful. Tell me, will you fight thus for my children? Will you?’ He knelt on the rug beside her and fixed her with his eyes. She hesitated, panting, confused. Tash whispered, ‘I am not a brute. I will refrain from killing your child, but it will nurse from another, and you will have no part in its rearing. Do you understand? You belong to me now.’


Then he had taken her hand and drawn her to her feet, and she had been docile after that. Relatively. Or so the story had got about, and Mistel had been the first to hear it, for she was the one who had arranged a wet nurse for Ixo’s baby and who had counselled the girl ever since. Tash liked having many girls at his call, but he used only two or three favourites at any time, and Ixo was the only one who had kept his interest for more than a few weeks. Quickly she had become conversant in Pharician and spoke with Tash in his own language, and her intimacy with him had made her a source of much good information and useful influence to Mistel.


Now Ixo was in a panic, seizing hold of Mistel’s hand and shutting the door behind her. ‘I have not seen him these three nights, and the last time we were together he stopped before climaxing. He said he was saving himself. Who does he save himself for? Why does he not want me? Is it that I am not yet pregnant? How am I to get with child if he withholds his seed?’


Keeping hold of the young woman’s hand, Mistel sat down on Ixo’s bed. It was covered with furs and trimmed in silk, and perfume rose from it. Ixo had done well by Tash. No wonder she was a wreck at the idea that her time had finally come. Mistel knew the way of these things. Ixo would be in love with Tash by now. She no longer saw him as an oppressor or even an opponent. Mistel must bring her back to her senses. She made a quick judgment call and said,


‘Ixo, I need your help.’


The girl blinked, sniffled, and blotted her eyes with the back of her hand. ‘My help? What’s going on?’


‘Tash is up to something.’


‘Yes, I know! Bestiality, it seems, to judge by that little lizard he’s got himself.’


‘Hush. Gialse is a Clan sister, not an enemy.’


‘She’s no sister of mine, the Snake!’


Mistel looked at Ixo sadly. ‘You and I are not the same Clan, Ixo, yet we have always trusted one another. Am I to understand that deep down you think of me as the enemy Wolf, and not your own friend and advisor?’


Ixo squeezed her hand apologetically. ‘Of course not! But it’s different with you.’


‘Maybe. Still, Gialse is not your problem. Your problem and mine – indeed the problem for everyone in Jai Khalar and possibly Everien itself – lies with Tash himself. And the only one who can do anything about it right now is you.’


That got her attention. Ixo’s tears were forgotten, and she composed herself on the bed to listen, folding her legs over one another in the Pharician style. Tash had taught her to sit this way in order to make her body more limber and gymnastic for the games they played together.


Mistel said, ‘Now. Has he called for any of the others since last you lay with him?’


‘No. Only that little—’ She bit off the remark.


‘Good.’ Mistel patted Ixo’s hand. ‘It is as I suspected.’


‘What? Tell me! Mistel, do not be so mysterious! Can’t you see I’m dying?’


Mistel sighed. ‘You are not dying, child. Grow a little patience in your garden. I must think what to do.’


Ixo sat radiating frustration while Mistel thought about Tash.


‘He is afraid of something,’ she murmured. ‘But what does he fear? This is what we must learn. Ixo, you must not take personal insult that he does not sleep with you. A warrior will behave this way sometimes, before a duel, for example. Think of his words to you when last you saw him. Is there a rival to his control of Jai Khalar? Illyra is away in Wolf Country – and anyway I can’t imagine that Tash feels threatened by him. But could there be someone else, someone we don’t know? He uses the Eyes, remember. It may be that he is involved in a confrontation with someone far away, and it is about to turn bloody. It may be many things, but I suspect that this little Seer and her Impressions play into it.’


‘He could not be sleeping with her,’ Ixo acknowledged sheepishly. ‘I don’t know why I was so jealous.’


‘He is clearly obsessed with whatever business is associated with her. His obsession does him no good; and I fear it could do all of us great harm if he isn’t stopped.’


‘You have not said what you think he is doing with the girl,’ Ixo said.


‘Nor will I. It is only speculation. Anyway, you will find out soon enough if you can only get him back into bed.’


‘But how? What if he does not send for me?’


‘Probably he has just forgotten about you among all his troubles. Go to him about some trivial matter. Be gentle and unassuming. Let him see that you miss him. He will soon send for you again.’


‘And then what?’


‘You will make him very happy. And then you will listen to whatever he wants to tell you.’


Ixo smiled. She felt powerful again.




I Would Rather Be Chief of the Dung Beetles


Hrost and Kivi got to the aviary almost at the same time, for Hrost had gotten lost on the way, as Kivi could have predicted by watching him scurry from Tash’s presence. It seemed that everything in Jai Khalar obeyed Tash, with the fortunate exception of the castle itself, which obeyed no man. The change of lifestyle from the days of Lerien, who had been king throughout Kivi’s adulthood, was a dramatic one, and not only because Tash was Pharician.


In fact, Kivi reflected, the Pharicians themselves got little joy from Tash. To his own company of horsemen he was both good-humoured and generous, but his animosity toward the rest of Pharice had become apparent in the first weeks of his rule, when the armies had begun to come in from the Floating Lands. Hezene, pleased that the forces of the Ristale garrison he’d thought routed were still largely alive and fit, promptly assigned their commander, Rovene, to Jai Khalar. He relayed orders to Tash for the deployment of Rovene’s men in occupying the high valley. The Pharicians must have taken heart, Kivi thought, thinking Tash their friend, for not only had he done their job for them by taking Everien, but he would surely welcome their help now that the Clan armies were returning from the sea plateau. While the dispirited Clansmen returned to their home countries in straggling groups (Lerien, it was said, had been killed, and a number of his top men had vanished, leaving the rest leaderless and at the mercy of Pharice), the Pharician army marched toward the gates of Everien in cheerful files. They were to enter the country as conquerors, though they had beaten no one. Tash, it was expected, would desperately need armies both to manage the influx of Clan soldiers and to civilize the weary and conflict-torn valley. Therefore Rovene, a lieutenant-general and the acting commander of the Ristale garrison invasion force, expected to be welcomed with honour by Tash, at which point he would bestow, as directed by his emperor Hezene, the title of Cavalry Chief of Everien upon Tash the barbarian’s son. Then Rovene would occupy Jai Khalar and begin administering Hezene’s new territory.


Naturally, Tash had other plans for Rovene.


Kivi had been instructed to invite the Pharician lieutenant-general and all his officers into the invisible castle using the most cordial of phrasing, which Kivi did in all good faith. Once inside, however, the officers had been arrested and Rovene slain in a bloody duel with Tash on the ramparts, in full view of the army.


‘He was still a Slave!’ Tash cried. ‘How many of you are similarly afflicted?’ He then tossed Rovene’s body over the ramparts. It took several seconds to fall from the Citadel and when it landed it was crushed by gravity in the most astounding way, greatly impressing the foot soldiers below. Few of the Pharicians. Kivi later realized, would have had experience of heights such as the land of Everien possessed.


The arrested officers had been assembled in the old military training ground, then inhabited only by falcons and mice as all of the Clan soldiers were gone. There it was soon clear to the baffled officers from Ristale that Hezene’s authority was too distant to save them. Tash’s men encircled them with spears, their weapons having been taken at the door. They might have been hoping to find hearth and loaf and jug, baths after a long journey, women, camaraderie, and drink; they might have been hoping for a chance to talk and make sense of their time under Night’s Slaving spell; for sanity after madness. None of these was forthcoming. Tash treated them worse than pigs. He stalked up and down before them, and spat.


‘Cavalry chief!’ he mocked. ‘If you are to be my officers. I would rather be Chief of the Dung Beetles! What manner of fool was Rovene as to offer me such a sop, he who had nothing to offer but his pathetic death on my sword?’


He turned to the highest-ranked officer, the major who had narrowly avoided a one-on-one against Tarquin the Free, Kivi recalled, during the fracas when the latter had instead fought the great black bewitch-webbed captain with Night looking on through its Glass.


‘Khartou!’ Tash addressed this unfortunate. ‘Have your honour and testicles shrunk so small that you managed to outlive your superiors?’


‘Luck befriended me,’ Khartou replied carefully, and Kivi was later to learn that the deaths of his commanders counted against his honour.


‘Fickle luck! But she never lies with losers, not once, not ever. Once you have lost, you will continue to lose. It is the way of luck.’ He took in all the men with his gaze. ‘Therefore do not blame luck for her absence, for you are losers and luck would no sooner come to you than a horse to a jackal. You even lost in your own postings in Ristale. You let yourselves be defeated by a Company of a mere dozen!’


He paused before a captain built like an oak stump and about as emotionally responsive. ‘What say you about that?’


The man didn’t answer. Khartou said,


‘They were not mortal men. They were phantoms.’


‘All the more your shame. I can see it still in your faces, in your eyes.’ Tash paced on, pantheresque, mesmerizing in his movements. Suddenly he stopped, and the lieutenant closest to him startled violently, his eyes rolling like a mare’s when a stallion approaches from behind.


‘Hah! You see it, Khartou? Your men’s balls are mouldy with unuse. And you yourself – what did you think you were doing, marching beneath an Everien standard, led by some night-host of Clan demons? Were you pleased with yourself? Did you think yourself grand? You whore. Where was your loyalty to your emperor then? How easily you gave it away.’


‘You never saw Night,’ Khartou challenged, his face animated, his blood up. He must sense, Kivi thought, that his end was nigh; so men became frank and bold at the most unlikely of times. ‘He was like a god! The air of him, all full of starlight. Oh, he was not Clan, he was no barbarian like these.’ And he gestured round contemptuously, but Kivi saw Tash bristle, for Tash was considered a barbarian in Pharice. ‘He was something higher. And she …’ There was rapture in his face as words failed him; then suddenly, as if remembering where he was, he snapped his mouth shut and began to babble like a maniac. ‘My lord Tash, the emperor Hezene in all his Greatness is my ruler and lord. As his servant here I defer to you irrespective of your rank or mine.’ But Tash was already laughing as Khartou continued what he thought was an apology. ‘A foul madness took me. I will kill myself now if you will not accept my loyalty.’


He fell silent and Tash just looked at him. There was a snuffling sound as one of the junior officers actually began to cry. The butt of a spear in his kidneys produced a grunt and then quiet.


‘You have earned no such honour,’ Tash replied at last, and Khartou’s grey-green eyes rolled up in his bronzed face and held fast to Tash’s. Khartou swallowed. ‘As for your loyalty, it does not exist. Twice you have broken faith. I do not intend to be your third victim.’


The commander bowed his head. ‘Here is my neck.’


Tash laughed.


‘How disgusting. It sickens me to taint my sword with your blood; and my hand will not do this deed, for the honour would be too great for you. You will not die by the hand of a warrior. Kivi!’


The Seer came forward, eyes darting from Tash to Khartou. He was expecting Tash to make him kill the warrior; yet no matter what Tash might say of lost honour, Kivi had no wish to go within ten feet of such a man. Some of these Pharicians were giants, and they smelled dangerous.


‘Kivi, send for Ixo.’ Tash grinned at Khartou. ‘My concubine will kill you.’


Kivi had not watched the act itself, but he remembered the thud of the head on the sand, and the sight of Ixo trembling with fear and exultation, the sword dragging on the ground beneath her clasped hands. The blood spattering the hem of her gown and how she stared at it. He remembered Tash telling her to clean the sword and bring it back, and there was a shuffling lull as his men smoked pipes and stretched their legs, the prisoners milling like sheep under their charge. He well remembered how Tash had gone through the ranks after that like a storm. Some officers he killed and some he spared, for no apparent reason. When he was done, he spoke.


‘Those who thought Night was a god, I have done this to cure you of your illusions. If you wish to understand the gods, understand what has just occurred. For I have treated you as a god would treat you, though I am a man. That is how the gods are – unpredictable and senseless for all that we may try to tame them. Anything else is a lie. Those who are standing, swear loyalty and show it. Forget Night, forget Jai Pendu, and answer my commands with everything that is in your power. If you cannot or will not, I will soon know it and you will be killed.’


They fell on their knees as one.


Their first task had been to butcher and burn the bodies of their dead comrades. When this was done, Tash offered them a feast from the stores of Jai Khalar. Kivi looked on in distaste, thinking of the famines in Snake Country and the Bear highlands. Tash was already posting his new officers, who by now were so drunk with sensation that they responded to him like dogs.


‘Your wits will return,’ he told them. ‘See you always use them for my cause, and I will reward you. Now go to your men and make them feel the same.’


Sometimes Kivi thought that a little of Tash’s attitude might have rubbed off on him after all this time. For when he reached the aviary and saw that Hrost had not yet followed his orders, he was incensed.


The aviary was in chaos. The skyfalcon was gone. A hole had been ripped in the wire cage, and blood and feathers were stuck to its edges. The Pharician birds had all fled … all but one, trapped in between the cage and the feed room in a narrow alley from which panic would not allow it to escape.


‘What a mess,’ said Kivi, shuddering. ‘You should have found a boy to bring us this message. Now look at this. Get it cleaned up, Hrost. I will notify the Eye Tower that we need more birds sent from Jundun with the next convoy.’ He turned on his heel and started to leave. Then, over his shoulder, he added, ‘If this killer bird returns, send for me immediately.’


There was some satisfaction in stalking away, knowing that the little Pharician byrdman would have to scramble and rush to do his bidding. Some, but not much. For Kivi knew in his heart that he was not made of the same stuff at Tash, and Hrost probably knew it, too.


Hrost coaxed the Pharician flier out of hiding with the offer of some grain. Eventually four more birds returned, but the rest had probably flown home to Jundun. The skyfalcon was gone completely. The spurned message lay on the floor of the cage.


Hrost picked it up. Tyger Pass. He knew someone in Pharice who would be interested in this information. He collected the Pharician bird, fastened the message to her leg, and, whispering instructions, threw her into the air.


Kivi came later in the day to question Hrost further about the falcon, but the byrdman played stupid. He was good at that.


‘And where is the message? I told you to keep it for me.’


Hrost threw up his hands, gestured at the chaos in the aviary, scratched his head.


‘Ah, you fool! I will be blamed for it if it turns out to be important. You had better find it, Hrost. I will tell Tash that several of his birds were killed thanks to your negligence.’


Hrost fell on his knees, sobbing in a practised manner.


‘Damn you, Hrost. You are a nuisance. I don’t know why the birds like you so much. Listen, I will find you an assistant. Next time you have an urgent message, leave someone up here to mind the birds while you are gone. And get someone to teach you the protocols in case you have to go before Tash. And for the love of Ysse, take a bath!’


Hrost opened his mouth and wetly shrieked his joy and gratitude at Kivi’s mercy.


‘Don’t be disgusting,’ Kivi said. ‘Stand up! Find some work to do, will you?’


As soon as he left, Hrost wiped his eyes and went among the birds, pleased. An assistant! Now he could sleep all day if he wanted. The advent of the skyfalcon might not have been such a bad omen after all. He soothed his remaining birds and then went to wash off the blood of their flockmates. They would settle down in a day or so. And he would keep his slingshot handy in case the silver falcon returned.


If Hrost was in any doubt as to whether he had done well, Jai Khalar soon saw to it that he was rewarded. Later that day, Hrost found a group of mice working as a team, dragging something from a drainpipe into his sleeping area: a cloth-wrapped lump of Tash’s most favourite cheese. He ate it by darkness, and their many eyes watched him.




The Skyfalcon’s Error


The skyfalcon could fly five miles above the earth, and at speeds that made the fastest horse appear to stand still. Although the vast city of Jundun looked no larger than a diamond-shaped stain on the dun earth of the Pharician plateau, the skyfalcon could see the messenger pigeon labouring its low, slow way toward its destination. The predator had found his prey in the nick of time, for he had wasted precious days circling Jai Khalar at a great height, trying to work out what had happened to the place he remembered. He had returned to Everien at the wrong time; he could not deliver his message to its intended recipient; and the birds he had tried to speak with in the aviary were all stupid Pharician slaves, no use to him in his time of need. When he had finally deduced that his message had been sent on to Jundun, the skyfalcon had shot across Ristale at a great height, cutting the dove’s lead from two weeks to five minutes. Even so, he was almost too late, for the messenger had reached Jundun, and finding one dove in all the airspace above the plateau of the city was akin to finding one krill in a whale’s mouth. The skyfalcon began to descend, his silver eye fixed on the mote that was his prey, singling out the bird from the confusion of others that surrounded Jundun like an ever-present, moving cloud. He held to his target and began his dive.


He caught the pigeon only fifty feet above the rooftops, too close a shave at such speeds. Triumph filled him; but he had misjudged his angle. In another instant he would crash. He corrected his wing position and pulled out of the dive at a steep angle. In doing so, he inadvertently opened his beak. Such are the errors of birds, who resemble men in only a few small ways, but this is not the least of them: that such a great one could make such an unnecessary and costly error. For all its talent, the Everien skyfalcon could be a foolish sort of bird. He had dropped his precious cargo.




Byrdland


When the skyfalcon’s shadow fell on Liaku she was standing on the roof of the Kukuyu in the middle of a pane of chala as thin as paper and flexible as skin, baiting a crow trap, for the ravens had been thieving her doves’ eggs and depriving her of food. It was the middle of the day, and the sunlight was clean until suddenly the wings came between the sun and Liaku and stopped there, engulfing her in their shadow. She dropped to her knees and covered her head with her arms in an instinctive act of self-preservation, heedless of the fact that the chala could easily tear even under her slight mass. There was a deep whoof of updraft and the frame of the chala shuddered against the pressure. Something light but solid hit the stretched chala near her head, bounced once, and was still. She knew that the shadow still covered her, for without the sun her back actually felt cold, as it was the middle of winter and the air up on the roof of Jundun could be chilly. She opened one eye.


About a foot away lay a dead Pharician flier, grey-brown against the muted gold of the chala roof. It wore a message scroll and a red cord. She recognized the bird; it was one of Ral’s, sent to Everien almost a year ago. It must have just made the long winter journey home only to be killed in its native airspace.


She didn’t reach for the bird. Its killer still hovered over her. She could now see the outlines of its form in the sharp shadow it cast on the chala. Its wing type was that of a falcon, but it was much larger than any falcon she had ever seen. Also, its body was more bell-shaped than a typical predator’s. It hung in the air as though glued to the sky, wingtips making minute alterations so as to hold its position, its head turning slightly from side to side, watching her.


‘Skyfalcon,’ she breathed. It didn’t matter that she had never seen a real skyfalcon; the long-lost species had been described to her so many times that she couldn’t fail to recognize its shadow, however impossible it might seem. She wondered how high it was. If it was low, then its shadow would be near to its true size – but she would have no chance of escape in that range. If it was high, then she had more time, but it would mean the bird was as big as a horse. Either way, she had a problem. There was no time to calculate. In a sudden, unpremeditated movement she snatched up the dead bird and took a flying leap to the next chala pane, deliberately driving her legs downward with a powerful stroke in an effort to break through the fine, papery skin that formed an overceiling for Jundun’s Byrdland.


It didn’t work. For once the chala was too strong, or Liaku was too small. She skittered across the surface, the bird’s shadow coming after her like a blown garment. The nearest hatch was three or four seconds’ run from where she was, and she heard the long shriek of her desperate inhalation as she made for the hatch, plunged through, and slithered down a series of poles until she came to rest in one of her own nests, unharmed.


She looked up. The bird blotted out all the light. She could see its beak where its head peered in after her. It was not as big as she’d feared, but it had a face so strange that she froze, mouth open, until the cast-off feathers of the dead flier drifted into her mouth and she began to cough. As soon as Liaku and the falcon made eye contact, she knew that it was more intelligent than she was.


‘Hello, beautiful,’ she said. ‘What you want?’


She knew he wanted his bird back, but Liaku was very hungry and knew that by the bird code, it belonged to her as finder. She decided to bring the message to Ral as a courtesy, though, for the red cord was not to be taken lightly.


The skyfalcon was still watching her.


‘Ah, no you look at me like that!’ she scolded. ‘It your fault you drop him right where I see him. You catch other one. Easy for you.’


Perhaps he understood her, for the silver skyfalcon withdrew his head from the hatch and his shadow could be seen moving across the translucent paper ceiling, then growing smaller as he ascended. She waited with her breath held in case he was about to plunge through the hatch to steal back his prey. But nothing happened, and the skyfalcon did not return. After a while she remembered the red cord meant ‘urgent’, and dutifully she set off to look for Ral in the patchwork of shadows and sky that was Byrdland, her home.


Jundun was a city of paper boxes; a city of cranes; a city of air. Birds had visited this plateau for thousands of years, migrants in teeming flocks that stopped to roost and feed here in successive waves, spring and fall, each one locked into place in the turning seasons’ wheel; you had no need of calendars in Jundun, when the colour of the daily featherfall could tell you so much. The old city was built of clay and sandstone and it had risen up as a way post for traffic from the twin river valleys that stretched to the eastern ocean and the western sea, respectively. The agrarian civilizations to either side of the Jundun plateau had fought for control of the high ground from time immemorial, for whoever ruled the plateau not only surveyed all the lands below, but tithed whatever trade passed from one side of the continent to the other. Because of its position as a land bridge, the Pharician highland also guarded the passage from Ristale and the Wolf forests to the north, and the deserts and tropic kingdoms to the south.


But it was not the endless stream of human supply trains visiting the plateau that gave Jundun its character; nor did the lines of sails that plied the twin rivers the city overlooked; nor the irrigation patterns so visible from the height that lent geometry to the seasonal floods. These signs of disciplined, premeditated human settlement were distinctive, and to the eyes of the unschooled nomads of the south and the hunter barbarians of the north they undoubtedly appeared impressive. Yet none of these sights captured the essence of Jundun. That was created by the birds. The birds, in their own way, were the true builders of the capital city of the Pharician Empire.


If you lived in Jundun you aspired to be pale and fat, because this meant you were rich. The thin struts of the overcity where the poorest caste lived would not support anyone who carried extra flesh, and the sunlight that scorched the byrdmen inhabiting Jundun’s highest reaches never touched the wealthier classes beneath, who enjoyed the coloured shade cast by hundreds of thousands of paperlike chala shields stretched between frames of wooden poles that enveloped the city in a honeycomb system of bird traps. For the superstructure of the city was as ephemeral as its underground roots were deep, and had been designed to both celebrate and exploit the winged migrants.


Byrdmen lived on the heights, slept there, ate there, and conducted their work there: collecting bird dung, feathers, and eggs, and – according to a rigid system of quotas set by the emperor Hezene and enforced by the Imperial Air Police – killing the birds. A byrdman’s feet were allowed to touch the earth on only two occasions: first, during the predawn and nightfall exodus down a series of ladders to the sewage pipes at the city’s perimeter, where he was obliged even to defecate on schedule; and second, during the annual Down celebration, when for a day the undercity’s residents fled the metropolis to allow for a symbolic bird invasion in which the byrdmen ran about the empty clay streets, looting houses, throwing shit, and leaving feathers everywhere. Otherwise, byrdmen were relegated to the paper boxes that cloaked Jundun, and they enjoyed an existence that was in many ways free of the stifling restrictions borne willingly by all other Pharicians, especially the urban classes who filled Jundun. And they did possess the special protection of the emperor. Reviled by mainstream society, the byrdmen knew virtually everything that happened in the maze of the city, for much information drifted up to them from windows and courtyards, and many of the buildings were roofless but for their paper ceilings. The rustling of birds and byrdmen above was taken for granted, and because the byrdmen spoke their own language it was widely – and falsely – believed they could not understand Pharician. Yet in truth they understood not only Pharician, but the languages of numerous other countries and all dialects of Everien Clan, as well as some of the rare island tongues; for in all the hordes of fliers that passed over Jundun on their way to mate, nest, feed, or flee winter, every so often of one species or another there came a few Speakers. And Speakers were critical to the equation between the byrdmen and the emperor.


For the only way you could ever hope to become pale and fat, if you were a byrdman, was to catch a Speaker and present it to the emperor. This was precisely the feat which had been accomplished by Lor, former byrdman and now freeman of the city and chief informer for Hezene’s Imperial Air Police. For Lor had given to Hezene Byrd, his favourite of all the Speakers, as well as Byrd’s mate Chee, thanks to which act Hezene now owned a whole flock of tame Speakers of exceptional wit and imagination. Lor now lived a quiet life in a well-watered villa coloured pink and gold like a birthday cake, where he sat by a fountain eating fruit and playing a lyre most days, looking after his pet birds and his pet byrdmen. There was nothing which occurred up there in Byrdland that Lor didn’t hear about sooner or later. But no one had seen the skyfalcon descend suddenly from a thousand feet to snatch the Everien flier out of the air; and no one had seen him gift it to Liaku. So Lor had no idea why Liaku came to see him in such a rush that morning; but he was pleased to see her nonetheless.


She arrived on the roof of his courtyard with an urgent message between her teeth, looking for all the world like a large brown crow with her bent-legged stance on the crossbar and her ragged garment shedding feathers in the wind.


‘What have you got, my love?’ Lor said to the urchin, yawning and setting down his lyre. Liaku was one of the best – at less than four feet tall she could fit into any crack, weighed less than a loaf of bread, and feared nothing provided she had somewhere to run. He had seen her up there among the birds, swinging like a chimp and shrieking as loud as the darkwings from Wolf Forest. She was a gifted mimic and would repeat entire conversations, including every inflection and cough, that she had overheard at night with her ear to the paper floor. Now she held a dead flier in her hand. With the other hand she took the message scroll from her mouth.


‘I find him on roof of Kukuyu,’ she said, meaning the place where all the pigeons gathered; Kukuyu was an onomatopoeic byrdman term. ‘He Ral bird and I see he has message. I no read, so I take him to Ral and Ral take him away exchange for Pastry Rights. So I go lie on roof of patisserie, steal four chocolate breads when bakers go outside for noon smoke, then I go spy Ral. He take little dove to Scrollmen in the boomhall, and they go to the wooden room, with rolling things.’


She meant the office adjacent to the main reading library, where the seats were on rollers. The inmost den of the imperial scholars, in other words. Hmm, thought Lor.


‘Ral give message to Yanse and Yanse give it back. Say, “I am not Ysse! What kind of granule-grained walnut brain are you, white-shitting fleahouse sniveller. I will pay you nothing, and take your bird out of here before it or you shit on something antiquated and valuable.” ’


She giggled and resumed her normal voice. ‘So Ral come back with dovey, and he still has message. Ral mad at me, so I give him one chocolate bread and tell him to fuck himself. I keep message, but nobody know where to find Ysse. So I come to you.’


‘Clever Liaku,’ Lor praised, wanting to stroke her head but knowing it would be full of lice. ‘It is a very good thing you did, too.’


‘I remember you say name Ysse many time. When I was little. “Lerien will never be worthy of Ysse’s trust.” You say, “Why would Ysse leave her country in the hands of someone so indecisive?” You say—’


‘But you were only a babe then!’


Yet the look she gave him said she had never been a babe, but possibly had hatched, complete with connivance, directly into her present form. Lor laughed, laying his hand on her head now just to shut her up. ‘It was very clever to remember that I knew who Ysse was. Now, I know you have had your chocolate, so tell me what I can give you. Would you like something for your hair, perhaps? A bit of silk for your neck?’


But she was too young to care about those things. She gazed hungrily at the fountain.


‘Ah,’ he said, understanding. He glanced around furtively. ‘Well, I wouldn’t want to make a habit of it, but I suppose just this once you might play in the fountain. But only for a quarter hour! And tell no one you brought me this dove, do you understand, Liaku?’


Liaku whipped off the rag that passed for her only garment and flung herself into the water.


‘Well,’ said Lor philosophically, ‘I suppose she needs a good cleaning. Baqile! Remind the yard boy to clean the drains of the fountain this afternoon. And scrub the tiles. Just in case …’


Then he opened the message. It was scribed in the new Everien tongue, which was itself derived from a patois of Clan languages spelled in the Pharician characters.


April moon, two days old, the year past Smoke Year


Lor paused and looked at the sky. By the standard reckoning, years only got their names after they were over, so dates were always rendered ‘the year after’ whatever the last year had been. Smoke Year … why, Smoke Year had been named after the fires that raged across Ristale that summer – but that had been forty years ago. Doves only lived half a dozen.




April moon, two days old, the year past Smoke Year


Ysse:


I am taken by the White Road. All my hope goes with you.


If you return, you will be great. You will have no more need of me. But before you take up your mantle, honour one last instruction from teacher to pupil: Do not use the Fire Houses, whatever happens!


I left something for you in Tyger Pass. Seek it not too soon, but find it before you die.


Eteltar.





Lor studied the message for the entire quarter of an hour in which the child made merry in his fountain. When her time was up, Baqile made to chase her away; but Lor stopped him and beckoned to the child. She was bright-eyed now, thrilled, her skin gleaming and her white teeth shining as she grinned her pleasure. If Lor didn’t know better he might have said that her cunning had left her for a moment, and that she was just a child like any other, poorer than a mouse and destined for almost as short a life.


‘Liaku, smallwing, if you find any more like this one, come straight to me – understand?’


‘You offer good deal, fat man? Ah, of course I come, my friend. I take dovey, yes? Make good supper and other things.’


Before he could answer she picked up the corpse and was gone, shooting up a support pillar and disappearing across the paper ceiling leaving no trace but a faint scampering noise. Baqile stood over the yard boy, supervising while he began to scrub the fountain.


Lor held up one finger and Tol jumped onto it obediently, regarding him from one eye.


‘Go to Byrd, and bring him here as soon as he can come,’ Lor said. ‘No stopping on the way to mate, either. This is important.’


He glanced at the paper ceiling, thinking: I know that child is watching all this. May she keep her wits and not do anything foolish.


Liaku was indeed watching. It was a rare event for Byrd to venture forth from the Imperial Palace, and a testament to Lor’s influence that he would follow Tol to Lor’s home without being told anything of the matter at hand. Of course, Lor and Byrd were old friends; but Byrd was Hezene’s favourite creature in all the world, even above his own children, and he seldom left the emperor’s side.


Lor read the message aloud to Byrd, and Liaku, who was illiterate, heard and understood it for the first time. When Byrd queried, ‘Smoke Year? Are you sure?’ she didn’t understand; but Lor said, ‘Ah, Smoke Year was only two years before the beginning of Ysse’s reign as Queen of Everien. If the message is to Ysse, it could very well have been sent during Smoke Year.’


‘Where is the messenger?’


‘Er … dead.’


‘Show me.’


‘The byrdchild who found it took the body. It was a young bird, fat enough to eat.’


‘A young bird? You should have kept it. This makes no sense. Could the message have been attached to his leg more recently?’


Lor shrugged. ‘I know not its history, only that it arrived here last night. One of my helpers brought it to me.’


‘Has anyone else seen it?’


Lor hesitated, then said, ‘Only the byrdboy whose property it was. He apparently misunderstood Ysse for Yanse, and brought it to a Scholar by that name, who sent him packing.’


‘And then he brought it to you.’


Lor didn’t hesitate this time. He gave a definite nod. ‘Yes.’


‘That is well,’ said Byrd. ‘What was the name of the boy?’


Liaku held her breath. Why had Lor not mentioned her part in it? She bristled angrily.


‘Ral,’ Lor said, looking sorrowful.


‘Ral and Yanse. Are they the only ones who saw the message?’


‘Yes. But the boy could hardly have understood what he was reading. They are illiterate, most of these byrdmen. That’s why he got the name wrong.’


‘I am sorry,’ Byrd said, ‘if he is a favourite of yours. But he will have to go. This information is very important. I will take it to the emperor at once. But you must not mention it to anyone. Hezene well remembers your past loyalty, and I will speak highly of you to him at the next opportunity I get.’


‘Any small favour I can do, anything at all, I beg you only to name it,’ Lor blurted.


‘You have done enough for the time being. Only give me a servant to bear this message back to the palace.’


‘Of course!’ Lor said, and clapped for his boy.


‘You yourself, of course, have no memory of any message to Ysse.’


‘I know nothing of such a matter,’ Lor said hastily.


‘That is well,’ Byrd replied, and launched himself into the air. Liaku slid deeper into the crevasse of the palm tree, trembling. If she was caught spying on this conversation, she would be killed. Ral was already as good as dead.


But why? Queen Ysse of Everien had been dead for years: even an ignoramus like Liaku knew that. So what was so important about a lost message – if it even was authentic?


Liaku knew she should return to her nest and think carefully about her next move, but she couldn’t resist following Byrd back to the palace. He was well ahead of her, his red-gold wings moving him much faster in flight than she could ever hope to do on foot, especially over the uncertain surfaces of the paper boxes that comprised her city. But although he was the emperor’s prize Speaker and therefore privileged to fly among humans on the streets of Jundun, for some reason he chose now to duck in among the paper boxes where the byrdmen trapped less intelligent birds, and where Liaku plied her spy trade. His progress was slowed and now Liaku was able to keep up with him on a parallel, always making sure that he could not see her shadow through the chala walls or hear any sound she made. Her smell, she knew, was thoroughly birdified, and mixed with so many odours from the city below that it was not likely to alarm the Speaker even if he did get wind of her. She half expected him to return to the bazaar, but instead he flew back to the palace, entering it through the open window of one of the reception rooms.


Now Liaku knew what he was up to. She had seen Byrd play this game before, but she had never understood what it was about. She spread herself flat and crept across the chala ceiling. It was stained and crusted with droppings, for its only purpose was to prevent the imperial rooftops from suffering insults of this nature. No one of any real size could hope to make such a crossing without tearing the paper, but Liaku was tiny for her age, and life among the birds had taught her to be greatly patient; for birds were nervous creatures and did not like to be rushed. Liaku could hold one position without moving for hours. Even her eyes would not move. When she was still in her father’s nest, her brothers and sisters had thought her fey, but what did they know? She had stashes of barter notes and favours secreted all across the imperial scaffolding, in hollowed-out poles and glued to the undersides of paper joints where no one would ever think to look. At the age of nine she was on her way to being rich; but she could not afford to be fat. Not yet.


She was already nearly over the window of the reception room that Byrd was in the habit of visiting. She had been following the conversation between Byrd and Se for some months, initially using it to teach herself the fine points of the vocabulary of the Object Language. But soon she became caught up in the drama that was unfolding in these secret messages, and now she checked the room after every function in which Se or one of his associates might have a chance to enter and read the signs. Se was a member of the Pharician nobility, a privileged man who did nothing in particular for a living yet somehow got invited to every party. Liaku had spied on Se extensively in an effort to understand the relationship between him and Byrd, but also in a purely recreational way, for he was very interesting to observe. He was a dangerously skilled gambler, an amateur Scholar in his own right specializing in medicines and tonics, and a player of psychological games. He seemed to thrive on the ebb and flow of scandal, power, and position in the Imperial Court, while never being touched by it personally. Se knew everyone. He went everywhere. He was a big man, broad-shouldered and powerful yet surprisingly graceful, with eyes the colour of weather-greened copper and a soft, suggestive voice. He was charismatic, but in a slightly unwholesome, dark way. Liaku knew there was to be a reception tonight and guessed that Byrd had been busy leaving his message for Se while she tracked him. As she looked through the skylight, she saw that Byrd was still there. He was flitting from one piece of furniture to another, making his adjustments.


Liaku took in the changes in the room’s topography. For every object in the room there was a potential set of secret meanings, and when objects were adjusted in certain ways, a coded meaning was created, intelligible only to a visitor who knew how to read the room. When Se came to a party, he looked at the signs and then made his own alterations. Over the years, Liaku had painstakingly leaned how to read the code that passed between Byrd and Se, and as she made a clockwise scan of the room starting from the door to the hall, she noted several positional changes in the room’s decor. Some of them were minute: the turning of an ornamental figurine by fifteen degrees; the removal of one pink silk flower from an arrangement. She did not understand all the signs, but she was able to read enough that a shiver of comprehension went through her.


She was disappointed. It wasn’t about the skyfalcon at all. The message said, ‘Wakhe bodyguard Scholar, Yanse. Target. Immediately. Details at bazaar.’


This information would be tricky to pursue, Liaku realized as Byrd hopped out of the room, leaving it in stillness. The bazaar was open-aired, and as a byrdman she was forbidden to set foot on the ground. What details? What was meant by target? Was Yanse a target for murder as well as Ral, simply because he had read the message of the skyfalcon? Ah, the skyfalcon. As she looked out across the dusty blur of pale colours that was Jundun, all she could think of were the rumoured snows of Everien. As white as the moon, it was said, and as cold. The air was clear there, and the heights were open. What would that be like? Birds never left the sky in Everien, said the stories. They never wasted their time roosting and shitting and shedding feathers; they only flew. Liaku dreamed sometimes of their flight, when she was very lucky. The dreams were like exotic flowers, and they withered quickly, leaving only a scent memory.


Well, she could not enter the bazaar; it was the one section of the city off-limits to the byrdmen, being kept open to the air. Liaku suspected the reason for this was to prevent excessive theft from the caravans, but she had gotten round it by teaching some of her best birds to fly in and steal for her. She had once or twice broken the cardinal rule of byrdmen and set foot herself in the bazaar, but only in the dead of night, and mainly only as a way to scare herself when she was feeling bored. She wasn’t going to be able to spy on the rendezvous between Byrd and Se.


She was nervous. What was Byrd up to? What if they found out that Liaku had picked up the message? She was glad she had lied about the skyfalcon. At the time it had been a routine lie, for it never did to tell the truth unless forced by circumstances to do so. Elusiveness was more important than morality. Now it occurred to her that her lie might have saved her life, for if he had known about the skyfalcon, Lor would have had to tell Byrd, and he would not have been able to keep her name out of it in that case. Still, she had better be careful.


So after she’d hung the dead flier in a secret hide for eating later, Liaku decided to retreat to one of her nests and wait quietly until dark. At sunset she went up to the Kukuyu, on the top level of paper roofs as she did every night, to watch the birds swirl in on the breeze. The support poles extended from the city like masts, scoring the red sky with dark lines, while the taut chala lay in a patchwork below, each section reminiscent of a sail swollen with wind so that from certain angles the city resembled some strange ship that never went anywhere. Each Watch pole that reached into the sky was reserved for a different byrdman; Liaku had inherited hers from old man Hoos when he fell into the bazaar from three levels up and broke his neck – he had been trying to steal a gold bracelet from a caravan parked on the edge of the bazaar, using a fishing hook and line – and Liaku, witnessing his fall, had hastened to his Watch pole to secure it for herself before anyone else could climb it. She had had to defend it from other aspirants for the first few weeks, but now it was recognized as Liaku’s Watch and she seldom had any trouble. She shinnied up it like a brown eel, her bag of treats bouncing against her back, and smiled into the rush of wind as her special birds flocked to her. They always came to her at this hour for the treats she had collected for them during the day. Some among her favourites were actually former members of the Imperial Air Police whom she had lured away from the palace and homed to her person. They looked exactly like the imperial birds, down to the fine striping on their wings that distinguished them from common fliers; but Liaku’s renegades preferred her to their palace home, and they came to her wherever she was, for as trained police birds they were skilled at finding and remembering people. She didn’t know why they chose her, unless it was that they understood that Liaku liked them more than she liked her fellow men, women, and children, and the birds were simply returning the compliment.


Liaku’s pole commanded a view of the river, where on most evenings the field workers could be seen carrying bundles of the chala harvest rolled into long tubes. The chala would be boiled, then each leaf patiently unrolled and glued to the next using a pitch made from the stem of the chala plant. In this way the city could be repaired, rearranged, and added to with great ease, and the chala grew so quickly in the hot climate that there was always plenty of it; in fact, it was occasionally burned as fuel simply to keep it from invading the cultivated terraces where food crops were grown on both sides of the river.


But tonight, there were no chala bearers of any kind on the road. There were no workers at all. The road was totally empty. Liaku ducked her head from side to side, trying to look through the blur of wings and bodies of her birds, but she could not see any reason why the road should be deserted at this hour. She wanted to ask someone what was going on, but the only Watch within earshot of hers was Ral’s, and he was not there. Word must have gone out that he was dead, for the juniors were wrestling at the base of his pole, shaking it in an effort to bring down the other byrdchildren who were already climbing it in a battle for control over Ral’s Watch. Liaku felt a vague unease at the thought of Ral’s death, but it quickly passed. Byrdmen didn’t often live into adulthood.


While she looked on, Ral’s Watch was successfully occupied by a slick-fingered boy called Grint, who threw darts at anyone who tried to get up the pole and depose him. She saw a girl go down with a dart in her eye, and then the others gave up.


‘La!’ she called. ‘Grint!’


The young victor turned his head just like a seagull and sniffed in her direction. She pointed to the road and cupped one hand around her mouth to make her words carry.


‘Why nobody on road?’


He grinned. ‘Army come. Many spear. We good stealings at barracks roof tomorrow, yes?’


She squinted and in the distance she could see something blocking the road in the direction of the sea. It was out of season for soldiers to return to Jundun, but Grint appeared to be right.


‘Why army come here?’ she shouted.


‘Reposting. To Everien, they say. Many furs brought, and barrels of butter, I taste some … mmm, so good.’ He rubbed his belly. ‘I be sick, eat any more.’


Liaku frowned, annoyed that of all the days that the army supply caravans might arrive, they had to choose the day she had spent in hiding. She loved butter. Sometimes she dreamed about it.


Having consumed her supply of gifts, the birds left her one by one to roost, but Liaku stayed, clinging to her post with an ease that showed she had been born in Byrdland. Night quickened. After a while she realized that she was anticipating seeing the skyfalcon again, but he did not come. She remembered so clearly how he had pursued her, and the look in his eye when she had spoken to him; but he was not a Speaker, for he hadn’t answered her. Yet when he had stared at her she had received the distinct impression that he was curious about her, and that he was trying to communicate. The other events of the day seemed to fade into the background whenever she thought of the falcon. With a rare yearning that was not connected to food or water or treasure, she wanted to meet this bird again.


But though she waited until dark and beyond, the falcon did not come.




A Dried Footprint in Silt


In the morning there was a new message in the reception room. From Se to Byrd it read, No kill Yanse. I no bodyguard Wakhe!


To show Se’s scorn for the proposition, a sparrow turd had been left on the windowsill. Not an official element of the code, but difficult to misinterpret.


So Se didn’t want to kill Yanse. What would Byrd do now?


And where had the skyfalcon gone? She began to ask around among her contacts for someone who had seen the falcon, but everyone responded as though she was crazy, until at last she spied on Lor and heard him confiding to Tol that he was worried about the recent capture of the Everien skyfalcon by Hezene’s guards. Liaku had to stifle a gasp when she heard this, and her heart turned black. No one should capture a wild bird. It was wrong.


‘I fear that this skyfalcon will depose Byrd in the emperor’s high favour, and then where will we be, Tol? Ah, skyfalcons are creatures of legend. I have never even seen one. Would that it had flown to me! I would have fed it without turning it in.’


‘I would not wish to see a skyfalcon,’ Tol answered. ‘They are said to be of evil disposition and they can fly so high that the world looks small to them, and still pick out a beetle on the end of a stem.’


‘Yes,’ said Lor morosely. ‘I have heard the same.’ He fell into a glum reverie and Liaku did not learn more of the skyfalcon for all that she spent the morning shadowing Lor.


Liaku began to have foolish thoughts. She kept recalling the skyfalcon’s curious gaze, and because of this, in her mind she named him Quiz. He liked her; she knew that, or he would not have let her take the flier away from him. He had killed her a meal; therefore, did she not now owe him? Perhaps she could rescue the bird, she thought. Once the idea was in her mind, she couldn’t get it out.


So she plucked up her courage and began spying on the emperor. It was an activity she only pursued when she had a good reason, for the palace was heavily guarded and it was not a good idea to be seen anywhere near it more often than absolutely necessary. That was why it had taken Liaku almost a fortnight to place her spy mirrors so that they would go undetected by the palace police. The first two had been easy: the largest, pilfered from among the scrap tin brought by horse merchants from Or, had been placed by Liaku at an angle convenient for her viewing while reclining in one of her nests above the palace: and the second, a small glass mirror stolen from the back of an oxcart at the bazaar, she had stuffed in the joint between the chimney and roof, climbing down the chimney in the very dark when even the mice were sleeping. But the third mirror – the essential one, which was to offer a vantage of the emperor’s sitting room itself – this had been the hardest. It was not that there was any lack of places to wedge it among the elaborate coppices and ornamentations of the stone fireplace; far from it. The trouble was that the smoke from the fire tended to fog the mirror and make the successive reflections blurry: and when there was no fire on the grate at all then no image could form, for it was too dark. But at last, one morning when the cleaners were clanging and rearranging the soot, she managed to spot a hidden recess offering an angle that not only gave her a smokeless view, but included the chair where Hezene was accustomed to sit, one adorned with a special perch for Byrd and Chee, the emperor’s favourite pair of Speakers.


Liaku liked Chee. Byrd’s mate seldom spoke (and when she did her observations about people were dead wrong), and never did anything useful, spending her days grooming herself and studying her own reflection in Hezene’s black stone mirrors. But when she was in the mood, she could sing like a sunset over Kierse – a rare talent in a Speaker, especially a female. And she was beautiful, her feathers the deep molten colour of true gold except for striking turquoise wingtips and a red throat. Beauty was not a coinage Liaku herself possessed, and so she valued it all the more when she saw it in others. Anyway, beauty would be only a burden to Liaku, who was obscurely proud of her smallness, her anonymity. It was all she had, and it served her in the incessant scramble for crumbs up here in the paper city.


Besides, the flamboyance of Hezene’s palace soaked into her on sight. She didn’t have to own it to appreciate it, and her view on its splendours was unique, for she could look right into the imperial home.


Hezene himself was not splendid to see, especially in private. Liaku thought he looked like a dried footprint in silt. His edges were sharp and there were sculpted shadows about his cheekbones and eyes, as if he was already mostly a memory even to himself. He was small, lean, and strangely inquisitive for all that he kept his eyes half closed as a sign that what transpired within was more important than any crisis his subjects could design. Beside him his retinue of female attendants hovered, rounded and luscious like berries paled by mist and jewelled in dewdrops. Their sheer clothes barely hid the darkness of their nether parts, the pale colours accenting the sultry shine of their eyes. He touched the women only a little but loved to have them around, and they posed like dolphins in waves at sunset, unaware of themselves, thinking: This is life. Flashing my breasts for the emperor is its substance. There is nothing more. At least, this is what Liaku imagined they thought, and what a luxury it must be! But Hezene confided only in Byrd.


‘My friend,’ he said to the Speaker, ‘Everien sits on my mind like the pit of a fruit remains in the gut. I cannot spit it out, I cannot break it down. I cannot even let it go.’


‘The shit of the emperor is profound in all its manifestations,’ remarked the Speaker. ‘Can I help?’


‘Am I doing the right thing by annexing Everien? I wonder sometimes whether I should go on this expedition myself. How else can I ensure that my will be done?’ He snapped his fingers and one of the posing girls floated to his side with mincing steps. At a gesture from the emperor she slid the robes away from his shoulders and began kneading them, her fingers white and tiny on his ropy neck. Byrd watched her for a moment and then said diplomatically,


‘Surely the messenger bird has not troubled the Lord of the Birds so much as all that! It is a matter of history, best left for the Scholars.’


‘The injunction against using the Fire Houses is not a matter of history. You know as well as I do that Tash is using their secrets to beat the Sekk.’


‘The message has not even been authenticated. No bird is old enough to have borne it for forty years, and anyone could have written the message. Probably it is a joke!’


Liaku’s ears pricked. Byrd had not treated it as a joke with Lor … nor with Ral, dead as a consequence of merely having heard the contents of the message. Was the emperor’s own Speaker lying to him?


‘Some joke,’ Hezene said darkly. There was a long silence. The girl who was massaging him carefully replaced the silk cowl that trailed down his shoulders. She moved to his feet and presently began sucking his toes.


Byrd puffed his feathers and shook. ‘Anyway, has no one thought to ask how came an Everien skyfalcon to Jundun, when its home is surely Jai Khalar and that is where it was sent?’


‘The Scholars had better answer that one,’ Hezene declared, throwing his head back and closing his eyes as the pale-skinned youth placed the sole of his foot on her bare breast and began massaging oil into the skin of the arch. ‘Or they do not earn their bread and wine. Yet I cannot wait for their analysis before I proceed.’


‘It is winter in Everien,’ Byrd remarked. ‘A long, bitter winter.’


‘Indeed, and I wish to possess that country on the quickening of another spring. I have waited long enough. I spent ten years slowly building the garrison at Ristale and opening trade routes with Lerien, hoping to walk through the front door and take the place easily. And yet, on the eve of my attack, my garrison was overwhelmed!’


‘But the Clans did not do this act,’ Byrd said. ‘The Sekk did.’


‘Still, my plans were all for nothing, for then Tash, whom I loved and hoped to make a prince of, Tash seized his opportunity to get Jai Khalar – and who can blame him? Were I a young hothead I might have done the same.’


‘He did it in your name, Great One.’


‘Ah, but he slew my officers, the ones who returned alive from the Floating Lands. He said he could not trust those who had once been Enslaved. But they had recovered, the Company of Glass was gone, and what more can he require of an army other than that they follow commands? Already he speaks like a Clansman!’


‘He is a barbarian’s son from Or,’ Byrd suggested.


Hezene snorted. ‘So they say, and I once knew the man he calls Father. Well, it’s true that the horses are strong in him. I must rein him in. Everien will get out of hand too easily with Tash in charge; this I read in the attitude of the Clans. In Lerien I encouraged the civilizing influence, tried to court him to our ways, but since this last visitation of Jai Pendu the old ways of the Clan are returning, and soon there will be anarchy. This does not suit my purposes. I have no choice but to send a large force to tame Everien. If I lose Tash in the process, this is a price I must pay.’ Yet his tone made it plain that he was not satisfied with his own rhetoric. He waved at the servant girl and she flitted away, taking her bowl of oil with her.


‘Tash may be glad enough of help.’


‘Or he may fancy himself king already.’


‘A king among the Sekk,’ said Byrd. ‘Who would desire such a burden?’


Hezene fell into another brooding silence. Liaku moved closer to the mirror, trying to see him better. He was slouched in his chair, skeletal within the heavy robes sewn with silver and gold. Nearby on her perch Chee was busily grooming her left underwing. Hezene stirred. ‘The Sekk can reach us, even here. This Night has shown us. And such an eventuality must be prevented, however distant it now seems. But I don’t trust Tash to remain subordinate. He is dangerous, no matter what I do with him. I know I should try to win Tash to my side, use him to control the Sekk and let him shoulder that responsibility – but I am uneasy to give him so much, lest he take it and run away with it.’


‘Who else is strong enough to subdue the Clans?’


‘Lerien was not, as even Sendrigel came to see. But it isn’t the Clans who worry me, it is the Knowledge of the Fire Houses. Whence came this Everien skyfalcon, I ask you again? Has one been seen anywhere in living memory? They are extinct in Everien, yet this one arrives here, almost at the same time as this strange message which you tell me to ignore.’


‘I did not make a connection between the two,’ Byrd said, and Liaku sensed that he was lying. ‘What is Your Brightness suggesting? This humble Speaker does not understand.’


‘I’m suggesting that maybe Tash is experimenting with the Knowledge and has somehow revived this antique bird from the remains of Everien. If that is so, then the sooner I establish control of Jai Khalar, the better. Yet I cannot simply invade, or he will fight me. He is a warrior, not a statesman.’


‘He is a man,’ said Chee suddenly.


Hezene laughed. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Yes, Chee, he is a man. I will have to think on this.’


He left the room then and the two birds looked at each other but did not speak. Liaku sat debating with herself whether to venture off and look for the skyfalcon elsewhere in the palace, or whether to stay and learn more from the emperor. In light of what had happened to Ral, she decided to stay, and her patience was rewarded when Hezene retreated to his sitting room for a light meal and a nap. When he woke he said to Byrd, ‘I have made up my mind what to do. Send for Ukili.’


Byrd flew off, and a little while later a beautiful girl slipped into view of the mirror. Liaku almost cried out in pain that anyone should be gifted with such looks. Chee stopped grooming herself and made a jealous chattering noise, shifting closer to Byrd’s empty perch.


Ukili’s eyes were the colour of polished bronze, deep and subtly shiny and a little surprising in the context of her pale, olive-shaded skin. Her face was a perfect oval, and her lips swelled like flower petals. The haughty curve of her nostrils reminded Liaku of a stallion she had once seen, trained in some extraordinary way to stand on his hind legs and hop like a dancer. Ukili’s waist was slender and long, but her form was full and her breasts mirrored the firm mounds of her buttocks such that her young body appeared to be exempt from the law of gravity. Gold dust had been scattered on her cheekbones and collarbones. She smiled gently at her father.


‘My daughter,’ said Hezene. ‘I have a job for you.’


There was a pregnant pause. Liaku saw the flare of the girl’s nostrils as she braced herself for what her father was about to say. Hezene, obviously accustomed to taking his time to say what he wanted to say, scratched his head in a leisurely manner and drummed the arm of his chair with the fingers of his left hand before suddenly announcing,


‘You are going to be wed to Tash, whom I shall make Prince of Everien. I have prepared troops to send to Everien to secure it from the Sekk and make it part of our empire once and for all. Were the matter less urgent I might summon Tash here and give you a royal wedding with all the splendour that Jundun can display; but times are troubled in Everien, and the matter cannot wait until Tash has fully settled into power. He will only do so once wed to you and secure in his position with us. I do not expect you to understand this, but you will comply with it.’


‘It is my honour and privilege to offer myself and my life for any need of the emperor’s.’


Rat tails, thought Liaku. He’s sending his daughter into a war zone as a trophy. What a fink.


‘To ensure your safety I shall send with you a personal guard who is to be your servant and advisor in all things. Shiror is his name, and he is trained in all the arts of war and statesmanship. He has assisted me greatly in establishing Pharician ways among the barbarians of Aranoka and he is experienced in civilian administration. He has recently returned from duty in Kierse, where he excelled at putting down a slave rebellion.’


Liaku noticed that Byrd was now grooming Chee with an almost manic intensity. She wondered what he was so nervous about.


The emperor continued, ‘You may put your trust in Shiror. I know you have little experience of men, especially soldiers, but Shiror will never lay a hand on you. He is not that way inclined, do you understand?’


The girl nodded. ‘I thank my father for his generosity and marvel at the grace that offers me this chance to serve him.’


‘It will be cold in Everien,’ said the little man, pantomiming a shiver within his metal-heavy robes. ‘They do not have the same amenities you have known all your life. But Jai Khalar is said to be a wondrous place. Byrd has been there, have you not, my friend?’


‘I hatched there,’ said Byrd quietly, looking up from Chee’s wing that he had been combing with his beak. ‘Princess Ukili will live in the highest castle in the world, and she will See all Everien from its Eye Tower.’


Ukili smiled and looked at the floor.


‘You will leave in two days,’ Hezene said. ‘Therefore—’


‘Two days?’ Her head shot up and then her hand went to her mouth to check the inadvertent outburst. She blushed.


‘It is enough time to gather the essentials, and you can send for the rest later when it is clear to you what you will need in your new home. You may select three girls to bring with you for companionship. Choose those who will be useful to you in practical ways, those who are levelheaded and strong. Once you are settled you may have more in your court, but there may be danger in the early days and Shiror should not be asked to be accountable for too many. Now, if there is anything you wish to ask me, ask it now, for I will be too busy after this. Do you wish any special favours before you go?’


Ukili gathered herself, shifted her weight a little, leaned forward in her chair. Liaku admired her sandals’ golden thongs that passed between shapely toes with their nails painted pale green. Ukili even had lovely feet.


‘Can I bring my cat, Sheerwater?’


Byrd bobbed his head uneasily from side to side but said nothing.


‘I think that a military expedition is unsuitable for a lap cat, child. However, I had it in my mind to send with you one of my very own birds, as your companion and helper, and to remind you that the thoughts of your father the emperor go with you everywhere.’


Ukili caught her breath.


Hezene held up his finger and Chee flew to it.


‘She is my most favourite darling,’ he said, and held out his hand to Ukili. ‘She will Speak my blessing over you at your wedding, hear your thoughts, dress your hair, sing any song you command, and be a friend to you.’


Now he turned to Byrd.


‘Do you have the list of Scholars?’


Byrd brought him a scroll in his beak and Hezene read it. ‘Bast. Kan Qika. Wakhe and Yanse. Kodol Sen. Akiva. And of course, our friend Evra Kiss. Byrd, this is a long list. You were to choose only five.’
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