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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.







My dear Achmed When we were on our travels, PG and I had an ignorant passion for mountains. We’d see from the bus an indigo cone rising out of the sawah and the palm groves, near enough to touch—instantly we were desperate to climb. So we’d set out, on foot into the green fields. Many hours later, hot and battered and bitten, gorge-fallen and river-drowned, we would emerge from our violent ascent and there would be the mountain, untouched, except perhaps now at a different angle, or behind us. We would console ourselves for having attempted the impossible, and that night in the village someone would tell us about the summit trip—starting somewhere unexpected, miles away our vision. We would go there, very dubiously, and then everything fell into place… Writing DE was like that, and I have the same feeling now: astonishment mixed with a definite resentment at having to give up my glorious defeat. So I want to dedicate this book to you (and one other) because you were there, and suffered above and beyond the call of friendship, at that first absurd departure, years ago. Selamat. G.




[image: image]


[image: image]




PROLOGUE: In The Rock Gardens


To the east of the palace there were extensive rock gardens, where it was pleasant to walk at different seasons of the year, and admire the changing light on the twisted and fantastic shapes of the rocks. It was especially pleasant to plan carefully and reach the gardens at dawn, so that you could watch the rock creatures take shape out of the dusk, and then the sun coming up. From this vantage point the first light seemed to rise straight out of the glass basin far away across the plains, and the dawn colours were beautiful. The Empress learned that the Emperor had decided on such an outing, and she made her preparations.


There was a small hillock in the centre of the gardens that suited her purpose well. When she reached the place she climbed up it carefully, following the smooth steps worn into the rock by countless pilgrimages of admiration. She did not pause at the viewing point but began at once to descend the gentler eastern slope. The Emperor would come exactly this way, straight into the white risen sun. About halfway down she found a satisfactory arrangement: a twisted horn of stone at ankle height on one side of the path, and a tough-stemmed shrub on the other. She sat down slowly just above; turned up the hem of her embroidered gown onto her lap and picked at it with her fingernails. It was hard work, because her fingers were weak and withered but the gown was still in excellent condition. She paused frequently, to sigh and stare out over the landscape, rubbing her cramped fingers. She had no personal feeling against the Emperor. She was thinking it would be nice for him to see the dawn one last time. Lost in the grand, stiff folds of her beautiful clothes she sat there unpicking her hem and carefully winding up the thread: what seemed like the dry skin and bones of a shrunken old woman.


All around her stretched the silent gardens: black rock arches and spires and waves and broken bubbles, like a pot of boiling liquid suddenly frozen. Where a little earth had crusted over the lava small-leaved shrubs grew, some as tall as trees and some blossoming yellow and scarlet. Like the Empress’s robes, the flowers were young, but like the Empress the stunted trees were old, very old, with riven trunks and knotted arthritic roots. It was a harmonious scene, with the bright shapes of the rocks and the bright flowers decorating what was solid, rugged and ancient; but it was haunted, especially away towards the east. There, where the gardens faded into dust and quieter stones, there were strange shadows: a tall curve too smooth to be weathered glimpsed between the branches of a tree; an occasional eruption from the crumpled lava that appeared too straight and sleek for nature. The Empress, when she paused and sighed, seemed to be looking sadly at these ghosts. She was still sitting there at work when a small figure appeared down below, trotting about between the rocks and obviously looking for someone.


‘Bother.’ said the Empress, and the Cat—for sound travelled well on the dry air—pricked her ears and came hurrying up the slope. Perched on top of a boulder, she observed what the Empress was doing with the strong thread and her tail twitched against the rock in exasperation.


‘I might have known you were up to no good,’ she said. ‘I might have known you weren’t coming to your senses.’


The Cat did not speak in the ordinary sense but the Empress understood her perfectly. ‘It has to be done,’ she answered, testing her knots. ‘I have thought about it seriously and there is no other way of being secure.’


The Cat’s tail beat a tattoo. ‘It is self-destructive. It is wicked. It is wicked enough to destroy Emp, but how long do you think you will last without him? Dislike him as you may at least he is incident. You’ll die of boredom, and it will be suicide.’


‘I know it is wicked, Divine Endurance,’ said the Empress patiently. ‘And it upsets me very much. But there is an overriding imperative here.’ She tugged at the snare once more, nodded in satisfaction and struggled to her feet. ‘You won’t tell Emp though, will you?’


The Cat just glared angrily and refused to reply. But she would not tell. It would go completely against her nature. She would probably be here hiding behind a rock on the fatal morning, watching fascinated to see what would happen. The Empress stepped off down the path, holding up the front of her gown so she would not trip on the unravelled hem. The Cat stayed behind. She went and patted the trap with her paw; the thread was quite invisible against the dusty rock, and very strong. After examining it thoroughly she stalked away, in the opposite direction from the Empress and with her tail still waving angrily.




PART ONE


My stone doesn’t belong to me


It belongs to the government. Or God.


But I know that nobody


Cared for it before


Me, the one who found it.


Bettina Pfoestech




My name is Divine Endurance…


My name is Divine Endurance. I am feminine. I am twenty-five small units high at the shoulder, and sixty-two small units long from nose to tail tip. I am independent and it is therefore the more flattering when I respond to affection. I am graceful, agile and especially good at killing things prettily. I live with the Empress and the Emperor. There are only three of us now. Once there were more of them: more Empresses and Emperors, and other names too, but things have been running down for a long time and gradually people fade away and one sees them no more. But I have never liked bustle, and I was perfectly happy until our troubles began. We have a pleasant life. We have our extensive palace, and our gardens where the light is always changing. We have outings to view the sunset and the dawn and the moon, we have lizards and flowers, warm rocks and cool shadows. There are certain restrictions: for instance, we are not supposed to go outside the gardens. But most of the time keeping the rules is simply common sense. I have explored the way to the glass basin, but the air down there smells horrible, and the light makes one’s head ache. I have also been out towards the glass plateau, which is a shiny line on the sky to the west of our palace, but I found nothing of interest, only a few dirty places where some passing nomads had been camping. We are not to go near these people. If ever somebody wants one of us they will approach through the proper channels, and with some ceremony no doubt. Meanwhile, if the gypsies come too close to the palace (they don’t often dare) we simply think discouraging thoughts and make ourselves scarce.


I should say that there is one rule that the Empress and the Emperor obey, which I ignore because it is just silly. When one of them grows past the point of being a child, they start taking what they call medicine. It is an effluent from the Controller. Once, when we all stayed inside, they used to line up and the Controller would give it to them in little cups out of a wall. But I think the wall or the cups faded away, and now they just drink it from their hands. It does them nothing but harm. The effects are slow but horrible. Their hair falls out, their muscles waste away, their skin grows flabby and their teeth crumble. Eventually some accident happens and the victim is too weak to recover, and that is the end. If they waited till they were properly grown up it would do them no harm – if they must have the stuff, but they won’t. I do not remember ever being told to take this medicine. I do not know why they keep on doing it.


I think it was because of the medicine that I encouraged Em and Emp when they began to talk about a baby. They were both beginning to look quite sickly, and I do not think I would like to live entirely alone. They could not decide which kind of baby to have—they can never agree about anything—so they wanted one of each. I thought that two was excessive and would spoil our quiet times, but they went to the Controller anyway. There we had a shock: the Controller said we could only have one baby, because there was only one baby-ability left. This was startling. It had seemed, I suppose, that things could go on running down forever and never completely stop. Could it be twins? asked Em. That’s not allowed, said the Controller. We did not ask for the one baby to be started. We came away disappointed. But Em (I should have paid more attention) was thinking, privately and hard.


As I know from my expeditions, nobody can actually prevent us if we want to disobey. When the Controller said ‘that’s not allowed’ rather than ‘not possible’ I should have known what Em would do. Anyway, she did it. She went down into the Controller’s entrails and made it do what it should not. It was wrong of her of course, but we have been left to our own devices for so long it is not at all fair to expect ‘not allowed’ to be enough, without any explanation.


The first I knew of Em’s naughtiness at this point was that two hatches in the Controller began to go milky, and in a little while we could see the babies growing inside. This was a very strange sight, after so long. It was so interesting that Emp soon forgot to be shocked, and I to be displeased. We picked names. We made them up ourselves, we didn’t see why not. Something simple and boyish for Emp’s choice: Worthy to be Beloved. The girl’s name was subtler: Chosen Among the Beautiful—implying ‘chosen to be the best of the best’, without quite saying so. We took sides and laid small bets on which was taking shape faster. We spent whole days just watching.


But Em had done wrong, and gradually it began to affect her. She stopped coming to see the babies. She hid herself away and brooded. Emp had a bad conscience too. He sat with his baby still, but now he was always sighing and sniffing. ‘Poor little mite,’ I heard him mutter. ‘We should never have started this. What a life!’ To make matters worse the weather was very unsettled. We do not usually have to suffer anything tiresome, like excessive wind or rain, but just now a lot of dust and sand got into the air and started blowing about; the sky was obscured and there were unpleasant smells. It was like being at the glass basin. Then one day there was an earth tremor. It was an unusual one because the disturbance seemed to start near at hand, rather than off somewhere in the distance. I was sitting with Em, in a distant quarter of the palace, trying to cheer her up. We were both a little shaken. A crowd of bats pelted squeaking from a dark passage beyond Em’s corner, and three big lizards ran out of the wall. Em got up. ‘It’s no good,’ she muttered, ‘I will have to stop it.’


I ignored the lizards—I am very fond of Em—and followed her out of the room, trying to make her see that an earth tremor is harmless and she was being silly. She was stumbling on the uncertain ground on her poor wasted legs. I must admit I thought her mind was upset. Anyway I went with her, at her slow pace, to the Controller. There we found that one of the hatches had been torn open, and the boy baby was gone.


‘It wasn’t a tremor,’ said Em. ‘It was the Controller. We have frightened it.’


She was very distressed. Not understanding, I assured her that the baby would have been nearly ready; it wouldn’t be harmed. But she insisted that we start searching for Emp at once. We could not find him. We searched and searched for days, but he did not reappear. He had gone right away from the palace, which is not allowed. Now I realised what Em had somehow guessed all along: something serious had happened. It was difficult for us to follow him because Em moves so badly nowadays, but eventually we found his trail leading to the west. There, out in the wilderness, we found the dirty camp. It was already abandoned, they never stay anywhere long. But events had left enough of an impression for us to know beyond doubt what Emp had done. He had stolen our baby, taken it out of our world, and given it away to the gypsies.


There was nothing we could do, so we returned to the palace. Em was so angry she wouldn’t talk to me. She tried to get the Controller to take her baby back—anything rather than let Emp have it, I suppose. The Controller was unresponsive. The baby stayed behind the hatch, which was clear and filmy now, and the poor thing should have been taken out. And Em stayed inside the Controller, on guard. Meanwhile I discovered Emp, lurking in the north-east apartments. But he was unrepentant, so there seemed no hope of making up the quarrel. He even wanted me to get Em to give her baby away as well. Em, on the other hand, would not listen to any of my suggestions. When I said I would get Emp to swear solemnly to leave her baby alone she just stared at me scornfully. However, I persevered, trying to make peace and restore our former pleasant existence. When Em began to ask me how the Emperor was passing his time these days, I thought I was succeeding.


I know better now, and now there are only two of us. She came looking for me, when it was over and we both knew he was gone. She said she wanted to explain herself. She took me down into the Controller’s insides. There are ways in, in the broken area in the south-east of the palace, but I hadn’t bothered to go there for a very long time. Down we went, into the big shining places. I do not know what she had to say to me that was private. After all, we are quite alone now. We went in where the pipe comes out, where they drink the medicine. Some Empress or Emperor long ago made that, in the days when we first realised we were allowed to live outside, so long as we did not stray too far. It is strange, inside the Controller. For some reason it takes a lot of room to make the first drop of baby. The darkness and the shining goes away, far away. I can’t explain it. Nobody ever walked here but us, when we got out of the boxes and began to walk about all on our own …


‘Look around you,’ she said. ‘And think.’


She had brought us past the impressive places, which I rather like. I like to think that they couldn’t get into that part, even if they did make it. We were in a long thin place, behind the arrangement that posts the drops of baby into the hatches up above. A box-room in fact. The empty boxes lined the walls, one on top of another. There were no doors. They never used to let us have doors, apparently, or windows, or anything to look at. It is not that I need a door, but it would have been more polite, I think.


‘I don’t like this,’ I said. ‘I prefer outside.’


‘So do I,’ she answered. ‘This place makes one feel so small, doesn’t it?’


She was silent for a while. I felt she was trying to make the box-room talk to me, but I declined to get the message. Eventually she said: ‘None of us was ever to leave the palace without a home to go to. It isn’t right. What do you suppose will happen when that little baby grows up?’


I said—it was fairly obvious—‘He’ll do his best to be useful, I’m sure.’


‘To whom?’


I saw what she was getting at. If Wotried to make himself useful to everyone around him at once it might be rather confusing.


‘We were the best,’ murmured Em. ‘We were the most wonderful: you and I and Emp who is dead, and all our model. There was nothing we could not do, if our person asked us. They valued us above anything, and cared for us dearly. Which is why, of course, we survived when all the world was swept away. We could give them anything they wished for.’


I don’t care for this sort of conversation. I think it is pointless. I maintained a discouraging silence, but she still went on.


‘It was very wrong of me to make the Controller give us twins. There have never been twins. How will they work? What effect will they have on each other? The Controller was frightened, and so am I. Do you see why I had to do what I did? I dared not risk the second baby going after the first. I could not.’


I understand these urges: the longing we all have to find a purpose in life, the hope that somehow stays that we will be needed, wanted again. For myself, I take no notice. We’re alone now, and we’ve been alone a long time. We have a right to live our own lives. I was past caring exactly why Em killed Emp, but I could see she was upset so I tried to reassure her, telling her little Worthy to be Beloved would be the best thing that ever happened to the gypsies. He’d make sure they all lived happily ever after. What harm could he do?


Em said, ‘What harm indeed? He is not a weapon; he can’t be used like that. Of course he must do his best to make them all happy. And his best is perfect.’


But she spoke in a very odd tone of voice (so that I felt suddenly interested). After a pause, she added softly: ‘Has it ever occurred to you, Divine Endurance, that whatever swept the world away it happened soon after our model first left the palace?’


There was a silence then, shivering and dark. I wanted to get back outside.


Em said, ‘Emp wasn’t wicked. He had gone mad, I think, and imagined it was a real baby. He must have been taking more medicine than me.’


I did not like the look in her eyes. I did not like the way she was moving, so frail and wavery. Suddenly I realised something that had been obscured by the excitement of Emp’s death. I saw my future.


‘All right,’ I said. ‘You don’t like the baby. We’ll forget about it. We’ll make the Controller turn that hatch grey again, and it will be gone, as good as. We’ll go out and see the sunset on the glass plateau. I know where there’s an interesting lizard … Only don’t, please don’t, take any more medicine—’


We’ve argued about that medicine so often. Once it was for those of us who had no place in the world, so they would not be a permanent embarrassment. A sign goes on, from the hatch that hatched them, and they have to start taking the medicine, if they are still here. But where’s the embarrassment now? I told her: ‘Look at me. Disobeying that order is easy.’ She smiled and said: ‘Cat, they were too successful when they made a Cat. That’s why there are no others of you; that’s why they never let you go, but kept you but kept you here to laugh at them and be a warning. You are too good at slipping under the locked doors in your mind…’


She smiled and shook her head as she had always done. This was not the first Em I had argued with; there had been many (the clothes are nearly the same). This was the last. She said, ‘that’s what I meant by bringing you down here. I wanted to remind you what we really are. I can’t disobey, Cat. I can’t. And why should I, anyway? What reason have we to live, without them?’


She wanted me to join in her huge vague grieving, but I could not. She turned away from me with a lonely look: I knew she was going to abandon me and I felt angry and helpless. We left the inside of the Controller and went our separate ways.


Soon after this conversation the Empress’s mind began to fail, so it was really uncomfortable to be near her. She took herself off into complete seclusion, and I did not see her any more. One of the last things I got her to do for me was to take the second baby out of the hatch because, I complained, I was going to be very lonely. She did not say anything further about the wrong and danger. I think she was already too unwell to consider such things. Or perhaps, as our weather continues extremely unsettled, she thinks the problem will be solved in another way. As for me, I am recording my story, deep in my mind. Em claims that the Controller is hidden somehow in there, and I would like to think a representative of those people who abandoned us knows—what I intend to do.




1. Chosen among the Beautiful


When Cho was still quite a little girl there was a day when the Cat told her to go to sleep. It was a game she hadn’t played before, but the infant curled herself up willingly, and went into the new experience with her head pillowed on a hollow stone and her knees tucked up to her chin. She slept. When she woke up she lay still for a while, bemused by the curious things that had just been happening. She was surprised to find her legs and arms in exactly the same places as before she left the room. She sat up and looked at the soles of her feet. They were clean, and there were no marks on her clothes either. They must have tidied themselves very quickly, she thought. It was puzzling. She decided she must ask the Cat about it, and set out to find her.


The little girl’s rooms were in the north-east wing of the palace. She left them and pattered about the dusty forecourts peering into passages and doorways, until she realised the Cat was in the gardens. She set off in that direction. It was a day when the wind was blowing the sand about a good deal so she had to run carefully, for she knew the Cat would be cross if she put her foot in a hole and hurt herself. At last her pattering feet brought her to where the rock creatures were gathered, wearing their hats and cloaks of crusted red and white sand. Now she was distracted, because the Cat did not approve of this place for some reason, so Cho had never seen the rock garden close up. She went from one to another, admiring the weird shapes and poking holes in the sand crust with her little fingers. The wind was quite strong; occasionally she looked up rather anxiously at the low, tossing sky. She knew it would be wrong to be outside in a storm. But she forgot everything else when she saw the hand. It was peeping out of a red mound, up on the side of a little hill. She ran up and crouched over it, fascinated. It was a very good hand, because the bones were still held together by skin; even the jewelled nail-guards were still in place. ‘You are the best dead hand I have ever seen,’ said Cho to the relic. She scratched in the crust of the mound, and found a sleeve. It was a beautiful colour, with shining embroidery. She found a foot too, but the foot was not so interesting. It had lost its leg, and lost its slipper. There was something tangled up in the little bones, a thin fine line of something. She tugged and the mound stirred, as if the dead person felt it. Cho laughed, but immediately frowned at herself childishly, and dropped the thread. She had been told often enough that she must not play with these piles of clothes and bones when she found them. She looked up and all around. Withered roots and skeletons of dead trees stood dismally among the rocks, blasted by the unsettled weather; the bright twisted lava was losing its attractions between the scouring and the obscuring of the sand. Cho was too young to regret the changes, but she had begun to feel that the Cat was somewhere close, and not in a good temper. What have I done wrong? she wondered. She climbed the rest of the little hill. At the top there was a flat space in a ring of boulders. Drifts of sand had collected between them, and gathered in their smooth hollows: nobody had climbed to sit and watch the dawn for quite a while. Cho saw the Cat, a hump of brown fur down on the ground. Right beside her was another of those tumbled heaps of clothes. Cho could see the yellowish round of a bare scalp within the wide collar; she could see a little shrivelled hand. The Cat seemed to be playing with it—Cho was surprised to see her doing wrong. My one was better. It still had nails, she thought. And then the fingers moved.


The Empress could no longer see with her sunken eyes of flesh, but she knew her friend was near, and she felt the other little one too. ‘Cat,’ she said. ‘Keep her safe—harmless. Don’t let her—’ ‘Oh my Em,’ said Divine Endurance. ‘My friend—’ It hurt her very much that the Empress’s last tender thought should be for the dirty gypsies. The Empress died. The dry lower jaw dropped open, a last breath fainted on the harsh, dusty air. It was over.


Cho knew something strange had happened. She was frightened, and a small sound escaped her. The Cat’s head turned quickly, she stared at the child with angry, diamond blue eyes.


‘You,’ she said. ‘What are you doing here? I told you to go to sleep. Who told you to wake up?’


Divine Endurance said that the things that seemed to happen while Cho was asleep were called dreams and were really lessons from the Controller. She said (repeating what she had learned from Em long ago) that Cho’s head was invisibly connected with the Controller, so it could tell her when she was doing something wrong, and teach her things. ‘Now that you’re old enough, you’ll find it happens more and more. You don’t have to lie down and keep still though. The Controller can manage without that.’


Cho had not enjoyed going to sleep, it was too strange, but she thought she would like to have lessons. She was not a baby now, and the Cat left her very much alone. Sometimes she played solitary games with dust and pebbles in her own rooms, sometimes she went wandering; a tiny, lonely figure in the maze of long bare buildings she knew as the ‘palace’. In the centre of the maze was a large, smooth giant thing, untouched by the scouring sand. This was the Controller. It was not important to Cho, as it had been to Em and Emp. The entrance in its curved side was closed off now by a sheet of steely opaque substance like an eyelid, and no one could go in and talk anymore. This had happened in the first bout of bad weather just after Em retired forever. Divine Endurance had been angry at first, but she had got used to the situation.


Cho thought it was very mysterious when the Cat talked about the Controller saying things and doing things. When her wanderings brought her to the centre of the maze she would stand and stare at the giant. There was a crack of darkness at the edge of the eyelid. She knew that she and her brother had been born from there, and often wondered how they had squeezed out. Sometimes, after gazing for a while, she went around the back, pressed her forehead to the smooth base and stood there patiently. Nothing ever happened, but though she did not sleep again, she began to find things in her mind. It was as if there was a palace being built inside her, and she was starting to walk about in it.


Time passed. Her games took her further afield. East and north she could look out, where parts of smooth things like the Controller gleamed in a sea of dead lava and sand. Beyond the sea were dazzling white salt pans. The smell the wind blew from them was fierce. Cho preferred the West, where the wilderness began. Here there were growing things not blighted yet; little shrubs and mosses, and small animals of various kinds. She would sit as far away from the palace as her conscience would let her, gazing into the west and dreaming. She knew a lot about the plants and animals and rocks, but she knew she must not interfere with them. Not on her own account anyway. It would be different if it was help someone. Cho knew she was supposed to be useful, and help people. Divine Endurance had told her:


‘You are an art person. It is your special privilege to make everyone around you happy.’


The Cat had also told her that she had a brother, who was already out in the world somewhere, helping. She spent a lot of her dreaming time dreaming about him, and about being useful—happy dreams, but sometimes they made her sad, for she had never seen her brother, and who was she to help? There was no one here but the gypsies in the wilderness. She had never even seen them, and in any case she knew she must not go near them; she must not leave the palace. The mystery of how her brother had left was a puzzle Divine Endurance had so far left unexplained.


Divine Endurance waited impatiently, but the years flew by and Cho remained a child. The Controller had been told long ago to match development time to demand: when it had come to Cho it had been on a slow, slow schedule. The Cat did not want to spoil things by acting in a hurry, but she knew very well that since it had shut itself up in the upset over the split baby, the Controller had not been working properly. Discomfort did not worry the Cat, and Cho had never known anything better so she did not suffer, but eventually there was bound to be trouble. She decided it was time to prepare the ground.


‘Divine Endurance,’ asked Cho diffidently. ‘Will I some day be progressed enough to have nice clothes?’


They were sitting together in an inner room of Cho’s apartments, while a bad sandstorm purred and hissed over the walls and roofs. The Cat had come visiting; she had been asking Cho questions about her lessons and she seemed quite pleased with Cho’s replies. Gusts of sand kept dashing into the room and dancing around the floor, for none of the palace doorways had doors. The Cat was watching them, apparently lost in thought, but when Cho ventured her question she looked up and snapped:


‘What’s wrong with the clothes you’ve got?’


There was nothing wrong with them. They were the blouse and trousers that had been born with her. They had sat in a comer waiting and growing until she was a clever enough baby to climb into them (because the Cat couldn’t dress her), and they had been with her ever since, patiently mending and tidying themselves, and growing as often as necessary. But Cho admired the lovely stiff robes the dead bones wore, and having been told she was getting on well in her lessons, it had occurred to her—


‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘if it was wrong. I just thought—’


The sand wind moaned. The Cat was silent, but she seemed more sad than annoyed. ‘Child, have you ever wondered,’ she said at last, ‘what happened to the other people? The ones whose robes still lie about like lost jewels, though the bodies inside are dust? Listen, I will tell you. It was all due to the medicine.’


Cho already knew about the pipe with liquid trickling from it, behind the south-east buildings. The Cat had told her when she was a baby that she must never go near it, nor into any cleft in the ground round there. But she had never heard the word medicine before.


‘Once, long ago,’ began Divine Endurance, ‘the empty clothes were all people, alive and walking about. The sky was always clear in those days and there were flowers and lizards everywhere and no sand at all. But because the people insisted on taking that medicine which comes out of the pipe you mustn’t touch, everything began to go wrong.’


‘What did it do?’


‘They thought it would make them better than they were,’ said the Cat. ‘But it made them selfish and useless and in the end it made them just wither away. Finally, it made them so naughty they even upset the Controller, and that’s why our sky isn’t blue and our flowers have died.’


Cho listened solemnly. ‘It’s wrong to hurt yourself,’ she remarked. ‘And we are meant to be useful.’


‘Exactly,’ said the Cat. ‘But they insisted and now you are the only one. They put on those robes when they began to take the medicine, so you see why you must never want to wear them.’


The sandstorm had eased. Divine Endurance got to her feet and stretched thoughtfully. ‘I will leave you now. It has been a pleasant visit.’


After this conversation the Cat left the child alone for quite a long interval. She kept an eye on her from a distance, however, because the weather was getting worse. Almost without noticing it they both started to give up the eastern areas of the palace and gardens because they were just too uncomfortable.


Cho was beginning to be less of a child. She forgot her pebbles and the dust houses she had made for them, and spent more and more of her time just wandering and dreaming. She brooded a great deal on the things Divine Endurance had said about the people who were selfish and useless. I don’t want to be like that, she thought. But what can I do?


At last Divine Endurance judged it was time for another step forwards. She found Cho this time at her second home, her favourite boulder overlooking the wilderness. She was puzzled as she approached the place by a curious crunching noise. She jumped up on top of the boulder and saw beneath her the child, not very little now, holding a piece of rock and biting it with her strong small teeth.


‘What on earth are you doing?’


Cho started, ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘I’m eating.’


‘Don’t be silly.’


A few steps away a little mouse-like creature sat on another rock, crunching at a seed it held in its paws, eyeing Divine Endurance warily.


‘Like that you know,’ said Cho. ‘I’d like to live on things, be part of things.’ She smiled, and tossed her rock away. ‘It’s only a game.’


Divine Endurance was strangely impressed. There was something not at all childlike about that smile.


‘Cho,’ she said. ‘You are right to want to be part of things, and so we will be. It is time we started to think about joining your brother.’


Cho was stunned. This time, the first time she met the extraordinary idea, she could hardly take it in. She listened with big round eyes to the story of the brave Emperor who saved the baby from the medicine, and the wicked Empress who killed him before he could save Cho as well. But when Divine Endurance came to the moral: that because Wo had helplessly broken the rule it was obviously right for Cho to follow, now she was old enough, the child’s eyes just got rounder and rounder—


Divine Endurance cautiously retreated.


But she came back, again and again; like water dripping on a stone: Cho’s brother, torn away from his home without a proper education, needed Cho urgently by now. How much the two of them would be able to do for the world, when they were together. Sometimes there are overriding imperatives. For a long while the dripping did not work at all. The child became distressed, but more and more obstinate. Divine Endurance began to be seriously worried about her secret plan.


But the weather continued to deteriorate. The air was oppressively thick and warm, and small earth tremors rattled through the palace daily. They stayed under the western walls now all the time. One day there was dark blot on the grey plain of the wilderness. It didn’t seem to move, but it grew, little by little. Cho was filled with a strange excitement, but at the same time she felt compelled to get up and hide behind her boulder. The Cat came too. Together they watched as the blot came closer and began to pass by. They saw animals, stumbling and huddling together in the foul, dusty wind. And they saw the others… Wrapped to the eyes in crusted rags, striding along. Some them were sitting on top of animals, to comfort them. Strange sounds came to the boulder, sounds that Cho never heard before… She saw dark eyes, laced in patterns of blue; she saw one blue hand outside a mantle, and her heart began to beat very hard…


Not one of the train even glanced up at the boulder, and the strange excitement faded. Cho and Divine Endurance got up.


‘He isn’t with them anymore,’ whispered Cho.


‘He can’t be everywhere,’ said the Cat. ‘It would be different if you were with him.’


Cho was looking after the train, with a slightly puzzled expression. ‘Were they happy?’


Divine Endurance answered honestly. ‘I don’t know. I think it’s more difficult to tell than you would think. Obviously it would be different if there were two of you. But they were doing the right thing. We must make a move ourselves very soon.’


‘Perhaps things will get better?’


‘I don’t think so, child. I have seen these fits before. It is working up to a climax, and this time we have no Controller.’


‘You mean we might not be able to keep ourselves mended?’


‘Indeed we might not,’ said Divine Endurance grimly.


The end of Cho’s resistance came abruptly. One sultry, ominous morning they went walking into the palace, to see how it was surviving, and found their way blocked. There was a huge split in the ground between them and the inner buildings. It was wide and there was something shining deep down inside—the Controller’s entrails, split open. They stared into the pit. The hot ground shivered menacingly underfoot.


‘Divine Endurance,’ said Cho, ‘you’re right, we should leave. We should go now.’


And so, without any farewell, without any ceremony, they left the palace forever.


They simply returned to the western walls, climbed them again and went on. When they had come down the first slopes, and were out on level ground in the wilderness, Cho looked back. But her special boulder, where she had watched the mouse and dreamed her dreams, was just another rock on the hillside.




2. Living on the Ground


Cho and the Cat ran on and on, tirelessly over the barren plain. Sometimes the pumice dust was skinned over the little red plants, more often it was bare, and they were wading as if in cloudy water. ‘I remember’ said Divine Endurance as they ran, ‘the day this wilderness was made. There were great trees, tall as the Controller, they all jumped in the air and disappeared. Rivers and lakes were stirred up with the hills, making mud that boiled, and the rocks began to run about in streams. We were inside, of course, but the Controller let us see what was happening. Afterwards we found that all the other palaces had vanished in the confusion. Then we started waiting for the people to come back. But they never did. It was not so bad to leave us, we could have been quite happy. But they should have told us, shouldn’t they, that they were going for ever. It would have made such a difference.’


‘Perhaps they meant to come back,’ said Cho. ‘Perhaps they’ve been busy.’


Above them, the sky had begun to swell and darken. As they ran on a wind started to rise, then the clouds opened and poured on them a flood of thick, rust coloured rain. ‘It has picked up sands from the glass basin,’ said the Cat. In front of them the grey plain was giving way to a more rugged terrain of old lava, but they could feel new tremors coming, and the dust seemed safer. Cho found a scrape of a hollow in some stunted bushes, some way before the rocks began, and they crept into the middle of the thicket to hide. They huddled close together, feeling the tenseness of the earth as it shuddered towards another convulsion. They could tell this one would be very strong. ‘An occasion for sleep,’ said the Cat. So they lay down, the way Divine Endurance had been taught was correct for ‘sleeping’, a long time ago, and made themselves still. Because there was nothing they could do. They could only hand themselves over to the earth-wave and hope it would bear them up and not drown them.


Cho woke. She lay alertly considering what was around her. She’d had no dreams and she was grateful that, but she wondered what it meant. Everything has changed, she thought. The sky was at a different angle.


She sat up and found the left side of her body caked with red mud, because on that side the screening bushes had been torn away. She was on the brink of a great churned pit of earth that had not been there before. The water in it steamed. She looked for Divine Endurance and saw that the Cat must have woken earlier. She had climbed into the remaining bushes and was now apparently asleep, perched between two branches. The leaves and twigs were charred black. The Cat opened her eyes.


‘How long have we been asleep?’ asked Cho.


‘As long as necessary, I suppose.’


Divine Endurance climbed down from her perch and together they peered into the red, evil-smelling gloom that hid the wilderness plain. ‘Everything has changed,’ whispered Cho. Now they knew for certain they had left their home forever. For ever and ever. After a while they got up, and began to pick their way, through mud and clinkers and steaming puddles, on into the west.


For a long time the two fugitives wandered in a daze. They were continually harassed by after-tremors and by cloud-bursts of the thick, abrasive rain. But worse than anything else was the sense of that emptiness behind them. Divine Endurance suffered just as much as Cho. In spite of all her schemes she probably would never have been able to leave the palace without the urgent threat of the earthquake. After all the plotting and persuasion they had both been simply obedient in the end, running away from something that would damage them. Now they were orphaned, and there seemed no purpose in life. It was almost by accident that they journeyed westward at all.


But eventually the tremors faded, and the air calmed and cleared. They found themselves above the wilderness in a land made of glittering slivers of shale, broken up by heaps of strange-coloured boulders. As the clouds and fog began to melt away they saw this country stretching endlessly ahead of them, climbing onwards in broad, gleaming terraces. They stopped their mindless trudging and began to appreciate their surroundings. There was blue sky, which Cho had never seen before. The crystals that grew in the boulders were charming, and away on their right-hand stood the fascinating clear line of the glass plateau. There was no water, no plants or animals, but there was plenty to enjoy. At night the rocks produced their own light; a rich, changeable, flickering glow.


Lingering in this shining country they recovered from their loss. It was like the pleasant life Divine Endurance remembered. She introduced Cho to sunset-watching, and the art of appreciating a warm stone or a shadow; she told interesting stories of the Empresses and Emperors she had known. But they did not watch the dawn, and they avoided looking in that direction. And always as they wandered about, finding new temporary homes with different attractions, they kept moving towards the west.


At last Divine Endurance began to talk about the future again. She spoke of Worthy to be Beloved—Wo, as his sister should call him; and the delightful prospect of being helpful, and useful, with Wo. The Cat knew that if she was to get her own way, she bad to watch out for certain features of Cho’s nature: she warned the child repeatedly against the danger of attaching herself to one particular person. That would be selfish. The end of the quest was to join Wo, and be really useful. She began to teach Cho how to behave in the world.


‘Remember you must not be lazy. And don’t push yourself forward. The people don’t like it, it embarrasses them. Be helpful when you are asked, not before—and then be discreet about it. And you’ll have to change your manners. From what I can remember, they’re a complete disgrace at present.’


The first lesson in manners was going to sleep at strictly regular intervals. The second lesson started when they came to a land where mosses and lichens began; trickles of water and gradually more and more activity. One day Divine Endurance suddenly jumped into a bush and did something very strange to a little animal rather like Cho’s friend the mouse. Cho was shocked.


‘It’s all right,’ said Divine Endurance. ‘They enjoy it really.’


She did not manage to teach Cho to kill the ground squirrels prettily, but the child became quite competent; they were able to practise eating nearly every day. Cho would have preferred to nibble leaves and seeds … ‘Certainly not,’ said Divine Endurance. ‘They might be poisonous. Eating poisonous things is a waste of maintenance. It’s very naughty.’


They wasted none of the squirrels. After eating it was manners, Divine Endurance explained, to dig a small hole in the ground and post the eaten things into it. ‘The people keep some of it back,’ said the Cat, ‘we needn’t. We just post it in and cover it up nicely.’ She found this hole business quite delightful: Cho thought it no more than mildly pleasant.


Because of the routine of hunting, eating and sleeping they began to travel more briskly. They started to notice the changing moon, and to measure time. At last one clear night, about the end of a month of steady westward progress, brought them to the very last of the climbing terraces. They sat waiting for the moon. Divine Endurance had been remembering more of the world’s manners, so there was a little fire, and the current squirrel was toasting over it on sticks.


‘What does your name mean, Divine Endurance?’ asked Cho idly.


‘It means,’ said the Cat ‘that I come from the early days of the palace. Later on, it was thought unnecessary and even unwise, to dwell on some of our special features.’


‘Does it mean you don’t mind about time? It’s strange isn’t it? In the palace time was like air, I never thought of it. Now it seems to pass and pass. Do you think we will ever find them? Do you think they have all gone?’


Their campfire was on top of a cliff. Beneath their feet, blue-black in the starlight, plunged an endless cataract of rounded hills. Without a thought, they had known which way to run when they left the palace, and way was south and west. But they had been running long time with no encouragement, not even a single trace of the gypsies.


‘It is not time to give up yet,’ said the Cat. ‘Everything has changed, but eventually we must reach the southern margin of this landmass. There we should find a long peninsula running into the sea. Our feeling is, isn’t it, that they’ve trickled away; to the edge of things, south-west.’


‘Yes. They’ve slipped away.’


‘Probably they are on that Peninsula. Resting, or retiring, or whatever it is they’ve been doing all this time. And Wo is with them.’


The moon came up, slowly lifting its thin yellow fingernail into the sky behind them. They ate the squirrel and the Cat told Cho to go to sleep. But she didn’t. She lay down with her eyes open, dreaming all through the night about the Peninsula, and the end of the quest.




3. Day of Blood


It was too warm in the courtroom. Hand-turned fans slapped the air with languid palms; tack, tack, tack. The people pressed against each other, whispered and scuffled; some giggled hysterically. The criminal stood with his head bowed, the Rulers’ agents at their long table spoke to each other very softly; one of them wrote something down. Outside in the sun the streets of the city were quiet, shops empty, markets shuttered. It was a Hari Darah, a rest day. Prince Atoon in his canopied chair sat like a gracious statue, but his eyes hunted the crowd. There was not one veiled head, not one attended figure making a space around itself. They were all boys, boys and men. Atoon had not expected the women to protest, or to intervene in any way. But he had prayed for a miracle, he had prayed that they would be here. They were not. They had abandoned Alat to his fate.


The noble criminal stood accused of indecent assault on a young boy in his family’s household. It was the custom of the Peninsula to change the majority of male children at birth or in infancy: the ‘boys’ thus created did society’s menial work, and deserved in return to be cherished and protected. In happier times, the ‘native council’ would have harassed the noble family into paying a huge fine, almost as much as if Alat had killed someone; if the charge were proved. But the facts in this case were irrelevant. Alat might very well have buggered the witness. How many men live lives of perfect chastity, how many have never touched a pretty servant, whatever their families claim? Equally, he might never have seen the boy until today. Alat, a nobleman of Jagdana, had been writing letters to someone in another state, that was the real offence.


The Peninsula had been controlled by foreigners for a very long time. The Rulers had come out of the Southern Ocean, long ago, claiming to have left behind an enormous island continent that was no longer habitable, and settled on artificial islands off the coast. Then gradually, on various excuses, they had begun to take over the Peninsula’s world. The process was now complete. The last dream of independence had been dead for a hundred years, since the mad, ruinous Last Rebellion. There was no High Prince any more, presiding over the patchwork states; for the family of Garuda the Eagle was deposed and vanished, and the Eagle Palace lay at the bottom of a reservoir. The Rulers stayed on their islands, but their agents the Koperasi—renegades who had ‘co-operated’ with the oppressors, and become a race apart—, controlled every state.
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