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PART ONE






CHAPTER 1



Carrick V


A ramshackle collection of white plastic and steel buildings stood at the edge of the concrete landing strip. Beyond the trade station grey rocks stretched out to a startling blue sea. A fine dust sifted down.


I walked away from the ship’s ramp and stood on the hot concrete, the pale sun burning down on my head. The light off the sea was harshly brilliant, dazzling; Carrick’s Star is nearer white than Earth-standard yellow.


Behind me there was the bustle of the shuttle-ship unloading. I was the only passenger disembarking on Carrick V. On the FTL starship, now in orbit, I’d been busy with hypno-tapes of the languages and customs of the world. Orthe was the native name, or so the first expedition reported. Orthe, fifth world of Carrick’s Star, a sun on the edge of the galaxy’s heart.


I shouldered my packs and went across to the station. Shadows on Earth are grey. At their darkest they have a tinge of blue. Orthe’s shadows are black and so sharp-edged that they fool the eye; while I walked I had to stop myself avoiding shadow-holes in the concrete.


A moss-like plant clung to the rocky soil, and from its dense blue clusters sprang small crimson flowers on waist-high stems. A hot wind blew off the water. There were whitecaps. The arch of the sky was cloudless, the horizon amber-hazed.


Pin-pricks of white light starred the sky.


I took a deep breath and stood still. The mark of a world on the edge of the core of the galaxy, these were Orthe’s daystars. For a second everything – sea, wind, rock, sunlight – stood out shockingly alien.


A man walked out of the trade station, waved a careless hand, and headed towards me. He wore shirt, britches, high boots – and a sword belted at his hip. He was not human. An Orthean.


‘Your pardon, t’an, you are the envoy?’


I recognized the speech of Ymir.


‘Ah – yes.’ I realized I was staring. ‘Pleased to meet you.’


For my part, I prefer aliens that look alien. Then when they ritually eat their first-born, or turn arthropod halfway through their life-cycle, it isn’t so much of a shock. You expect it. Humanoid aliens, they’re trouble.


‘And so am I pleased to meet with you.’ He bowed slightly. The speech inflection was formal. ‘I am Sadri Geren Hanathra of Ymir.’


His papers authorized him as escort for the Dominion envoy: they were made out and signed by the head of the xeno-team, and countersigned by someone I took to be an Orthean official: one Talmar Haltern n’ri n’suth Beth’ru-elen. Like everything else on this mission, it had the air of being a haphazard arrangement.


‘Lynne de Lisle Christie.’ It being customary to give country of origin, I added ‘Of the British Isles, and the Dominion of Earth.’


He stood well under two metres tall, about my height. His yellow hair was short, the hairline somewhat higher than I expected. As he glanced back, I saw that it was rooted down his neck, vanishing under his collar. Either the custom was to go clean-shaven or the Ortheans had little body-hair. There was none of that fine down that marks a human skin; his – as he held up his hand in greeting – I saw to be smooth, slick-looking, with almost a hint of a scale-pattern.


He was young, with a cheerfully open expression, but with the air of a man accustomed to lead rather than follow.


‘Christie. Not a Southland name – but of course not.’ He gestured. ‘Come this way, I’ve a ship waiting off North Point.’


Drawn up on the rocky shore was a dinghy, attended by two Orthean natives. The older one took my packs and stored them at the prow. Geren scrambled in and sat at the stern. I followed, less agile. No one offered help. The two Orthean males pushed us offshore, climbed in, and began rowing.


‘There is my ship,’ Geren turned to me, pointing. ‘The Hanathra, named for my telestre. A good vessel, but not as far-travelled as yours, I think.’


A telestre was something between estate and family and commune, I thought. I wasn’t sure of the details. Hypno-tapes always give you that feeling at first: that what you’re hearing is never exactly what the other person is saying, and that you can never find the right words yourself. It wears off with use.


A sailing ship lay anchored offshore, the kind of craft the Ortheans call jath. It was no larger than a galleon, though not square-rigged: triangular lateen sails gave it the rakish look of a clipper.


‘Have we far to go?’ I asked.


‘A week’s journey, perhaps, if the wind favours. More if not. We’re bound for Tathcaer, for the court there.’ Geren’s smile faded. ‘You must realize, t’an, you’ll be the centre of some attention. You should beware intrigue.’


The word he used was not precisely intrigue, or conspiracy, or politics; it is an untranslatable expression that includes the Orthean term for challenges and games.


‘Thank you for warning me. It’s kind.’


‘If I mean what I say?’ He laughed. ‘I do. I’ve no love for the court. I’d sooner sail the Hanathra. But don’t believe me just because I say so. Take no one at their word.’


It was a taste of that same intrigue. I was certain he did it deliberately and I liked him for it, but it emphasized how much of an unknown quality Carrick V was, and what a series of locked doors I would have to open.


Coming out from the shelter of the point, the dinghy began to rock. The water was clear: the pale green of spring leaves. A fan of spray went up, polychromatic in the white sunlight. We crawled through the troughs of the waves toward the ship.


There was a pause while they tossed a rope-ladder down the hull, then Geren went up it like an acrobat. I looked at the wet, dark timber, and the rushing gap between the ship and the rocking dinghy. The rope-ladder jounced from the rail, rungs rattling against the hull.


The boat rose on a wave crest and I grabbed at the ladder and went up it, swinging dizzily, missing my footing and barking my knuckles. Acres of canvas gleamed and swung overhead. Feeling sick, I got two hands to the rail and heaved myself onto the deck.


A barefoot Orthean woman in shirt and britches leaned over the rail, neatly caught my packs and set them on deck. She and another woman swung out davits, the two men came up the rope-ladder as if it were a staircase, and all four of them began hauling the ship’s boat onboard.


The distant island rose and fell gently. I had a last sight of the starship’s shuttle towering over the trade station.


‘This way!’ Another woman shouted and beckoned.


I followed. The deck was crowded with men and women furiously working; I kept dodging out of one person’s way only to find myself in someone else’s. Masts towered. Canvas blocked the sun, shaken out to snap on the wind.


A door below the poop deck led, by a dark, narrow passage, to small cabins.


‘Yours.’ The Orthean female opened a door. She wore a corded sleeveless jacket, and her thick black mane was done up in a single braid. Her skin was faintly patterned, and there were webs of lines round her eyes.


In the dim light her eyes seemed to film over as she watched me, and then clear again. The Ortheans have a ‘third eyelid’, a nictitating membrane like a cat’s eye. And something else. I looked at her calloused hands.


Put them side by side with mine and they would be no wider, but she had five slender strong fingers beside her thumb. And thick nails, kept filed down on all but the little finger, which sported a hooked claw.


‘Afraid you’re sharing,’ she said, ‘but I’m mostly nightwatch so we shouldn’t get in each other’s way.’


‘Thanks. I’ll try not to cause you bother.’


‘You think I didn’t fight for the privilege?’ She had a surprisingly human grin. ‘I want something to tell my children about the famous Otherworld envoy.’


‘Surilyn!’


The woman’s head jerked up. I recognized Geren’s voice.


‘I’d best get to the helm.’ She turned. ‘The shipmaster’s cabin is there, call t’an Geren if anything’s too unfamiliar.’


I went into the cabin. It was narrow; bunk bed one side, sea-chest the other. A square, iron-framed port with inch-thick bolts let in green-gold light. I had to stoop. The ceiling – the underside of the poop deck – showed beams a foot thick. There was the constant creak of timber and the lap of waves against the hull.


I sat down suddenly. The ship shook throughout its length, quivered, and settled into a steady pushing rhythm, driving ahead. It was an uneasy motion.


Sitting there, with the blankets rough under my hands and the sunlight sliding up and down the wood, I had a moment of stillness. This was not a starship, not even a sea-going ship on an Earth ocean; the voyage would not end at London or Liverpool or the Tyne. Sadri Geren Hanathra and the woman Surilyn, they were not conceived, born, or brought up on Earth.


I began to accept the fact that here, on this world, I was the alien.


The Hanathra, under intermittent wind and plagued by cloud and squalls, sailed on into the Inner Sea. At the end of the first nine-day week Geren told me the season was famous for fogs and summer calms. I spent time below decks, talking to whoever was off duty; and every day I stayed a little longer in the intense sunlight, getting acclimatized.


Zu’Ritchie, the youngest of the crew, had what I took to be a birthmark covering most of his face. He was unusually pale-skinned, and the mark took the form of grey dapples, like fern-patterns on the skin, that extended from his forehead down over his cheek to his shoulder.


‘That?’ Surilyn said. I questioned her when the boy wasn’t around. ‘That’s marshflower. It only means his telestre borders the Fens.’


I had to be content with that. Later, in warmer waters, some of the crew stripped to the waist and I saw that the ‘marshflower’ extended over his torso. The pattern grew larger and darker, almost black in places. Natural markings, I realized. Zu’Ritchie was not the only one with it, though his was most pronounced; and he was a little teased because of it.


The second shock – and it was only a shock because it was so like and yet unlike humanity – came when I saw the rudimentary second pair of nipples that both sexes carried low on the ribs. Most of the women were small-breasted compared to the Earthnorm, their bronze-brown nipples as small as the males’. I suspected that in times past, if not now, the Ortheans had littered a larger number of children at one birth than we ever did.


I watched Surilyn coiling a rope, the muscles moving smoothly under her brown skin. Her black mane was unbraided, and I saw that it rooted down her spine to a point well below the shoulder-blades.


My own hackles raised at the thought. Almost us, and yet not us.


I wondered what other, less visible, differences there might be between our two species.


A thin line grew out of the haze and became solid. Surilyn, leaning beside me on the rail, pointed.


‘Those are the Melkathi Flats … see those hills on the horizon? That’s the beginning of Ymir.’


We were not close in to the coast, I noted. No passenger was going to jump ship and slip away … Not that I would; at the moment I needed to act through official channels.


‘How long until Tathcaer?’


‘We’ll be in on the noon tide, if the wind holds.’


Carrick V has no satellite and therefore only solar tides, low at dawn and sunset, high at midnight and midday.


‘I’m going below,’ Surilyn yawned. She squinted at the dawn haze, which showed no sign of clearing. ‘Noon. If the wind holds.’


‘Christie,’ Zu’Ritchie called, ‘t’an Geren wants to see you in his cabin.’


‘I’ll be right down, tell him. Sounds like my holiday’s over,’ I observed.


‘I’m sorry,’ the black-maned woman said. ‘All you’ve told us, about the Otherworlds, they were fine stories.’


‘But did you believe them?’


She grinned. ‘Can’t say that I did. But I’ll be sure and tell my children.’


‘You’re going home after this voyage?’


She shrugged. ‘The ship’s due for refitting, I’ll stay aboard. Likely Suan will bring them down from my telestre, they’re old enough. She’s their milk-mother.’


I had no time to press the point.


‘Till I see you, Surilyn.’


‘Till we meet, Christie.’


I went below and found Geren in his cabin. He straightened up from the map-table as I entered.


‘Drink?’


‘Thanks.’ I smelled the spicy odour of herb-tea brewing. I crossed the swaying cabin to look at the charts.


The first was a single-hemisphere map. There was no indication of what the survey satellite showed in the other hemisphere: a myriad islands, none with civilization above the stone age level. This was a map of the oikumene, civilized Orthe.


It had the look of all old cartography, ornate and inaccurate. There were two continents joined by a long island-archipelago. Most of the northernmost continent was left blank, but its southern coast was filled in with what I assumed were cities, kingdoms, ports – and was annotated Suthai-Telestre, the Southland, and so must be our destination.


The southern continent seemed only to be occupied round the coasts. The centre of the land mass had hieroglyphics I couldn’t decipher.


‘We sailed from here,’ Geren said, putting his finger on a group of islands far out on the edge of the map. ‘The Eastern Isles, here, and then we –’ he drew his finger across and up to the southern coast of the Southland ‘– sailed so across the Inner Sea, to Tathcaer.’


Tathcaer was marked at a river mouth midway along the coast. A good central base for an investigative xeno-team, I thought – but not if, like the one I was going to meet, you couldn’t leave it.


Geren handed me a bowl of herb-tea. He didn’t smile when he spoke. ‘I hope you’ll forgive my calling you in like that, but I wanted to talk to you before we dock in Tathcaer.’


‘Geren –’


I thought, would it be better to wait until I reached the officials at Tathcaer before beginning discussions? Geren Hanathra was little more than a messenger.


‘No, wait. I must say this.’ He sat on the table, oblivious to the swinging lamps and the shifting pale light. ‘I don’t press advice, usually, but …’


‘But now you’re going to?’


‘It’s perhaps not wise. You’re the envoy, after all.’


I leaned against the table. ‘I’d like to hear it, Geren.’


‘This, then. I am of the party that supported contact with your Otherworld. I have even met – though not to speak to – those of your people who are present in Tathcaer.’


‘And?’


He rubbed six-fingered hands through his yellow mane, then looked sharply at me. His eyes veiled. ‘And so I likely know as much about you as any here, though that is little. But I know how you, envoy, will seem to those at court.’


‘Yes?’ I had to prompt him again. He stood, pacing in that confined space. I wondered whether all Ortheans had that grace.


His eyes clouded again. He had the marshflower also, I saw, faint as a watermark.


‘It is not good. T’an, they will look at you and say: here is a loose-haired and swordless woman, with a child-face and eyes like stone –’


I laughed, choked on the herb-tea, and coughed myself into sobriety. ‘Geren, I’m sorry.’


‘I say only how you seem to us. And much of it is custom only.’ He faced me. ‘I suppose strangeness of dress is to be expected, and hair neither cropped as in Ymir nor in Peir-Dadeni braids – and that you never blink, and lack the witch-finger; well I dare say we look as strange to you. And in a priest’s skirt, too, and you are no priest … and, Christie, you are young.’


‘Twenty-six. Less for Orthe, your years are longer than ours. As for youth,’ I said, ‘time cures that soon enough.’


He chuckled reluctantly. ‘You’re not offended?’


‘I’ve come here as envoy,’ I said. ‘I must be awkward, I must deal with your people as I would with mine. I’ll make mistakes, yes, that’s not to be avoided, but it doesn’t matter. Watching me, you’ll see the truth of Earth. I can’t bring books or pictures to show you what we’re like, all I can do is be. I’ve come to see – and be seen.’


After a moment he nodded. ‘Yes. Of course. T’an, it was foolish of me to think that you would not know your trade.’


‘I’m no expert.’ It was true enough. My two previous appointments had been with established embassies, this was the first time I’d worked alone.


I looked down again at the maps, marked with the imprints of the Hanathra’s many voyages. So much I didn’t know about Orthe, so much data lost, or mislaid in the rush to get someone – anyone – here. But under the circumstances, that was inevitable.


‘But you must promise me you will at least bear a harur blade. It is the one thing that will tell against you.’


I was silent. It was not a promise I was prepared to make.


‘Christie, I’m thinking only of your safety.’


‘I know. I’m not offended.’


‘No,’ he said, exasperated, ‘I believe you’re not.’


I left him. The dawn mist hung in pearls on the rail and deck, glistening and cold. Restless, I went below again. I lit the oil-lamp in my cabin, shuttering it in its thick glass casing. The air was damp. Surilyn was asleep. I didn’t disturb her.


On the sea-chest lay the traditional paired Southland blades: the harur-nilgiri, too short to be a sword, and the harur-nazari, too long to be a knife. I picked up the longer of the pair, the rapier-like nilgiri, gripping the cord-wrapped hilt. I flourished it, remembering old pirate fantasies, childhood games. The weight was unfamiliar on my wrist. I did not know how to carry it, wear it, or use it. I put it back.


Sadri Geren was wrong. Even if etiquette demanded it I had no business carrying a harur blade. That required a lifetime’s training, and a lifetime on Carrick V, not Earth.


By noon the haze had thickened into fog, and the wind dropped.


From the deck, the masthead was invisible. The sails vanished into grey moisture. Zu’Ritchie descended from the crow’s-nest wringing wet, and reported no thinning of the fog at that height.


‘Drop anchor,’ Geren ordered.


‘How long?’ I asked.


‘Summer fogs don’t generally last above a day or so in these waters.’


‘Can’t we go ahead anyhow?’


‘You’re not a seawoman, are you? Despite your British Isles. We can anchor here safely. Further west and we’d come to the mouth of the Oranon River and be drifted south. And there are the Sisters Islands not far south of here.’


When he spoke of the sea you could tell where his heart was. Then he was not thinking of the court at Tathcaer, or the ship and crew, but only of rocks and islands, tides and currents, and the prevailing winds of the Inner Sea. Some care more for inanimate things than for people. Geren was like that.


‘You must guest at my telestre,’ he said, his face animated again. ‘If they ever let you outside Tathcaer, come to Hanathra. If you had the time I’d take you voyaging down to Quarth, Kel Harantish, even the Rainbow Cities – an envoy should know the sea-routes. The Southland isn’t all of Orthe, no matter what they say in Tathcaer.’


‘I will if I can. How far is it?’


It was unlikely I’d have time for contacts other than the strictly official, at least to begin with. Still….


‘A good-weather voyage to Quarth and Kel Harantish? Perhaps six or seven weeks. A half-year to Saberon, first of the Rainbow Cities, and further to Cuthanc.’ He looked up and was suddenly serious. ‘Christie, remember I make you that offer in all honesty. If you should need to leave Tathcaer, come to me.’


It was cold on deck, despite the coat I had on over jeans and tunic. I shivered.


‘All right, Geren. If I need to.’


By night the fog had dispersed, and for the first time I saw the Orthean summer stars. Carrick’s Star lies on the edge of the galactic core. The sky holds thirty times as many stars as Earth’s; I stood on the deck of the Hanathra and the starlight was brighter than Earth’s full moon.


And before the next morning’s mist had burned away, the ship came to the estuary of the Oranon River.





CHAPTER 2



Tathcaer


Sails flapped wetly as the ship tacked to come about. The light of Orthe’s white sun on the water was blinding. I went forward out of the way, and looked ahead.


To the east mudflats gleamed. Spider-thin shapes flew up from the reedbeds, wide wings beating; their metallic cries came loudly across the water. Rashaku – lizardbirds. They triggered a flood of associations. Long-horned beasts grazed the blue-grey water-meadows – marhaz? skurrai? No clear visualization came with the terms. Beyond them, chalk headlands retreated down the coast into a distant haze.


There is always some degree of haze on Orthe. Not weather, specifically, but a quality of the planet’s atmosphere; the same quality that makes radio transmissions impossibly distorted.


With radio, I thought, I’d’ve been talking to the xeno-team in Tathcaer by now. No, with radio, I probably wouldn’t be here at all…


If my predecessor as First Contact envoy had had radio, he might have had the benefit of satellite weather transmissions; might not have died when the Eastern Isles ship was caught in a storm.


‘Christie,’ Zu’Ritchie paused briefly as he passed me. ‘Look – Tathcaer!’


The vast estuary was choppy, and wide enough still to be mistaken for open sea. The ship wallowed. The wind dropped, caught, the sails snapped out – hills and a crag loomed up, and we were driving straight for a harbour.


Two spurs rose up, and the harbour lay in the crescent between them. The early sun shone on the buildings rising behind it, packed closely together. I gripped the rail, dampened by spray, as we came under the shadow of the fortress-crowned eastern spur. Rivers flowed into the harbour from the far side of each spur; the same river, it came to me. The Oranon split some dozen miles upstream to enclose the island that was Tathcaer. An island-city. And the land to the east was Ymir, and the land to the west, Rimon.


The ship glided in between other anchored ships in a forest of bare-masted jath and a multitude of smaller craft. Some boats threw ropes and guided the Hanathra’s bulk into the anchorage under Easthill. The nearer river was shallow with many bridges while the other outlet of the Oranon by Westhill was wide and deep. I watched the bustling activity.


I have seen cities (not only on Earth) that stretched as far as the eye could see, horizon to horizon; cities it would take a week to drive across. So I could understand why the xeno-team’s tapes referred to Tathcaer as a ‘native settlement’. Settlement? I tasted the word in my mind, looking at the myriad buildings cupped between low whaleback hills, at the sprawling confusion of white and sand-coloured low buildings. And the bulk of Westhill just clearing the haze way across the harbour, crowned with another squat brown fort pocked with the black shadows of windows. Snouts and cries came from the moored boats, and from the docks beyond.


It came to me that there was more of this city over the saddleback between Easthill and Westhill. And that, call it settlement if you like, Tathcaer is nonetheless a city.


Geren came across the deck.


I picked up my packs. ‘You coming ashore yet?’


‘No, I’ve to see the Hanathra safely docked, then report to the court. I may see you there.’ He squinted at the quay. Half his mind was on the ship still. ‘They’re sending a boat. There’ll be court officials to find you a place, staff; show you the city.’


The first thing they could show me was a bank, I decided, then I could change the money-drafts that our respective governments had decided were valid. The shipboard holiday was finished, it was back to routine – but a new world is never routine.


I said goodbye to Surilyn, Zu’Ritchie, some of the crew, and Sadri Geren himself. Then I climbed down into a ferry, the rowers bent to the oars, and we glided away from the Hanathra. I saw her furled sails and the line of her hull sweet against the river, then faced front as we went into the confusion of the city.


*     *     *


The quay was stacked with crates and cloth-covered bales, and crowded with Ortheans. Back against the buildings (I supposed they were warehouses) stood canvas-sheltered food booths; the smells of cooking were unfamiliar, pungent. Shouts, the squeals of pulleys, the ever-present creak and sway of the ships’ masts … Dung and other unidentifiable odours came from the harbour. Longtailed scavenger rashaku yammered over the dirty water. A gang of young children tumbled past. There were children underfoot everywhere; on the foodstalls, in the warehouses, on the moored ships.


I stood on stone paving, between bare masts and high buildings. They were flat-roofed with many-angled walls and, as far as I could see, windowless. I looked round to spot anyone who might be there to meet me. My balance was a little off. That must be the sea: Carrick V’s gravity is only an imperceptible fraction less than Earth-standard.


I knew the xeno-team must be in Tathcaer, if only because my first priority was to get them travel permits from the Crown. But I was beginning to wonder if I’d have to find them on my own, when I caught sight of a middle-aged Orthean obviously heading towards me.


‘Envoy?’ At my nod, he bowed. ‘I’m Haltern n’ri n’suth Beth’ru-elen, of the Peir-Dadeni telestres.’


The same Haltern that countersigned the travel permit? One of the minor official contacts the xeno-team must have with the authorities, I guessed.


‘Lynne de Lisle Christie, British Isles.’


‘The Crown sent me to meet you.’ He used that informal term for the ruler of the Southland, the T’An Suthai-Telestre. ‘When you’re settled in, we can arrange for an audience. End of the week, perhaps?’


This was said all in one breath. He had a cropped blond mane brushed forward, disguising its retreat into a mere crest, and watery aquamarine eyes. That whiteless stare was forever alien, Orthean. Over the shirt and britches that were common Ymirian dress he wore a loose tunic, green and a little threadbare, with a gold feathercrest on the breast. Harur blades hung on worn belts. He had a vague, harassed look about him. If Geren had anyone in mind when he warned me about intrigue, I thought, this is just the type.


‘No audience before the end of the week?’ I queried.


‘There’s a residence to be found. Staff. Wardrobe. Marhaz and skurrai. L’ri-an. The Crown would not wish you to come to court before you feel ready.’


Before you’ve learned not to make a fool of yourself, I translated bleakly.


‘After all,’ Haltern added reflectively, ‘when God made time, She made enough of it to go round, don’t you agree?’


The skurrai-jasin slowed on the steep hill. The sky above the narrow twisting passage – you couldn’t call it a road – was a star-dotted strip. Featureless walls intensified the heat. Kekri flies clustered on open drainage channels. They rose as we passed: long-bodied, thick as my thumb, wings flashing like mirrors as they hummed on a low-pitched note. Some of the walls supported vines, but their fist-sized blue flowers couldn’t prevail against the stink.


Haltern, leaning forward, spoke to the driver. The jasin-carriage swung left up an even steeper hill, into an even narrower and more convoluted alley.


‘Can they manage?’ I indicated the beasts.


‘Surely. They’re strong.’ For the first time he used the informal inflection to me. ‘They’re skurrai from Dadeni Heath; that breed could pull twice our weight up a worse slope than this. You see their quarters, that’s where their strength is –’


He broke off and glanced apologetically at me. ‘I could be a bore about skurrai. Beth’ru-elen telestre lies close on the Heath, we breed similar stock.’


‘They’re beautiful,’ I said, and he seemed vaguely pleased by the implied compliment.


The skurrai were yoked double: reptilian animals with cleft feet and paired double horns, cropped and capped with metal. White sunlight shone on pelts the colour of new copper wire as they plodded up the hill, ruminatively uncomplaining. They stood about waist-high, and they still looked too small to me to be that strong. The jasin rattled and jolted on.


I’d seen two or three places that might do as present Liaison Office and future consulate or embassy, but for now I was content to be carried round Tathcaer. It was a large city and I wouldn’t cover it in one afternoon, but I wanted to see as much as I could.


‘There’s one here.’ Haltern stopped the skurrai-jasin. ‘I thought it might prove suitable, though Easthill’s far from the Citadel; but you may prefer it that way.’


I dismounted, stiff-legged, not really sorry to be out of the springless carriage. Haltern was unlocking the gate of a blank-walled, two-storey building. The gate opened into a tunnel leading to a central courtyard, but instead of walking through he stopped and unlocked a door to the house.


He wasn’t as stupid as he managed to look, I thought. The post of liaison officer and envoy was separate from the xeno-team’s first contact agreement, and while it wasn’t an important post in itself it might pave the way for full diplomatic contact, and eventually for the opening up of Carrick V to the Dominion of Earth. Therefore I couldn’t be seen to favour one faction over another. And to be situated in an obscure part of the city was a fair way to start. Haltern would bear closer acquaintance.


‘You’re at court?’ I asked him, as the heavy wooden door swung open. We entered the mosaic-floored hall. It was cool, smelling of dust and spices.


‘In the Crown Messengers. I was in the Peir-Dadeni tha’adur,’ he used a Dadeni term, ‘but the t’an Turi Andrethe seems to have loaned me permanently to the Crown.’ He smiled. It was a young smile, deceptive. ‘Hence my being sent to you.’


The place was smallish: a kitchen and two rooms on the ground floor, three rooms on the first floor, the whole surrounding a tiny courtyard with stables. It was surprisingly light, for all its blank exterior – many windows opened on to the courtyard. Haltern took me round the beam-ceilinged rooms. Old, warped a little here and there, but sound. Thick, flawed lass was leaded into the window. The plumbing was as primitive as reports had led me to expect.


A flight of stairs from the courtyard brought us out onto the flat roof. The heat struck down hard: Carrick’s Star is strong in the ultra-violet. The wind up above the city was like warm water. Sweat ran down my back.


Gravelled tar was tacky underfoot. Tubs spilled emerald blossoms, and a lemon-sharp tang cut the air. I walked to the low guard wall.


‘I don’t think I’ll find anything better than this.’


‘I’m glad you like it.’ Haltern was at my shoulder. ‘The others of your people – and there were only eight of them – have laid claim to five separate buildings.’


I could almost fathom his wonder. Buildings seem rarely to be put up singly in Tathcaer – the norm is a sprawling complex centred on a courtyard with a cistern or well. They are used either by members of the same telestre or of the same Guild (which, as they say, is a trade-telestre).


In front of us the city was laid out like a map. To me it looked congested. There are no streets in Tathcaer. No streets as such, I should say; there are paved and unpaved ways that twist between the various telestre-houses, but these are not named. The one exception is Crown Way.


The top of Easthill was behind us, and Westhill was visible across the harbour. In the hollow of the island plaster-walled buildings were yellow and white and pink under the intense sun. Old stone buildings jutted up at intervals, their architecture oddly curved and unfamiliar. The rivers were distant threads, marking the city limits, spanned by bridges and crossed by roads that led away to blue-grey hills. But over the spurs and slopes of the city, past gardens and domes, at six or seven miles distance, a rocky plateau jutted out of the haze. Stone buildings topped the sheer cliff. Beyond that the land went down into northern distances, and daystars shone in a powder-blue sky.


‘The Citadel,’ Haltern pointed, ‘at the end of the island. And see there, below, the House of the Goddess; and the prison, and there –’


He pointed out landmarks: markets, companion-houses and theocratic houses, the Guild Ring, and The Hill – that rich district of the city that houses the T’Ans of each province of the Southland: Ymir, Rimon, and Melkathi; Roehmonde, Morvren Freeport, Peir-Dadeni, and the Kyre. I couldn’t take it all in at once. At last he was quiet. When I turned to see why, he had the worried expression that seemed part of his face.


‘What’s it like,’ he said, ‘out there?’


He was the first Orthean to ask. Perhaps Geren and his crew hadn’t truly credited I was alien. Haltern did.


‘Some worlds are very like this. Some are very different.’ I shrugged. ‘What can I tell you? There are so many worlds.’


He shook his head. ‘Incredible.’


‘Earth –’ I stopped. He wasn’t the one I should talk to about that. And I couldn’t discuss population and famine and taxes and urban decay on an afternoon like this. ‘Earth’s different again.’


He nodded. ‘I’ll give orders, have this place furnished tomorrow. One of your countrymen – Eliot, is that the name?’


‘Probably.’ There was a Timothy Eliot with the xeno-team.


‘Eliot has extended an invitation for you to guest with his telestre. With his household,’ Haltern corrected himself. ‘I’ll take you there.’


‘I thought telestre was land?’


‘Land, people; people, land – the same thing.’ He made his way towards the steps, then hesitated. ‘I don’t mean to correct you, t’an.’


‘I’m ignorant of many of your customs. How am I to learn if no one corrects me?’


I saw that pleased him.


‘I’ll arrange for l’ri-an too,’ he said. ‘Meanwhile, if you’d like to take a late meal, my telestre-house is not far from here.’


At first light there was a discordant clamour of bells. I lay half asleep in bed, listening to the varying chimes: near and far, low and high. Tathcaer keeps natural hours, dawn to sunset. Given a choice, I don’t.


When I began to wake up properly I took a look at the room. I hadn’t noticed much arriving at Eliot’s place the night before. Eliot had been out, and his wife Audrey had been hospitable enough to let me go straight to bed. I was still a long way from being acclimatized to Orthe’s 27 standard-hour day.


The room was plain: pale plaster walls, the beams boxed in, long drapes to hide the windows and a plain-woven carpet on the floor. All chosen to be as un-Orthean as possible. Xeno-teams are notoriously odd in their methods of adjustment.


I dressed and went downstairs. Voices came from the kitchen. There I found Timothy Eliot at the table, and Audrey Eliot at an iron cooker brewing (by the smell) genuine Earth coffee.


‘Ms Christie –’


‘Lynne, please.’


‘Lynne.’ Eliot grinned. He was a solid man in his late thirties, hair thinning on top, wearing a bright shirt over faded jeans. ‘I’m Tim. You met Aude last night? Good. Sorry I couldn’t be here to welcome you.’


‘The rest of the team are down the road.’ Audrey brought over a china jug of coffee and a plate of toast. She was younger than Eliot, a bright nervous woman. ‘I’ll take you round later and introduce you.’


‘Thanks.’ I found it a relief to be speaking English again. We talked over breakfast. They were a husband and wife team, xeno-biologist and xeno-ecologist, paired with the rest of the team for six years.


‘Ten months of it in this hole,’ Eliot observed, squinting against the brilliant sunlight flooding the kitchen. Most of the furniture was in plain style again, not like the flamboyant carving and ornamentation I’d seen in Haltern’s telestre-house.


‘Tim,’ Audrey said warningly, ‘don’t prejudice the guest.’


‘Oh well …’ He waved a hand carelessly. ‘Lynne’s working on our behalf. Isn’t that right, Lynne?’


‘Not entirely. As the government’s representative, I’ve a duty to be impartial.’


I can never say things like that without sounding pompous, and I could hear myself doing it again.


‘But nevertheless, a duty to plead our case to the Crown?’


‘Yes, of course.’


‘Hopefully you can get us travel permits. We can’t get them. Damn it, why agree to a contact team if you’re going to keep them cooped up in one settlement all the time?’


There was long-term indignation in his voice. It would be harder for them – the sociological half of the xeno-team could at least study in Tathcaer.


I tried tact. ‘I think that they don’t worry too much about time.’


‘That’s true enough.’ Eliot turned to Audrey. ‘One day, and she’s seen it; that’s the way these aborigines are.’


‘You’ve been on many worlds, Lynne, I expect?’ Audrey left the stove to sit down at table. She was wearing a robe with pleats and short hem, something that would have been fashionable about three years ago. I’d brought few clothes: one formal skirt-and-jacket, and jeans and shirts. It’s less costly to buy on-world than pay the weight penalty on FTL ships. But xeno-teams are allowed leeway there.


‘I was on Beruine, the water-world.’ But not for long, I silently gave thanks. ‘And then with the embassy on Hakataku.’


‘Ah. One doesn’t seem to see many women in the diplomatic side of the Extraterrestrial department, somehow.’ Eliot smiled, it was meant to be pacifying. ‘But I’m sure they wouldn’t have sent you if you weren’t capable.’


‘I’m sure too, Mr Eliot.’


There was an awkward pause. Then Audrey Eliot said, ‘What’s the news from Earth?’


‘The usual, I guess. Squabbles between the Panlndian Federation and post-communist China. I’ve nothing very recent.’ Even with FTL, the trip to Carrick V takes over three months.


‘More recent than us –’


There was a rap at the window, and a man walked through the back door. He was in his thirties, dark, and wearing an Ymirian tunic over jeans.


‘Hello, Tim, Aude. Heard we had a visitor.’


‘John Lalkaka, Lynne Christie.’ Eliot served introductions like tennis balls.


‘Are you going to get us travel permits, Ms Christie?’ Lalkaka leaned against the doorframe.


‘Hard to say. I haven’t seen the authorities yet.’


‘Lord! I hope you can. I’m the last man to criticize ET civilizations –’


I intercepted long-suffering glances between Tim and Audrey.


‘– but ten months standard in one settlement! You wait, Ms Christie. Until you’ve been clanged awake by dawn bells every day for ten months solid; ten months of lousy food and worse plumbing –’


‘John.’ Eliot grinned and shook his head. ‘Give it a rest.’


‘I miss civilization,’ Lalkaka said, not at all offended, ‘and when I get back from this mission I intend to spend the next ten months in a rest centre – not at home, but somewhere you can get all the comforts. TV, pre-packed dinners, stereo-tapes … Bombay, maybe, or Hyderabad.’ He laughed, teeth white against his brown skin. ‘You wait. A month here, and you’ll have your own list to add to mine.’


‘I don’t doubt it,’ I agreed.


‘Oh well.’ Lalkaka slouched in, sat down, and helped himself to coffee. ‘What’s the news from home?’


The focus of the world has long since shifted east: Asia holds the twenty-first century’s future. Nothing of real importance happens in the declining West. Still, I felt it from Lalkaka and both the Eliots: what interested them was the British Isles. Home.


‘Not again!’ Audrey intervened. ‘Lynne, how about this evening – Tim, you remember what I said?’


He nodded and turned to me. ‘We’re having a gathering tonight. The team, and a few people from the city. If you come along you’ll stand less chance of having to repeat yourself so much.’


‘Sure. I’ll be over at my office for most of the day, moving in, but the evening’s fine.’


‘You’re up on Easthill, aren’t you?’ Eliot gave me a look that said, smugly, that information travelled fast. ‘I’ll send a carriage at sunset-bell. You might not find your way otherwise.’





CHAPTER 3



T’An Suthai-Telestre


When I found my way back to the Easthill Malk’ys household, there was a young Orthean waiting for me. He introduced himself as Tasil Rannas n’ri n’suth Methris, cook and housekeeper, and said he would deal with all my supply problems. His telestre was a few miles upriver and he apparently had some connection with Haltern’s own staff.


The furnishings arrived. Rannas and I spent an hour or two rearranging things, the two downstair rooms being made up as office and reception, and the first floor as my own quarters. Then Rannas went out to the streetbooths and returned with a second (and, by Orthean standards, extremely late) breakfast: bread, fruit, the pale, bitter herb-tea, and whitemeat from the fish-market – which I suppose, strictly speaking, isn’t ‘fish’: Orthean seabeasts are almost all mammalian.


I retired upstairs to unpack, leaving Rannas to settle the kitchen. His thick accent was all but incomprehensible to me, and I suspected my Ymirian wasn’t very good. We communicated in gestures where words failed.


There was little to unpack. Some polyplastic crumple-free clothes; personal effects; the micro-recorder, and the sonic stunner that was one of the few weapons allowed on Pre-tech worlds. It was keyed to my sweat and fingerprint pattern: quite simply, it would not function for anyone else. The department provided it ostensibly as a protection against wildlife. Other uses have been known.


I had also a locked case with credentials, bank drafts, and similar papers; keyed again to my own bio-patterns.


Rannas opened the door. ‘One from the court to see you, t’an.’


‘I’ll be right down.’ Bells sounded as I left the room, the single chimes for midmorning.


I found Haltern in the office, staring out of the window and humming tunelessly. There was a boy with him.


‘T’an.’ He inclined his head. ‘Is all well here?’


‘You’re most efficient, I compliment you.’


Again, the bow. It took the place of a handshake, here where that custom was not common.


‘The Crown gifts this household to your office for as long as you need it.’ Haltern beckoned the boy forward. ‘I’ve brought you your l’ri-an, Christie, ke is Achil Maric Salathiel.’


The Ortheans have two neutral pronouns, one for the inanimate and ke for the animate. Animals are ke, and sometimes the Goddess is, and so are children, though I didn’t know why. L’ri-an I was more sure of, that was a personal assistant; the word has its roots in the term for apprentice.


He was thin, brown skinned, with a short-cropped black mane. He looked at me sullenly, and then nodded. ‘T’an Christie.’


‘Yes. Right. Ah – you’d better go and find Rannas in the kitchen, he’ll look after you until we get settled down.’ Personal staff were the rule here, and though I was paying a silver piece a day for the privilege I still wasn’t happy about it.


‘I could have found you an experienced l’ri-an,’ Haltern said. ‘But, Christie, as you’re not used to the custom I thought it would be better for you to train kir yourself. Fewer disagreements.’


‘Isn’t he a little young?’ But he would be older, Earth-standard, than he appeared.


‘Ke is ashiren, a child, under fourteen. You’ll have to stand as foster telestre, but that’s a formality.’ He added, ‘The telestre is Salathiel, they keep the Westbank ferry. While ke is with you, you stand as s’an telestre.’


That clicked into place. Geren had said ‘landholder’, s’an telestre, the ruler of an estate. In loco parentis. Custom is custom, I thought.


‘I need to find a bank,’ I reminded Haltern.


He steepled his sharp-nailed fingers. ‘You’ll want the Guild house at Singing Gold. I’d also suggest you visit the market, you’ll want riderbeasts. Maric is capable of tacking up and stabling them, by the way. And –’


‘And the court,’ I said.


He gave me a wary look. ‘I could perhaps arrange a private audience for the beginning of next week.’


‘I’d prefer it sooner.’


‘Well, I suppose …’ He shifted uneasily.


‘I can’t insist, of course. But I’d like to show willing.’


He hesitated, calculating. ‘There’s the open audience this afternoon, but that’s the Fiveday common audience in the Long Hall. It’s not a special reception. There won’t be any of the takshiriye, the important t’ans of the court, there; at least, not the influential ones.’


We looked at each other. He smiled.


‘I’ll call a skurrai-jasin. What was the last bell, midmorning? Then there’s time for dinner at my telestre-house.’


‘I’ll get my papers.’ I fetched the document case and rejoined him.


‘You’re wise,’ he said as we went out, ‘to see the T’An Suthai-Telestre without other influence. Tell me, t’an, are all Other-worlders as hasty as you?’


‘It pays off sometimes.’


The carriage waited in brilliant sunlight. We jolted off over the paving-stones.


‘T’an,’ he said. ‘No, what is your Otherworld custom – Ms Christie –’


‘I think you’d better settle for Christie.’ I’d got used to that on the Hanathra. And I could see that Haltern, being the kind of man who makes character judgements, had made one, and I was curious.


‘Christie,’ he said with that mixture of honesty and formality that is peculiar to Ortheans, ‘be wary. When I heard of another Otherworld envoy, I thought – no, never mind, I was wrong. But there will be those among the takshiriye who are no friends to you or your world. They can be dangerous. I admit you seem able to handle the job –’


‘And why not?’ I was too sharp. Eliot’s earlier remarks had touched me on a sore point.


‘I meant no offence.’ He spread his hands. ‘How was I to know your court would not send some lordling or hanger-on, or woman who cared for nothing but her own ambition? We’ve had such from Quarth and Saberon and Cuthanc. Remember, we know nothing of the Earth court.’


Haltern took me at face value, whatever the department’s view of my appointment might be. And that, I realized, might be similar to Maric: a young person to be shaped by events rather than be a shaper.


‘We don’t have a court,’ I said, ‘we have a parliament. At least, we do have a Queen – Elizabeth III – but she doesn’t have the authority that your Crown does.’


‘A Crown without authority?’ Haltern was incredulous, and more than a little shocked.


I spent the rest of the carriage-ride to the city trying to explain the India-China power axis, the isolated Western enclaves, and the workings of British parliamentary democracy.


His telestre-house was not far from the Guild Ring. The l’ri-an, a taciturn old Orthean male, served a light meal of salads and herb-tea, in a bright room that faced out into a walled garden. A slender treefern trailed thick purple flowers. Petals littered the flagstones. Haltern and I sat by the open window.


‘I use rooms in this place in summer,’ he said, in the course of conversation. ‘While the court’s in residence in Tathcaer. In winter they move to Peir-Dadeni, lock, stock, barrel – and Crown Messengers. Inconvenient, but traditional. And no one is going to argue with the Andrethe.’


‘Andrethe? I thought the Crown ruled.’


‘In theory.’ He sipped the bowl of herb-tea and set it back on the table. ‘In practice, no T’An Suthai-Telestre would cross the Andrethes of Peir-Dadeni; that I say though it is my own province. It’s the only province that swears equal alliance, rather than allegiance.’


‘And the rest?’


If Haltern was talking, I was sure there was a good reason.


‘From your point of view?’ He nodded sharply. ‘Peir-Dadeni and Ymir are pro-Earth. Rimon over the river … uncertain. Roehmonde’s never supported any contact with your Other-world, nor has Melkathi; but then, nothing good ever came out of Melkathi. Morvren Freeport would trade with the Golden Witchbreed themselves. As for the Kyre, they’ll be as remote from you as they are from us.’


‘And Tathcaer?’


‘Oh, they call it the eighth province sometimes, as being purely the Crown’s island. That’s why you Otherworlders must stay here in the city.’ He shrugged. ‘But it’s the heart of the Southland, without it the Hundred Thousand would fall apart.’


I didn’t recognize the term. ‘The Hundred Thousand?’


‘The Ai-Telestre. Traditionally, the hundred thousand separate telestres of the Southland. The provinces are nothing, the cities come and go, but the telestres are forever. Goddess grant.’ Unselfconscious, he signed himself with a circle over the breast. ‘But you must know, Christie. You have an Otherworld telestre of your own.’


‘No. I’m not a landowner.’


‘Own land? Goddess forbid! I am not landholder, but still –!’ He was scandalized. Then the outrage faded. He said carefully, ‘But matters are different, doubtless, on Earth?’


‘Yes.’ I left it at that. He had the courage to admit that other cultures might be different from his own. At the moment, I didn’t want to trouble him with just how different.


‘Now the Crown has you here, there will not be much attention called to you.’ He was subdued. He hesitated, then said, ‘I imagine that’s why I was sent to you, rather than one of the takshiriye. Choosing one would offend the others. If you did but know, it’s something of an insult. Had you been, say, ambassador from the Rainbow Cities, there’d have been a delegation to meet you, perhaps with Turi Andrethe or Ruric Orhlandis with them.’


He sat back, fair mane ruffled. His tunic was rubbed bare in places and his boots were scuffed, he was overweight for an Orthean, and approaching the middle forties. It would be easy, I thought, to dismiss him as one more native court official. Easy and quite wrong.


‘I’m not that important,’ I said. It was true. If nothing useful came out of my time as envoy, the Dominion would wait a few years and send someone else. ‘It’s also very difficult to make me feel insulted.’


The membrane blurred his eyes briefly, and the corners of his mouth twitched. He chuckled. Outside, bells sounded in the heat.


‘Noon,’ he said. ‘If you’re still determined on this audience, we’ll go up to the Citadel.’


Crown Way – that one named, paved road that runs from the docks clear up to the Citadel – was crowded. We drove down into the centre of the island where it was noisy, and the road was blocked with skurrai-jasin and heavier carts. But going up out of that we came among older buildings and quieter districts, passing under fronds of lapuur that were never still, even in that wind-sheltered place. From time to time Haltern indicated landmarks: the theocratic houses of learning, the Wellhouses … You needed landmarks in this trackless, signless city.


Shadows dappled the white flagstones as we drove into a square the size of a parade ground. Barracks and prison and the House of the Goddess formed three sides; the fourth was cliff-wall.


The crag reared up fifty feet – not a great height, but sheer, grey rock webbed over with blue vines. A zig-zag walk was cut into the cliff face, the single entrance of which we now approached. Solid rock had been carved into a gateway, and a heavy iron grill hung ready to be lowered. I stared up the cliff, seeing a similar gate at the top.


‘There’s no way but on foot,’ Haltern said, dismissing the skurrai-jasin. ‘We’ll go up if the audience is open. Hei, Kyar!’


One of the soldiers at the gateway came over. They were in green and gold uniforms, two pikemen, four with what looked like crossbows. These were the élite, the Crown Guard.


This soldier, with the harur blade of an officer, was a woman. She said, ‘May I aid you, Haltern of Beth’ru-elen?’


‘Is the Fiveday audience open?’


‘Yes: pass on.’ She stared at me. I suppose I returned the compliment; I wasn’t entirely sure hers wasn’t only a ceremonial position.


‘My thanks. Christie?’


I followed Haltern, nervous now that it came to it. Any offworlder has that responsibility, that he or she will be taken as the measure of their world. And a lot depended on how this meeting went.


It was a long hot walk up the path. We were in a constant stream of Ortheans, in the dress of every trade and province. Haltern paused once, and I with him, looking back across the arrowhead-shape of the island below. A fresh wind came from the sea, taking the edge off the heat.


We passed through the upper gateway into gardens. Paved walks led to the Citadel itself, looming behind feather-leaved lapuur trees. A huge and sprawling complex of buildings – or perhaps one building; with Ortheans you can’t be sure. Carved, painted stonework; rounded towers and secretive windowless walls.


Inside was chill. High ceilings echoed to passing footsteps, galleries hissed with quiet conversations. We came to a hall, a long abruptly-angled flight of steps, and then were suddenly in a long stone-paved room.


‘Here,’ Haltern said quietly, ‘this way.’


Two fireplaces held braziers, coals glowing against the stone’s chill. A line of Crown Guard stood down each side of the Long Hall. Sunlight came whitely in through slit windows, falling on tapestries, and on the bright robes of male and female Ortheans.


Haltern led me past conversing groups. Some stared at me: my formal skirt and jacket bore no resemblance to anything Orthean. But I’m not so different, I thought, looking round. Skins varied from satin-black through brown and tan, but there were many as pale as I. Likewise brown-blonde hair, green eyes; these were common; and I was pretty much of average height.


I felt as if I had walked into a room full of half-animals, cropmaned and six-fingered. It comes at some point in every visit to an alien world. Half animal and half human: it was the whiteless eyes, the blurring that might have been a trick of the light and wasn’t, that gave the curious subtlety to the Orthean face.


‘How long?’ I stifled nervousness.


‘A little while.’ The inevitable Orthean answer.


Banners hung at the end of the hall, crimson and gold, blue and emerald; and over them all the green and gold firecrest of the Crown. The Ortheans, as they came closer to the far end of the hall, took advantage of the benches there to sit and talk. As each one’s turn came, they went to stand before the Crown.


I sat in silence beside Haltern, mentally rehearsing Ymirian speech inflections. Then, seeing that he also seemed worried, I hazarded a guess why.


‘Haltern, would you call yourself one of the pro-Earth party?’


‘Why, yes, I suppose I would.’ He looked at me sharply, and then nodded as if confirming an impression. ‘You’re right, Christie. I was concerned. There are a number of us who’ve backed this policy against all odds.’


‘So have we.’


‘Yes … yes, of course.’


I could see him calculating. He was given to evaluating people accurately, I guessed. And his support might influence others in favour of Earth.


‘After this one,’ he said. ‘Just walk up and give your name.’


The present speaker was a broad-faced Orthean female in the sash of the metalworkers’ Guild. She stood with her arms folded, speaking a language – Rimon, I think – that I didn’t comprehend. I missed the sense of the Crown’s answer, but the voice was husky, tenor, and – when I could see – younger-sounding than its owner.


The T’An Suthai-Telestre was a small woman of about fifty, lean and tough-looking. Her skin was sand-coloured. Her blue eyes and fair lashes gave her the wind-blasted squinting look that professional soldiers acquire. Her braided mane was a shade darker than her skin, and was retreating slightly at brow and temples.


She wore boots, britches, and loose tunic, all in green and thickly encrusted with gems and gold embroidery. The tunic had a quilted look, slashed to show a shirt woven of some iridescent cloth. The same fabric, chirith-goyen, lined a cloak that fastened at the throat. This I assumed to be against the Citadel’s chill, but it gave her a half-suffocated appearance. As she talked she sat back with her legs extended, the harur-nilgiri blade lying across her lap. She fingered the hilt compulsively. Her voice was even and controlled, and the woman metalworker nodded now and again as if perfectly satisfied.


A final word and that audience was over.


It was barbaric, anachronistic and alien; and it intimidated me. I took the few steps that put me in front of her.


‘Your excellence.’ I managed the bow that custom demands. ‘My name is Lynne de Lisle Christie. May I present the respectful greetings and felicitations of the government of the British Isles, and of the united governing bodies of the Dominion of Earth.’


The Orthean woman sat up a little. Her eyes were suddenly bright.


‘We are most pleased to receive the envoy.’ She gestured, without looking behind her. One of the Guard placed a stool in front of her. ‘Come, be seated.’


I obeyed. It was a favour, I could tell by the whispers behind me. Most of the nervousness was wearing off.


She enquired as to my health, the quarters I had in the city, any aid I might need and any difficulties I might be having. I answered as well as I could, remembering to mention Haltern n’ri n’suth Beth’ru-elen; thanking her also for anything else I could think of.


And, both of us having got the formal rubbish over and done with: ‘I had not thought to see you here so soon,’ she said, in the less formal mode.


‘I wanted to present myself to your excellence as soon as possible, so as not to appear impolite.’


‘And so you come to the open audience. I like that.’ She smiled. ‘You understand it was my decision that your people should come here. And my decision that they should have a representative of their own Crown here.’


I agreed, wondering if there might be an opening for a fully established consulate soon.


‘I hope,’ the T’An Suthai-Telestre continued, ‘that you will visit more of the Southland. I’m sure you’ll receive many invitations. Don’t let your duties here keep you from travelling.’


It took me a second to realize what she’d said. Then, very carefully, I said, ‘With your excellence’s permission, I’ll accept. Does this invitation extend to my people who are already here?’


‘Unfortunately, no. Not yet.’ She hooded her eyes. ‘Lynne Christie, you will undoubtedly receive invitations from people it would be safer not to visit. My Hundred Thousand are not all willing to befriend Otherworlders. I think it is necessary that they witness what they would condemn. Travel where you will. I’ll write you free passes for the telestres.’


‘So that Earth may witness what she would befriend?’


She chuckled richly. ‘Oh, indeed, indeed. So it must always be. Go out and see my people, Christie.’


‘The T’An Suthai-Telestre is most kind.’


She was apparently satisfied. Then she frowned. ‘I permitted a weapon to be brought here. Do you have it?’


I took the stunner from the clip under my jacket.


‘Show me.’ She held out her hand. A sonic stunner is not impressive, only a grey oval casing with a flat stud on one edge.


She handed it back distastefully. ‘It kills?’


‘No, your excellence, merely renders unconscious.’


She shook her head. ‘Show it as little as possible, there are places it would be taken for rank Witchcraft. Better: find another weapon.’


‘Your excellence commands.’


She sat back again, interlocking her claw-nailed fingers, gazing at me.


‘You could almost be a woman of Ymir or Rimon,’ she said at last. ‘It will be hard to keep in mind that you are not, and that you bring such weapons. I am not sure if I should not have preferred you to be a recognizable stranger, at least.’


‘Our people aren’t so different.’ I’ve sometimes wondered if the department’s policy of preferring empaths for diplomatic service is right; it does mean that we identify with aliens, sometimes overmuch so.


‘Are they not? We shall discover the truth of that, perhaps. But I think we will not speak of it now.’ In that crowded hall she asked no questions about Earth. ‘I thank you and your world for your greetings. We shall speak again, Christie, you have much of interest to tell me; the audiences must continue, however. I wish you good speed, and the Mother’s blessing.’


I backed off, my place was taken by somebody else; and then I felt Haltern take my arm.


‘This way. Suthafiori favours you,’ he observed as we passed down the hall. ‘It won’t affect her policy, but I envy you her good will.’


‘Suthafiori?’


‘The Crown: Dalzielle Kerys-Andrethe. They call her Suthafiori, the Flower of the South; she was beautiful –’


‘Haltern. T’an.’


I stopped in the doorway to see who’d interrupted. It was a woman. Haltern eyed her with wariness and distaste.


‘I introduce myself. I am Sulis n’ri n’suth SuBannasen, T’An Melkathi.’


Her accent was one I didn’t recognize. She wore a sari-like blue garment, and over that a leather cloak fastened with a silver chain. Her skin was translucently pale, her features fine and had, and her sleek cropped mane was white. She looked to be at least seventy.


‘Lynne de Lisle Christie.’


‘The envoy. I hope you like our land, t’an. It must be very different from your own.’


‘I haven’t been here long enough to draw conclusions, T’An Sulis.’


When she moved, I saw that she supported herself with a silver-topped cane.


‘A pity you may not leave Tathcaer. My own province of Melkathi is worth visiting.’


‘Perhaps I will, then, T’An.’


Her eyes flicked up. Age had whitened the nictitating membrane and it was semi-retracted, giving her a hooded, hawkish aspect.


‘Will you so? Then I will gladly receive you in Ales-Kadareth.’


‘The envoy has much to do,’ Haltern said urbanely.


‘So, yes, of course.’ As she looked at him, her smile vanished. ‘And she is so young, and so like us. It is unfounded rumour, then, Haltern, that makes these Outworlders out to be some Witchbreed spawn grown cunning with disguise?’


‘Your pardon, T’An Sulis.’ Haltern bowed fractionally. ‘Your knowledge of the Golden Witchbreed is doubtless far superior to mine.’


She gave him an unfathomable stare, and turned back to me. ‘Perhaps you may visit me yet. T’an, I wish you well.’


Once out of the Citadel, the white-hot glare of the sun was a shock. I felt as if I’d spent days underground. An instinctive deep breath brought the unfamiliar faint mineral taste of the wind. Haltern was frowning.


‘What’s the matter?’


‘Nothing. Only that I did not know Melkathi’s ruler was at court, nor do I know why she should be at the Fiveday audience.’ He sucked his teeth thoughtfully. ‘I’d hazard it was chance, but it served her well. Christie, that SuBannasen has no love for Earth.’


‘No,’ I said. ‘Haltern, what about the Golden Witchbreed?’


The scent of sidemaat fire-roses and flowering lapuur trees followed us down the cliff-walk.


‘They were a cruel people,’ Haltern said at last, ‘and long gone now, though some half-blooded remnants of the race remain far to the south of here, over the Inner Sea, in the city Kel Harantish. They claim the pure blood there, but I doubt it. They need no excuse for their familiarity with treachery except practice. As for Sulis – and I should not slander her or her telestre – she is like all of us Southlanders. Prone to see Witchbreed in anything new and anything new as Witchbreed trickery.’


The Golden Empire fell some two thousand Orthean years ago, after a five-thousand-year reign; and the Golden Witchbreed have since attracted all evil legend and conjectured abominations into their history. How much was true, the hypno-tapes couldn’t say.


‘You’ll be suspect, for some,’ Haltern added as we came down into the square. ‘But you have the advantage that you bear none of their features.’


‘Which are?’


‘A pale skin that has a shade of gold in it,’ he said, ‘white-maned and with yellow eyes. They were tall and thin-boned; for the rest, I know not.’


We waited in the shadow of the cliff for a skurrai-jasin.


‘I was given to understand that the Golden Witchbreed no longer existed.’


‘Nor do they, except perhaps for Kel Harantish.’ He shrugged. ‘That’s where you’ll have your name coupled, when any doubt you.’


‘Do you doubt me?’


‘No,’ he said. I believed him.


The bells rang for mid-afternoon as our jasin carriage came. I remembered I was due at Eliot’s house that evening. The T’An Suthai-Telestre had put me in one hell of an awkward position.


I wondered how I was going to break it to the xeno-team that I had travel permits and they didn’t.





CHAPTER 4



A Dinner at Eastharbour-Salmeth


The skurrai-jasin jolted through narrow passages. Hooves clopped a muffled rhythm. There was the scent of kazsis – night-flower and dung, a curious sweet-acid mix. The driver, a greymaned old Orthean female, leaned and spat chewed ataile leaves onto the rutted earth. I saw her eyes for a moment as she turned. The membranes were drawn back, the pupils swelled to velvet-black holes.


She had brought a message from Eliot: the dinner was now being held at one of the team’s other residences. I missed telephones and a postal service.


The carriage clattered under an archway and into the courtyard of Eastharbour-Salmeth, an hour after the rapid sunset. I climbed down and paid the driver, and stood for a moment by the fountain.


The alien city was hot and quiet, the natives gone home behind shuttered windows and barred gates. Night winds blew. The immense stars of the Core blazed overhead, casting a pale light on the fountain. Roofs stood black against the brilliant sky, fringed with stars so numerous that they merged into clouds of light.


I heard a rising hum of conversation as the door opened.


‘Good,’ Eliot said, ‘you’re early. Come in and meet everybody. This is our host, by the way, Sam Huxton.’


‘Ms Christie, come in. Please, let me take your coat.’ Huxton was about forty, tall and burly and dark-haired. His hospitality was overwhelming. ‘This is Margery, my wife – Marge, here’s company for you. This is John Barratt.’


Barratt was a sharp young man, who shook hands lightly and then showed a marked disinclination to let go.


‘And Adair, and I think that’s Carrie over there and –’


‘We’ve met.’ Lalkaka grinned at me.


‘And Maurie … Well, that’s all of our team. It won’t take us long to get to know each other.’


‘Or to get thoroughly tired of each other.’ Barratt gave me a smile that made me doubt his sobriety. ‘I don’t mean to be offensive. Social activities here are – limited. We all know each other very well indeed.’


It was a long room, lit by oil-lamps, shuttered against the brilliance of the night. By now there were Ortheans arriving. Groups split up and reformed, talking, and drinking a pale Ymirian wine. Standard formal reception, I thought.


‘Adair,’ said a neat and fussy-looking man beside me. He was in his sixties, old for field-work. ‘I’m medic here. There are a few shots I’ve developed that you ought to have, Ms Christie. Can you call on me tomorrow? I’m down at Eastharbour-Kumiel. You’re not prone to hayfever, by the way?’


‘Not so far.’


‘That’s good.’ He nodded at one of the younger team members, whose name I couldn’t remember. She appeared to have a streaming cold. ‘This planet is hell for anyone prone to histamine reaction.’


‘We’ll be out of date at the department,’ I said, thinking aloud, ‘with the time-lapse. I’ll need to catch up.’


‘I’ve done you a faxsheet,’ Adair said. ‘The usual run of allergies. As they say, don’t drink the water. Mind you, the natives are tough, they seem to survive any infection. Don’t bank on doing the same. Stay out of sick-rooms. Oh yes, there’s a list of foods you should avoid – they don’t eat eggs but I’m not sure if that’s a taboo or not. You’ll have to see the expert, Barratt. Not now.’


The Ortheans stood together, their dark eyes flicking nervously round the room. When they moved, bright fabrics flashed, jewels shone, and harur blades clashed on belts and chains. They seemed unused to the Huxtons’ idea of a reception, and stood holding drinks and looking lost.


‘You probably didn’t catch my name,’ a middle-aged woman said. I took a second look: she was from Earth, though what she was wearing was mostly Orthean. ‘I’m Carrie Thomas, xeno-sociology. Come over here and have a drink. I promise not to say a word – you must be sick of us by now.’


I accepted a glass of the pale wine, feeling like the proverbial bone in a dog-kennel. ‘Mrs Thomas –’


‘It’d better be Carrie, love, we’re all going to get to know each other very well. Too well, if they don’t let us out of here.’ Frustration appeared on her face. ‘Here I am, with the first socially mobile pretech world on record – no caste-system, nothing – and can I get a look at a working telestre? Can I, hell!’


She broke off and laughed. ‘Oh lord, and I promised I wouldn’t bend your ear! There I go. It’s the lure of a new face, none of us can resist it. I can see John and Maurie hovering like vultures, waiting to get at you after I’ve finished.’


I chuckled. ‘I’ll keep them waiting for a bit, then. Mrs Thomas, Carrie, I mean – you’re the first one I’ve met who seems to have some sympathy for the Ortheans themselves.’


‘Ah, you’ve been staying with the Eliots. And Lalkaka and the Huxtons are the same. Don’t blame them. They were keen, a while ago. It’s having no opportunity to work. Now me and Adair and Maurie –’ here she pointed to the woman with the streaming eyes ‘– we’re not so badly off.’


‘Speak for yourself,’ Adair said, reappearing. ‘For a culture with practically no privacy taboos, they’re damned hard to examine physically.’


‘Addie would like some nice dead specimens to play with,’ Thomas said caustically. ‘Fortunately, or unfortunately, the Ortheans cremate their dead. It’s the live ones that bother me. I’ll give you an example: why is it that the young are called “it” until they’re adult? This ke pronoun … It may be that there’s a rite of passage, that they have to earn the social right to gender, but it doesn’t ring true. All societies do some division of labour according to sex – all but this one.’


‘They tend toward triple and quadruple births,’ Adair said, vaguely pursuing his own line of thought. ‘I did get a look at one adult male specimen. You’ve noticed the second pair of nipples? Well, this one – and it may just have been a throwback, I don’t know – it had what I suspect is a vestigial marsupial pouch.’


‘A what?’ I said.


‘A thick fold of skin here –’ he drew his thumb across his belly ‘– about eight centimetres wide and four deep. I can only assume that at some point the male Ortheans cared for the young.’


‘Yes but listen, Addie –’


While Carrie Thomas was arguing with him, I slipped off to refill my glass. A small child in a night-robe appeared at the far door and wailed on a low key. Margery Huxton rushed over to pick her up. They were close by me so I couldn’t very well ignore them.


‘What’s your name?’ I asked the child. She was about four, dark-haired, strikingly like her mother. She stared at me in silence.


‘Oh, she won’t say anything.’ The woman set her down and said confidentially, ‘It worries me sometimes, but it would be worse if we couldn’t bring her with us. But sometimes I think she doesn’t remember much English at all.’


‘What’s your name, ashiren-te?’ This time I asked in Ymirian.


‘Elspeth Huxton, of the British Isles.’ Her accent was unfamiliar. I realized she’d learned her Ymirian by hearing it, not from tapes. ‘Goddess give you good day.’


‘And to your mother’s daughter.’ It was the traditional return.


‘One of the ladies up on The Hill has Elspeth tutored with her own children. Well, you can’t isolate a child, she needs others to play with.’ Margery Huxton sighed. I had her placed now, she was a xeno-ecologist and her husband was a marine biologist. She said, ‘But I do worry about what she might pick up.’


I felt sorry for her, trying to hold the tide of Orthe back from her door. Then I wondered if it wasn’t Elspeth I should be sorry for – she’d have to adapt back to Earth.


The girl wriggled out of her mother’s embrace and ran to the door. A late guest bent down and took her hand, exchanging a few words with the child.


This guest was striking: darker than the usual run of Ymirians, with skin the colour of flaked coal, a cropped black mane and a narrow, merry face. I judged her to be in her early thirties. She wore a padded, sleeveless leather jerkin over shirt and britches, marking her as a soldier. As she let go of the child’s hand I saw that one shirt-sleeve was empty, neatly folded up and pinned. It was the right arm and her harur-nilgiri was slung for left-hand use.


She caught me staring and gave a broad white-toothed grin. The child swung on her arm, and she lifted her up and gave her back to Margery.


‘Ruric,’ she said to me, inclining her head casually. ‘You’re the envoy, Huxton tells me.’


‘That’s right, the name’s Christie.’ I checked an impulse to shake hands, and then couldn’t think what to say. At last I said, ‘You like children?’


‘The ashiren? Other people’s, and part time.’ Another flash of white teeth. ‘Elspeth comes to my household to learn with the others there. It’s something to meet a child from another world, after all.’


At that point we were called in to dinner – to the great relief of the Ortheans present – and I found myself between Lalkaka on the one side and Ruric on the other.


The Ortheans’ talk was soft and swift. The cutlery laid for dinner seemed to confuse them. They fingered the eating-knives that hung at their belts and eventually tried (with varying degrees of success) to handle forks. Only the dark woman used her own knife. This, with its split point, she used both as knife and fork, eating nimbly with her single hand.


‘You’re from Tathcaer?’ I asked. Her accent was faint, not immediately identifiable.


‘I’m from more or less anywhere. Melkathi, the Skulls garrison, Peir-Dadeni … I’ve just come back from Medued-in-Rimon.’ She put down her knife to raise her glass. ‘Have you been here long?’


‘A few days.’ I remembered that, as well as the T’An households, The Hill was also the location of the barracks. The crippled woman would be a soldier, then, perhaps a retired soldier.


‘What do you think? Or isn’t that a fair question?’


‘It isn’t, but yes, I like the city.’


‘You’re one of the few, then.’ She looked round the table, and turned back to me. It was only then, seeing her full-face, that I noticed her eyes. The membrane retracted, leaving them clear, and the whiteless irises were yellow. As yellow as buttercups, as yellow as ospreys’ eyes. Sunny and friendly eyes; I felt drawn to her.


‘You must come to my household –’


‘You must visit Easthill Malk’ys –’


We broke off, having spoken simultaneously, and laughed.


‘Ms Christie.’


I made the mental effort and switched from Ymirian back to English. ‘Yes, Mr Huxton?’


‘Call me Sam. Maurie was just asking about travel permits.’


I nodded. ‘I saw the T’An Suthai-Telestre this afternoon.’


‘And is she willing to raise the ban?’


‘She’s sending me out of the city,’ I was careful in my phrasing. ‘I rather think that when she gets reports back, she’ll be willing to let all of us travel more freely. It shouldn’t take too long now, Mr Huxton.’


‘Sod that!’ Barratt was explosive. ‘More delays, and meanwhile you go buggering about all over the country –’


Carrie Thomas hushed him. I saw the dark woman, Ruric, glance at me with amusement. She must understand some English, I thought.


‘It’s more of a concession than we ever managed to get,’ Adair said. ‘I feel it’s encouraging.’


Audrey Eliot agreed, sharp and nervous. She said, ‘But what about Earth? We only have the three-monthly dispatches. What’s the news?’


So I had no further chance of speaking to the Ortheans, I had instead to drag out every item of home news that I could remember. All of them, even Barratt in his half-stupor, sat there like hungry children taking it all in. It made me wonder, empath or not, what my opinion on Carrick V would be in a year or so.


And the Orthean guests, with that singular urbanity that etiquette demands from them, talked quietly of ships due and harvest prospects and affairs back at their telestres.





CHAPTER 5



Saryl-Kabriz


In the false dawn the stars fade and the east is dim. Ortheans call it the first twilight. Then comes the pale blaze of sunrise, too white, too brilliant for Earth, searing through the river-mists, opening the day.


The sky was clear, cloudless, the daystars no more than burrs round the horizon.


‘It’ll rain later, t’an,’ Maric said, coming in with hot herb-tea in a blue glazed bowl.


‘Mmmrghph?’


‘Before the noon bell. The wind’s south-westerly.’


I muttered something incoherent, and when he’d gone, dragged myself up to a sitting position in bed. The Orthean day was too long. When I woke, I never felt as if I’d had enough sleep.


I rose and dressed slowly, aware that since I should have to keep what clothes I did have for formal occasions, the sooner I bought Orthean clothes the better it would be.


It rained after sunrise.


The report I’d begun the day before looked fatuous in the light of morning. I wiped it off the micro-recorder, deciding to leave reporting until I had a better idea of what I was talking about.


There were numerous messages brought in by the l’ri-an of various households, mostly in the form of a couple of lines of script inviting me to dinners and functions, and mostly from households interested in trade. It was too early to have a policy on that – Carrick V not being classified as restricted or unrestricted access, as yet – but I accepted them, to be on the safe side.


About mid-morning, when the rain was clearing, Haltern appeared.


‘There you are.’ He handed his cloak to Maric, after removing a paper from a lining-pocket. ‘Yesterday’s weekly broadsheet. The part that will interest you is towards the end.’


The paper was grainy, probably reed-based. The printing was sophisticated for this level of culture, something of the order of Caxton or Gutenburg. It was one sheet, dated Merrum Seven-week Fiveday, and it was mostly incomprehensible to me, gossip about people and places I didn’t know. But squeezed in at the end was a notice of the Hanathra’s return.


‘“We announce the arrival of still another Offworlder,”’ Haltern read aloud over my shoulder. ‘“And also draw our readers’ attention to the ship’s route, which is: passing the Inner Sea close to the Desert Coast, and close also to the city Kel Harantish.”’


‘Meaning?’


‘Meaning Witchbreed. The slur is nothing, but it shows prevailing opinion.’


There wasn’t anything I could do about it. I said, ‘This broadsheet, this is just in the city, is it?’


‘Yes. The church often passes these things for use inside Tathcaer’s walls.’ His eyes veiled. ‘They like to see their effect, before they loose them in the Hundred Thousand.’


‘The same applying, of course, to dubious Offworld visitors.’


‘I – ah – couldn’t say.’


I rubbed the rough paper between thumb and forefinger. It told me things purely by existing. For example, the Ortheans were highly literate. That didn’t fit with a culture at this level either.


‘You’ve had invitations, I see.’ Haltern hesitated. ‘Has there been one from SuBannasen?’


I shuffled through them, there was nothing from the T’An Melkathi. ‘Not so far.’


‘Well … Remember what I said. Nothing good ever came out of Melkathi.’


‘And if she doesn’t remember it,’ a voice said, ‘I will.’


It was the dark woman from the Huxtons’ reception. She’d obviously come in as the doors were left open.


‘T’An.’ Haltern made a low bow. ‘I didn’t mean –’


‘Don’t be a fool, Hal.’ She grinned and slapped him on the shoulder, left-handed. His pale eyes were veiled with embarrassment. ‘I didn’t realize Dalzielle had sent him to you, Christie.’


I must have looked as puzzled as I felt. Ruric gave a great shout of laughter. ‘Sorry, Christie, I should have introduced myself last night.’


‘The T’An Ruric Orhlandis of Melkathi,’ Haltern said uncomfortably. ‘T’An Commander of the Southland’s army.’


‘Also called Onehand and Yelloweyes, and a number of things I won’t repeat outside the barracks for fear of Hal’s modesty.’ She turned to me. ‘Now you’ve found out my secret, does that mean I’m not welcome?’


‘Good grief, no.’ I saw she was joking. Army Commander, I thought; and she calls the Crown Dalzielle. Here’s another t’an come to get a look at the Outworlder.


‘I must go,’ Haltern said, ‘I’ve business elsewhere. Christie, good day to you. And to you, T’An.’


‘Come to noon-meal tomorrow?’ she called after him, and he nodded.


‘He’s a good man,’ she said. ‘Don’t trust him.’


Ortheans are capable of that kind of contradictory advice. She approved of Haltern, that much was obvious.


‘What can I do for you?’ I asked.


‘Do?’ She walked back and forth across the room, studying it, and gazing out of the window at the courtyard. ‘Nothing, that I know of. I came to see if I could be of use to you.’


‘Yes?’


She hitched herself up to sit on the arm of the great carved chair, and grinned at me. ‘Yes, and to satisfy curiosity, I own to that.’


She was honest. I grinned back. ‘I’ll try.’


‘Coming to the point, you’ll be travelling, by what you said last night. And since there’s no skurrai-jasin outside Tathcaer you’ll need riderbeasts, and so – are you a rider?’ she interrupted herself.


‘I’ve done some riding.’ That was horses. I didn’t know what I might be called on to ride here.


‘Good. If you haven’t yet seen to it, I wondered if I could be of any help to you?’


‘Yes, I –’


‘Only I don’t know your customs. If I offend, say so.’


‘You don’t, and I could use some help.’ Probably I could have arranged it through Haltern, but I wasn’t about to refuse the woman’s offer.


‘Good.’ She stood, energetic. ‘If you’re not busy now, there’s a beastmarket down at Beriah’s Bridge.’


Outside, the paving stones were slick with moisture. There were no jasin carriages in sight. We began walking down the hill towards the east river.


The rain had passed. The tops of buildings were swathed in mist, rolling in from the harbour. When it swirled aside, pale sunlight washed over the white walls of the city. Shadows were blurred, and blue. The muggy air and shifting light seemed to muffle the calls of the street-traders and the rumble of cartwheels. And there was, as there always is, the smell of the sea.


‘You must have wanderer’s blood,’ Ruric said, ‘to come so far from your land.’


‘Itchy feet, I guess.’


‘Yes, I know another like that. My –’ here she used a term I didn’t catch ‘– he’s a wanderer before all else. I’ll travel when necessary. But you, to come so far….’


‘I suppose it’s – a hunger to breathe a different air?’ I wasn’t certain myself.


‘If I had to leave –’ she stopped mid-sentence, and her shoulders went back. ‘I love Tathcaer. Out of all the Southland, I love the White City.’


Her cropped mane fell in a raven’s-wing over her forehead. When she was serious, as now, I could see the thin lines worn into her snake-smooth skin.


‘Is it strange to you?’ she demanded. ‘You, offworlder, do you have cities on your world that you love?’
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