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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.





      
      
      1

      
      Transmutations

      
      Damn that boy! Where was he?

      
      Shubi surfaced from a muddled dream to the stillness and silence of her room. Grey morning light leaked through the gaps in
         the window blind.
      

      
      She pushed herself up on her elbows, still thinking about the boy, all too conscious that he was long gone from her life.
         There was a damp patch where she had been lying – she’d wet herself again!
      

      
      Up you get, old woman. The bed creaked as she heaved herself off it, a horrible wheeze escaping from the depths of her throat.
         She stumbled to the window, pulled the blind.
      

      
      The sun was hidden behind the clutter of terracotta roofs. Down below in the courtyard a brindled dog sniffed among a scattering
         of rotten tomatoes, avocado rinds, bread husks and eggshells. The morning air was chill, the cobbles slick with dew. She heard
         someone calling her, the words coming from afar, from long ago …
      

      
      ‘Shubi! Shubi!’

      
      Two voices, shouting as one. The twins, Jenna and Neresh.

      
      ‘I’m here!’ she cried.

      
      They came scurrying through the grove, ducking under the boughs and finding her in her usual place, in the hollow next to
         the irrigation channel. Here it was shady, and they were safe from prying adult eyes.
      

      
      They sat down at her feet, girl and boy, alike as two peas. Brown-skinned, black hair cut short, both of them dressed in bleached
         cotton tunics. They were her disciples, which was only fitting because they were just eight and she was ten.
      

      
      ‘We’re ready,’ Jenna said eagerly, her brown eyes bright.

      
      Shubi played innocent. ‘For what?’

      
      ‘The spirits, of course. What are you going to make for us today?’

      
      ‘Have you brought me anything?’

      
      
      Neresh delved into his trouser pocket and produced three sticks of liquorice which he hastily straightened. Shubi pocketed
         them ceremoniously, then nodded. Nothing pleased her more than fashioning the spirits; she would have done it without reward,
         but already she knew that pleasures paid for are more valued than those given free.
      

      
      ‘No one followed you?’ she asked.

      
      ‘No one,’ they both assured her.

      
      But it always paid to check. She climbed up on the boundary wall, peering over the tops of the orange trees. They stretched
         in all directions, filling the shallow valley, row after row of glossy green leaves dotted with pale blossom and bright fruit.
         Between the lines of trees she could see other children, diligently hoeing and weeding. The fruit would not be ripe for another
         month or two, but there was always work to be done, always drudgery. The adults were busy planting saplings in the new groves
         higher up the valley sides.
      

      
      She clambered down, satisfied that no one else was near. Already she could feel the spirits gathering like ripples in the
         air, soft insistent breezes. She had always been able to sense them, far more strongly than anyone else she knew. The few
         adults who also felt their presence simply ignored them, and children were taught to do the same. But she, alone one evening
         in the fields, had suddenly had an image of an awesome and terrifying white bird descending from the sky. Something rushed
         through her mind, and she saw to her amazement the same white bird flicker into existence right in front of her eyes as a
         shiver overtook her. She’d transformed a spirit into the picture that was in her head.
      

      
      Of course the bird had been small and ill-formed, and it immediately dropped to earth, bursting into a greyish dust. But that
         night, while her brothers and sisters slept, she’d experimented again, letting the spirits flood her mind before concentrating
         on an insect, one of the black weevils from the fields. Something dropped on her blanket, and she saw the weevil sitting there
         before she crushed it to powder in her fright.
      

      
      ‘What are you going to show us?’ Neresh asked impatiently.

      
      ‘Be quiet,’ she said, closing her eyes and concentrating.

      
      There were any number of things. Recently she’d created chessboard pieces in bright primary colours, none bigger than the palm of her hand, all soon turning grey and falling apart
         when they were handled. But she was getting better, the colours brighter and the shapes lasting longer each time.
      

      
      ‘What are you thinking of?’ Jenna whispered.

      
      ‘SSSHHH!’

      
      The spirits were all around her now, pressing in on the edges of her mind. They had no thoughts – they were just presences,
         urgent to be brought forth into the real world in whatever shape she wanted. All she had to do was squeeze them out with her
         mind.
      

      
      She stretched out her arms, palms upturned, and felt their heady rush. Dimly she heard Jenna give a whoop of joy.

      
      She knew they were there before she opened her eyes; she could feel them resting on her palms. Both balls were identical,
         emerald green blotched with crimson.
      

      
      She offered them to the twins. If anything, they looked disappointed, not appreciating that she had never until now managed
         to give her creations more than a single flat colour.
      

      
      Neresh took his ball and flung it casually into the air. It fell to the baked earth, exploding into an ashen cloud.

      
      Shubi was furious.

      
      ‘Give me that one back!’ she said to Jenna, whose ball was already losing its colour.

      
      She tried to snatch it from her. There was a brief struggle before the ball disintegrated between their hands.

      
      ‘Witch!’ Neresh shrieked. ‘You’re a witch!’

      
      And he and his sister ran off through the trees.

      
      Squatting over the bowl, she relieved herself. As usual, her hip ached abominably. Where had she put her damned stick?

      
      She had turned the mirror above the washbasin to the wall, unable to bear the sight of her face. Everything was turning yellow
         – teeth, eyes, skin, even her grey rats’-tails hair. She looked like the sort of hag who terrified young children.
      

      
      The kettle began to sing on the hotplate. She found the stick propped up against the bottom of the bed. On the wall she’d
         hung a calendar, and she saw that she’d ringed one of the days. That was it! That was why she’d been dreaming about the boy.
         Today was the opening of the exhibition.
      

      
      
      She began scuttling about the room, wondering what she should wear. Not her cloak, even though it was the warmest thing she
         had; he’d recognize her easily in that. She wanted to be invisible, just part of the crowd. What then? Think, woman, think!
         Her long grey undergown that buttoned up from crotch to neck. The linen dress with the long skirt. Her black woollen leggings
         and canvas boots. And a coat? Where was the black serge one with the big collar?
      

      
      Shubi! Shubi!

      
      Stop yelling, damn you! She sat down heavily on the edge of the bed, her chest creaking like a badly hung door. If there had
         been anyone else in the room she would never have believed the noise was coming from her. Still the calling went on.
      

      
      ‘Shubi! Shubi!’

      
      Her father’s voice, carrying fierce and strong from the village square above the swirling sounds of harmonica and fiddle.

      
      Jered immediately pulled back, but she clutched him to her again.

      
      ‘Don’t stop now!’ she whispered urgently.

      
      He had been covering her neck with kisses, and she had bared a breast so that he could fondle it. He swallowed, looked anxious
         as her father shouted her name again.
      

      
      ‘He won’t find us here,’ she assured him.

      
      They were on the blind side of old Ruash’s barn, rampant white-flowered bushes in the wasteground shielding them. She pressed
         her back against an inward-sloping wall, drinking in the musky scent of the blossoms.
      

      
      ‘Shubi! Shubi!’

      
      The shouts were fainter, drowned by the music. Her father was heading off in the other direction.

      
      Reassured, Jered resumed his kissing and fondling. She pushed a knee between his legs, holding him tight to her, her mind
         elsewhere entirely. Her parents had found the statuette of the woman with the parasol – a stony figure that she had fashioned
         from the air only days before. It was her best creation so far, and when it first emerged the woman had been gaily dressed
         in scarlet and cream, her parasol matching. Even after the colours faded, she’d been unable to bring herself to dispose of it and had kept it under her pillow. Her mother had found it while changing the sheets.
      

      
      Jered breathed heavily in her ear and kneaded her breast as if searching for something inside it. Shubi stroked his back,
         urged him on. She hoped she was doing it right. Sixteen, and she’d hardly ever been kissed until now. Time she took affairs
         into her own hands.
      

      
      Of course her father had been furious. He was always making her promise to ‘stop conjuring those damned essences’, as he called
         them, and she was always breaking her promise. They wouldn’t leave her alone, and she couldn’t leave them alone. ‘We’re farmers,’
         he would tell her, ‘workers with our hands’, but the fields bored her, always had. This latest act of defiance had been the
         final straw for him. She was of an age now, and he’d announced that he was going to marry her off. He’d visited Malakot to
         arrange the examination which would establish her virginity before she was put up for marriage.
      

      
      Well, Malakot would have a surprise because she wasn’t going to be a virgin much longer. As soon as she knew of her father’s
         intentions, she’d sought out Jered, who was always boasting of his conquests. She cared little for him, but he was handsome
         enough and about the same age as herself. When she’d asked him to meet her behind the barn at dusk he’d looked at her, amazed.
         Then he’d shrugged and said he’d think about it. But he was waiting for her when she arrived.
      

      
      Heavenly host, all this kissing was an ordeal! Her lips felt bruised from Jered’s gobbling. The carnival music swirled down
         from the square, and she could sense the spirits coming closer.
      

      
      She supposed she was ready, though it was hard to tell whether she felt aroused or just impatient. She twisted her mouth away
         from his.
      

      
      ‘Now,’ she said. ‘Get on with it.’

      
      He merely redoubled his frantic kissing. She coiled both legs around him, pulling him tighter to her. Then she freed her right
         hand and reached down to unbutton his shorts.
      

      
      He broke free, lurching backwards, swallowing and shaking his head.

      
      Shubi pulled herself upright. ‘What’s the matter?’

      
      ‘Nothing. I’m not ready yet, that’s all.’

      
      ‘What is it? I know I’m not beautiful –’

      
      
      ‘It’s not that.’

      
      He stared down at his sandalled feet, kicked at a tuft of grass. He was blushing!

      
      She said, ‘You’ve never done it before, have you?’

      
      ‘Of course I have! I’ve had dozens of girls.’

      
      ‘I’m a virgin too.’

      
      ‘I know you are,’ he said defiantly. ‘I can tell.’
      

      
      She stood up, brushing bits of hay from her skirt. ‘I won’t say anything to anyone.’

      
      ‘I’m going back to watch the carnival.’

      
      She felt like whacking him across the ear.

      
      ‘Why did you come?’

      
      He tore a tall weed from the ground, flung it away. ‘I thought you were going to show me something.’

      
      ‘Show you something? What?’

      
      ‘I know what you do. With the presences. Everyone knows.’

      
      So that was the forbidden fruit he wanted! She might have known.
      

      
      The spirits had thickened all around her, only too eager to be brought forth. Suddenly, maliciously, she smiled and said,
         ‘All right. I’ll give you what you want.’
      

      
      She should never have done it, of course; it was mean and cruel. But without pausing to think, she materialized the image
         that was in her mind, seeing it blink into existence at head-height in the shadowed space. The flood of release exceeded any
         pleasure Jered could have given her.
      

      
      Jered gaped when he saw it. He stumbled back as if she had hit him, called her a slut and a whore. Then he turned and ran,
         hurrying out of sight through a clump of bushes.
      

      
      Shubi heard herself laughing, but there was little real mirth in it. The erect penis slowly began to sink towards the earth
         as it lost colour and turned to stone; she had fashioned it so swiftly that it had immediately begun to decay. Whistles and
         cheers carried from the square. Shubi snatched the floating penis, flung it down, and ground it to dust under her bare heel.
      

      
      She climbed the alleyway to the square, already feeling trapped. Her father would find her a dull-witted husband who would
         make her cook his meals and fill the house up with children. All the talk would be of farming, and she would turn into a stupid resentful sow. And as she sank into drudgery, the spirits would abandon her for ever.
      

      
      The square was filled with villagers and the gay gold and scarlet wagons of the Wanderers. They had arrived the previous morning,
         and Ruash let them pasture their horses in his fields. Now they were entertaining for their supper. Before her rendezvous
         with Jered, Shubi had watched a slab of a woman wrestle with a huge green snake, her arms and legs tattooed with reptilian
         designs so that she appeared at times to merge with the creature. Now an albino girl no older than herself was dancing with
         three sickly-looking apes and encouraging them to leap through hoops with urgent motions of her hands.
      

      
      Shubi pushed herself to the front of the crowd just as the dance ended. She envied the girl her freedom and the bright scarves
         she wore. The Wanderers travelled the whole land in their wagons, and this was their first visit in over a generation. They
         were swarthy, black-haired folk, and the albino girl scarcely seemed one of them.
      

      
      Her dance over, the girl offered to tell fortunes by reading palms. A line of villagers swiftly formed beside the seat she
         had taken, and Shubi was among them. She watched a strongman lift children in a water barrel and pull a cartload of hay across
         the square with his teeth. She scanned the onlookers’ faces for her family, but there was no sign of them. Suddenly it was
         her turn.
      

      
      She crouched before the albino and offered her hand. The girl’s eyes were as pink as watered blood.

      
      ‘What’s your name?’ Shubi asked.

      
      The girl looked surprised. She said, ‘Taliko.’

      
      A big woman in crimson robes strode to the centre of the square. Her grey hair flowed down her back, tied with ribbons at
         its ends. There was something about her that immediately commanded Shubi’s attention.
      

      
      ‘Who’s she?’ Shubi asked.

      
      ‘Rosenna,’ Taliko told her. ‘She’s head of our clan.’

      
      The woman was concentrating in a manner all too familiar to Shubi. Abruptly four white doves exploded from her hands, shooting
         up into the air and hovering around her head. The birds looked real, their movements perfectly natural. Shubi pulled her hand
         away from Taliko, scarcely able to believe her eyes. The doves, spirit-creations, hung steadily in the air on beating wings. Shubi had conjured white birds herself,
         but she had never imagined she could give them movement.
      

      
      Now the birds descended to settle on a low wall beside the temple. With a dramatic flourish, the woman brought forth a small
         sailing ship, carefully detailed and coloured, which bobbed through the air, making the onlookers duck as it floated by. Meanwhile
         the birds on the wall stiffened as their white plumage faded to grey.
      

      
      Several children scrambled forward to claim the stone doves as prizes. The woman watched their squabbling indulgently, allowing
         the victors to carry the birds away. The crowd sounded its approval and flung coins into the collection boxes placed around
         the square.
      

      
      The ship sailed away down the hill, pursued by a riotous crowd of infants. Rosenna succumbed to a spate of coughing, but she
         quickly recovered. Then, to Shubi’s astonishment, she materialized a life-sized black horse with wings sprouting from its
         flanks. It reared upward, its hoofs making scrabbling sounds on the cobbles.
      

      
      Another wonder! Shubi had never managed to fashion anything of such a size. Whenever she tried, her creations simply dissolved
         away immediately they emerged. The wings were particularly splendid, each twice the span of a man’s arms, raising dust as
         they beat the air.
      

      
      The woman grasped the animal’s mane, obviously intending to mount it. All around the square the crowd roared its appreciation.
         Shubi was suddenly furious with them. Jumping to her feet, she concentrated hard and summoned forth her own creation – an
         ape similar to those she had seen earlier, but pure white. She imagined it astride the horse’s back, clinging tight to its
         mane. Her body shuddered as a spirit rushed through her.
      

      
      And there it was! Rosenna stepped back in surprise. The horse spread its wings and leapt into the air.

      
      Shubi, on thinking of the ape, had willed it to have complete powers of movement, and she was delighted to see it grip the
         mane and flex its legs tight around the horse’s flanks as it rose high above the square, wings beating like sheets flapping
         in a gale. Up and up it soared before plunging down, the ape clasped to its neck.
      

      
      
      The crowd scattered, for it was plain the horse was not going to stop. None of the Wanderers moved apart from the woman, who
         took a single step back. Shubi was transfixed; despite the danger, she noted that the colour was beginning to fade from both
         horse and ape as they plummeted down.
      

      
      They crashed to earth in front of the temple door, scattering debris. Pieces of stone struck her skirt, gritty dust choking
         her eyes and throat.
      

      
      She blinked her eyes clear as the dust gradually settled. The woman was still standing there, staring at her. Of the winged
         horse and the white ape, nothing remained except for fragments of grey rock.
      

      
      The crowd slowly filtered back into the square. Shubi stepped forward.

      
      ‘Was the ape yours?’ the woman asked.

      
      ‘Yes,’ Shubi said, unable to restrain a proud grin. ‘I want to join your clan.’

      
      The woman slapped her so hard across the cheek that she was sent reeling.

      
      The stairs were narrow, with loose boards everywhere. Slowly. Slowly. She leaned heavily on her stick, free hand flat against
         the wall. Gradually she descended, pausing on each landing to catch her breath. Of course it was worse going up, and old Elula
         never liked having to visit her. Worse than useless he was, with his bent back and quivering hands. He gave her sleeping draughts
         which she never took, and told her he couldn’t do anything for her unless she had complete rest. ‘Then get yourself out of
         here!’ she would yell at him, and if there was a pillow at hand she’d fling it at him, sending him scurrying from the room.
      

      
      There. Down at last. She limped along the dingy corridor which always stank of dogs. A hat. She’d forgotten to bring a hat.
         Well, it was too late to go back for it now.
      

      
      She heaved open the door and shuffled out on to the street. The raw morning air knifed down her throat, making her cough so
         much that her eyes blurred. Afterwards there was a thin whining sound in her head. That she should have come to this! She
         used her stick to launch herself off again, thinking back to her youth, to the days of her prime.
      

      
      *   *   *

      
      
      ‘Shubi?’

      
      She spun around as Taliko entered the wagon.

      
      ‘Hell’s bones!’ she cried. ‘You scared the wits from me.’

      
      Taliko crept forward, squinting in the gloom. ‘What are you doing?’

      
      ‘Packing.’ Her canvas pack was spread out on the bunk.

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘I’m going to Veridi-Almar to seek my fortune.’

      
      Shubi spoke half-mockingly, but Taliko would know she was in earnest. Through the wagon’s doorway the deep blue dusk was pierced
         by the flames of the funeral fire. Pipe music sounded a fluting anthem to the departed, and the Wanderers were dancing around
         the fire.
      

      
      ‘Veridi-Almar?’ Taliko said uncertainly. ‘Why there?’

      
      ‘It’s the capital,’ Shubi announced, as if it was a fact unknown to her friend. ‘There’s nothing for me here now that Rosenna’s
         gone.’
      

      
      Taliko looked stunned, though Shubi was sure she had known it was coming.

      
      ‘But what about your act?’ she said. ‘You know it’s you they come to see most.’

      
      ‘You’ll manage without me.’

      
      Taliko shook her head. ‘You can’t go now.’

      
      ‘I have to.’

      
      ‘But why?’

      
      ‘There’s every reason. You know that as well as I do.’

      
      For a moment there was silence. Shubi folded a blouse into her bag.

      
      ‘Are you leaving tonight?’ Taliko asked.

      
      ‘That’s the plan.’

      
      ‘You should never travel alone by night –’

      
      ‘Or cross flowing water or wear pink,’ Shubi mocked. ‘Remember when you read my palm? You told me I’d find good fortune if
         I was bold. I’m following your advice.’
      

      
      Shubi held out her arms. They embraced.

      
      ‘Have you told anyone else?’ Taliko asked.

      
      ‘Of course I haven’t. They’d try to keep me here, you know that.’

      
      ‘Don’t go. You’re my only friend.’

      
      The bond between them had always been strong. Though of Wanderer stock, Taliko was an orphan, and the others tended to regard her as something of a freak, not really part of the
         clan. As for Shubi herself, she had never been fully accepted, despite the fact that she drew more crowds and filled money
         boxes faster than anyone else. They were both, in their different ways, outsiders. But Shubi had already survived a greater
         loss when she abandoned her family. Her ties to the Wanderers had always been looser.
      

      
      ‘I have to go,’ she said simply. ‘I’ve made up my mind.’

      
      Taliko nibbled at her lower lip and bowed her head. Her hair looked like silver thread in the lamplight. Abruptly she turned
         and hurried out of the wagon.
      

      
      Outside the music and dancing continued above the crackling fire. Shubi buckled up her bag and went down the steps. She had
         acquired few possessions in her eight years with the Wanderers, but then she’d had nothing except what she was wearing when
         she had stowed away in one of the wagons. By the time she was found the Wanderers had already left her village far behind.
         Rosenna must have let her stay because she was dying and needed a successor to draw the crowds.
      

      
      The air was fragrant with smoke and the pines which bordered their camp. Shubi crept around the corner of a wagon to peer
         at the fire.
      

      
      Flames blazed high and sparks billowed into the darkness as Elazar the strongman added a big fir branch. Men were dancing
         with women, widows with children, babies were bound tight to their mothers’ backs. She knew all their names now, and had shared
         her bed with many of the men as the price of her continued acceptance. Yet just as often the men crept to her wagon by night
         not to bed her but to ask for a private creation, a favoured image, which they would take away hidden under their cloaks and
         show to no one.
      

      
      Cones popped and resin flared orange in the blaze. The music swirled about her, but she made no move to join the dance and
         kept herself hidden. Beyond the fire stood the dead cork oak in whose spreading branches Rosenna was laid; embroidered scarves
         hung from her arms and legs. The Wanderers believed that the spirits of the air received the souls of the dead.
      

      
      Shubi had endured much for the sake of Rosenna’s guidance in the art of fashioning the spirits. She was determined to learn how to give her creations movement, how to make them bigger,
         brighter, altogether more lifelike. Rosenna gave advice only grudgingly at first, but in the end Shubi won her respect because
         she persisted against every discouragement. She found it hard to repeat her success with the white ape, but eventually she
         began to fashion beetles which twitched sluggishly, then butterflies which drifted slowly through the air. Gradually she progressed
         until she produced piebald bats, mottled eagles, shimmering fairy-like creatures, and finally a winged woman, almost life-sized,
         golden-skinned and angelic of face, which flew around the wagons for several exhilarating moments before dissolving into a
         dusty mist.
      

      
      ‘It’s all in the power of the vision,’ Rosenna told her. ‘The more strongly you see, the more real the creation. The harder
         you concentrate on bringing them forth, the longer they’ll last.’
      

      
      This squared with her own experience. Her better creations not only lasted longer but precipitated into a harder stone when
         they finally lost their colour and mobility. Increasingly she began to observe things more carefully: an owl’s flight across
         the sky at dusk, the patterns of leaves on a hawthorn bush, a smile, the way a crystal vase captured the afternoon sunlight,
         how reflections were fractured in flowing water. She forced herself to concentrate, holding the spirits at bay and ignoring
         all distractions, until she was sure that her vision was as clear and vivid as possible before she released it into the world.
         Frequently she knew she had fashioned something strong by the sheer power of the feelings which washed through her at the
         instant of creation.
      

      
      Rosenna only ever offered encouragement in a negative sense. ‘One day you might be good,’ she would say; or, ‘I’ve seen worse.’
         But then she began to insist that Shubi help her with her performances ‘to lighten the load’; she suffered badly from a chest
         complaint and frequent breathlessness. Eventually Shubi developed a repertoire which included clouds of fireflies, flurries
         of mist, acrobatic trolls, and a monstrous fanged head which appeared to swallow both of them before it dissolved away.
      

      
      As the years passed, Shubi took over more and more of the performance until finally she began to appear alone. She delighted in the sound of coins showering into the money boxes,
         in the way she could play on the emotions of the villagers they entertained, in the way they gazed at her with awe and respect
         afterwards. But Rosenna was always quick to dampen any self-importance. ‘You should see the artists in Veridi-Almar,’ she
         would say. ‘The things they can do – it would leave you gasping.’ While refusing to give details, she managed to portray the
         capital as a bustling place where there were artists on every street corner. Sometimes Shubi was sure she invented the stories,
         because the Wanderers were shy of large settlements and never went near any cities. But she yearned to go to the Veridi-Almar
         of her imagination and compete with the best. At last the time had come.
      

      
      The Wanderers were now dancing around the oak, brandishing torches lit from the fire. Rosenna had died the previous night,
         leaving no instructions to the clan. Fat Velanca the Snakewoman had been chosen as her successor, and there was no love lost
         between her and Shubi. It was Velanca who now stepped forward to light the ends of Rosenna’s scarves.
      

      
      The flames raced rapidly upwards. Shubi turned away, heading off towards the dusty road along which they had travelled the
         previous morning. Veridi-Almar was six or seven days’ walk to the south, and she had hoarded enough money to give herself
         a start in the city, come what may.
      

      
      As she hurried past an outlying wagon, a figure stepped out, startling her. But it was only Taliko.

      
      ‘That’s the second time in a single evening!’ Shubi said.

      
      ‘You can’t go,’ Taliko whispered with great urgency. ‘I’ve consulted the cards, and your journey isn’t favoured.’

      
      Taliko’s life was ruled by superstition: it had made her timid. Shubi sighed and shook her head.

      
      ‘It’s favoured by me,’ she said.

      
      ‘If you travel alone, you risk death.’

      
      She looked utterly serious, though Shubi was certain she was making it up as a desperate measure.

      
      ‘Taliko,’ she said softly, ‘I’m going.’

      
      ‘Then you mustn’t travel alone.’

      
      
      Taliko reached behind the wagon and hauled out a travelling bag of her own. From her pocket she withdrew the silvery egg-shaped
         stone which was her favourite good-luck charm.
      

      
      ‘This will help us travel safely,’ she said excitedly.

      
      A thin mist shrouded the waterfront. Was it early? She’d seen no one since setting out. The Raimus lapped grey against the
         bank.
      

      
      Many of the riverside warehouses had been demolished during the summer, and two huge stone columns rose out of the muddy black
         earth. As usual, no one knew what was happening, but according to rumour the Hierarch was having a great bridge built to span
         the Raimus, permanently linking the two halves of the capital.
      

      
      A ferry rested against one of the wharves, its shallow hold filled with sacks of grain. The ferryman was about to cast off.
         Shubi hobbled up to him.
      

      
      ‘I need passage across,’ she announced.

      
      ‘I’m full,’ the ferryman said without looking up. ‘Find someone else.’

      
      ‘I’ll perish if I have to stand here! Have you no sympathy for an old woman?’

      
      The ferryman was young. Something told her he had a kindly nature.

      
      ‘I’ve no money,’ she said. ‘My sister’s dying, and she needs me.’

      
      His eyes narrowed. ‘She must be rich if she lives across the river.’

      
      ‘She’s a servant!’ Shubi snapped, mustering both irritation and outrage. She added a brief spasm of coughing, leaning heavily
         on her stick.
      

      
      The ferryman reached out both hands to help her on board, found her a place between two snugly enfolding grainsacks.

      
      They cast off, and the ferryman quickly became absorbed in manipulating the rudders. What a rogue she was! Inventing dying
         sisters and not even offering him a single coin from her purse! She chuckled to herself. One of the few benefits of age was
         that it allowed you to take advantage of the young.
      

      
      The mist began to lift as the ferry crossed the river. She thought she felt a breeze on the back of her head, then realized
         it was an inquisitive spirit. She shooed it away, deliberately blanking her thoughts. Still they tried to come, those damned
         spirits, even though she was all used up. They pestered her like mosquitoes, like whispered gossip that she didn’t want to
         hear.
      

      
      ‘Shubi?’

      
      She looked up from her hoeing, saw no one. Then Sephea emerged from the shadows, ducking her head under the overhanging vine.
         She picked her way through the rows of onions and tomatoes.
      

      
      ‘There’s laundry to be delivered,’ she said to Shubi. ‘Will you take it?’

      
      Shubi nodded, relieved to be spared further work in the garden on such a hot day.

      
      ‘Thank you,’ Sephea said. ‘The mule’s waiting outside.’

      
      ‘I’ll be along shortly.’

      
      Sephea nodded and withdrew, her deep blue skirt dragging in the dusty earth.

      
      Resting on her hoe, Shubi wiped sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand. High above, swifts swooped and glided,
         black darts against the blue. She liked the quietness of the garden, the sense of security provided by the stone walls which
         enclosed it. It was over a year since her arrival at the retreat, and only recently had she begun venturing out into the city
         on errands.
      

      
      The hooded dark blue cloak was a gift from the Comforters. Draping it over her shoulder, she limped out of the garden and
         went down a cool stone corridor to one of the outer doors.
      

      
      The mule was tethered to a post outside, a wicker basket strapped to its back. It was a docile beast, slow but uncomplaining.
         She unleashed it, led it out through the main gate.
      

      
      On the street it always seemed hotter, flies buzzing everywhere, the rampant smells of the tumbledown city assailing her.
         Veridi-Almar was a maze of narrow winding streets and alleyways. The buildings seemed to have been thrown up with great haste,
         level upon level, in an entirely disorganized manner. Arcs of washing hung from windows, baskets of wilting flowers stood
         on ledges, palms and bright-flowered creepers on the balconies of the better-off houses. Only in the broader avenues and parks did the city seem to retreat momentarily, to allow a breathing-space. She wondered what Taliko would have
         made of it.
      

      
      There were few people about, for it was still early, and she welcomed the relative quiet. Sometimes she was asked to visit
         the market, always something of an ordeal because the people here were inveterate bargainers who expected a customer to haggle,
         whether over a silver necklace or a humble turnip.
      

      
      Taliko had never reached Veridi-Almar. On their last night, in sight of the city, they made the mistake of sleeping in an
         open field instead of finding lodgings. To this day, Shubi was certain the men had come from the village they visited the
         night before, and she blamed herself for an over-ostentatious display of her talents in the resthouse where they stayed. Her
         creations were too vivid and entertaining, filling their purses. Greedy eyes must have been watching, and they must have been
         followed and attacked while they slept.
      

      
      Even now she recalled only flashes of what happened in the aftermath. She woke in the back of a hay-cart bouncing its way
         along a rutted lane. The pain in her hip was such agony that she knew it was broken. Taliko lay alongside her with open eyes
         and a bloody mouth. She was quite dead, though her head kept lolling towards Shubi’s face with every jounce of the cart, as
         if seeking a kiss. Never had Shubi felt such grief, such paralysing terror. Then blackness claimed her once more.
      

      
      When next she woke she was in a bed in a cool stone room, safe in a Comforters’ retreat. Those who tended her were softly
         spoken and kind, feeding her soup and cleaning the wounds on her limbs and body. Day upon sunlit day passed, and she recovered
         only slowly. But gradually her hip began to heal and the Comforters would take her for halting walks around the garden. There
         were others in their charge, men and women too sick or poor or old to fend for themselves.
      

      
      She met the man who had saved her, an old farmer who possessed nothing except compassion. He quivered with embarrassment when
         she thanked him. The retreat lay in the heart of the city, but for a long time she had no interest in what was beyond its
         formidable stone walls. But finally, when her health returned and she was able to walk without pain, she offered to work in the vegetable garden and run errands for the Comforters to repay her debt to them.
      

      
      The laundry was situated at the end of a street filled with market stalls. Shubi exchanged the basket of dirty linen for one
         containing freshly laundered clothes. Afterwards she paused at a stall to admire a pair of leather sandals. The woman at the
         stall tried to press them into her hands, but Shubi shook her head, retreating. She had no money, was entirely dependent on
         the Comforters’ charity.
      

      
      Unexpectedly, she felt a stirring in her mind, and peered across the street. Standing under an awning was a young man, his
         eyes closed in concentration. A small crowd was watching him. Shubi immediately knew he was a street artist preparing to perform
         for passersby. More strongly now, she could sense the presence of the spirits. Chimeras, they called them here, fanciful products
         of the mind. She felt as if they were trying to murmur secrets to her.
      

      
      She hobbled on, pulling the mule after her, deliberately turning away from the man. She had avoided seeing any other artists’
         work since arriving in the city. It was hard enough keeping her own spirits at bay; they were becoming more insistent now
         that her strength was returning.
      

      
      At a trickling fountain, Shubi stopped to take a drink, her head alive with a soft babbling. In front of her a yellow-and-green
         lizard was sunning itself on a whitewashed wall. Suddenly, with a rush and a flurry, a spirit surged through her, and instantly
         a replica of the lizard appeared under the water of the fountain bowl.
      

      
      It was poorly formed, a crude imitation of the original, and entirely without movement. She was both shocked and thrilled
         by it. The abrupt rush had startled her, unlocked a memory of Taliko displaying her good-luck stone at the resthouse, a memory
         of one of their attackers crying: ‘The stone! Find the stone!’ They had thought the worthless piece of rock valuable, and
         Taliko had died because of it.
      

      
      Shubi straightened from the fountain, tears running down her cheeks. It was a moment before she could steady herself. Tugging
         at the mule’s harness, she set off again with greater determination than before. She would return to the retreat and tell
         the Comforters that at last she was ready to leave.
      

      
      
      More spirits gathered as she pushed her way through the crowds. Invisible, immaterial, they were nevertheless as restless
         and as real as the people who jostled her, who cursed or protested at her lumbering mule. Her mind was filled with images
         of Taliko – reading her palm, sharing supper with her, soaping her back, falling asleep with her head in her lap. The spirits’
         urgency increased, forcing her to resist them. She wanted to give herself proper pause to imagine Taliko in some favoured
         setting which she would reproduce as a miniature still-life, an object of memory and affection and renewal.
      

      
      Panting and wheezing, she mounted the steps of the jetty and set off down the well-heeled streets where the houses of the
         rich and the nobility were concentrated. Here there were no scavenging dogs, no slops and dung stinking in open ditches, just
         clean cobbled streets and imposing stuccoed buildings huddled around inner courtyards and gardens, presenting blank walls
         to the outside world.
      

      
      And there it was at last: Lord Orizay’s town house, a castellated mansion set at the end of an avenue of beech trees.

      
      A cluster of people were already waiting outside the entrance, and an atmosphere of restrained expectation prevailed. There
         was much talk of the artist’s work, of his remarkable gifts. Among the crowd were people she judged as merchants and officials
         and perhaps even a minor lord or two; but many were commoners like herself. This pleased her, though she wondered if they
         would all be allowed in. As far as she knew, the exhibition was free, but it was entirely possible that they would have to
         pay to get in. She had a handful of coins in her purse and, if necessary, she would surrender them all.
      

      
      A sudden breeze made her shudder, and set the dry golden leaves whispering …

      
      ‘Shubi.’

      
      He hissed the word out, as if he didn’t like its sound. He was tall and lean, dressed entirely in black.

      
      ‘I’m Ophre,’ he told her. ‘Are you sure you’ve got no money?’

      
      He was still holding out his box. She shook her head.

      
      ‘I’d pay you if I could. I really liked what you fashioned.’

      
      
      The rest of the crowd were already melting away from the park. Ophre made a noncommittal sound, as if compliments meant nothing
         to him. But Shubi truly never had seen anything quite like his display – the cavorting group of obscenely caricatured lords
         and ladies, crudely formed but possessed with considerable powers of movement. Ophre had portrayed them as cannibals at a
         grotesque feast, eating the lavishly dressed bodies of poor folk, roasted and garnished on silver platters. The whole scene,
         only just smaller than life-size, had dissolved to nothingness a few moments before several soldiers marched into the park.
      

      
      Ophre squinted at her. ‘You’re not from the city.’

      
      Shubi shook her head, told him the name of her village.

      
      ‘Are you an artist yourself?’

      
      ‘I –’ She was surprised he appeared to have divined this. ‘I used to be.’

      
      ‘Used to be? Is it something you cast away, like an old vest?’

      
      She didn’t know if she could explain. The soldiers were still lingering nearby, eyeing them. Ophre reached under her cloak
         and took her wrist.
      

      
      ‘Come,’ he said. ‘You can tell me about it over a cup of wine.’

      
      But he got the story out of her as they walked along together, Shubi struggling with her limp to keep up with him.

      
      On leaving the retreat, she found work in the laundry, renting a room above it. In the evenings, alone in her room, she began
         fashioning the spirits again, producing tiny boats, houses, animals and people seen on the streets – dull, unambitious art,
         but necessary practice after a year of neglect. Then she visited an official exhibition of works by some of the city’s most
         respected artists, housed in a big marble building close to the Hierarch’s palace. She had emerged feeling crushed.
      

      
      What a fool she was to have imagined she could compete with the élite! Wandering around the great halls, staring at the creations
         mounted on pedestals or free-floating in spaces of their own, she felt awed and dismayed. The artists had created not single
         figures or objects or even groups of them, but whole environments. She wandered from one to another, agog. On a raft-like
         mount, fleets of ships engaged on a stormy sea; overhead, angels and devils were at war in a blood-red inferno.
      

      
      Size was not the object, she understood that, because none of the tableaux was larger than a tabletop. She peered closely
         at a fortress under siege. Evidently movement and fine attention to detail were also considered unnecessary; this scene, like
         all the others, was a still-life, the individual soldiers mere smears of colour, the violence compressed into a single frozen
         moment by swirls and stipples of light and shade.
      

      
      To think that she had been so proud of her creations, her diminutive figures, her ersatz birds and beasts, her pale and stilted
         reflections of the city and the countryside. Compared to the exhibition works they were paltry in their ambition, crude in
         their execution, mere child’s play.
      

      
      For days afterwards she abandoned all her fashioning, working long hours in the steaming laundry before retreating to her
         room where she brooded until sleep overtook her. Then, as if some self-destructive demon was urging her on, she began to visit
         the open spaces where street artists performed for the public. She expected to be further crushed, finally rid of her foolish
         ambition to be an artist of repute. But what she found was not what she anticipated.
      

      
      The street artists performed wherever crowds might gather, and they were vigorous in soliciting payment from their audiences.
         Often children accompanied them to prod the watchers with collecting boxes while the display was in progress, and there were
         few who refused to surrender a coin or two. The artists’ creations were quite unlike those she had seen in the exhibition
         halls: they conjured dancing harlequins in gaudy costumes, blossoming flowers of the most exotic nature, exploding fireworks
         which filled the air with a profusion of vibrant colours. Here the emphasis was very much on movement and small-scale vitality,
         on brilliant, fleeting effects. Without exception, all the creations were deliberately fashioned with an excess of ambition
         so that they dissolved away within minutes of their emergence, leaving nothing but dust behind.
      

      
      Ophre’s display was something new again, his creations seemingly designed to provoke his audiences as much as entertain them.
         Shubi did not know what to make of it all.
      

      
      Ophre listened in silence while she jabbered out her story. He hurried her along winding streets, occasionally glancing back over his shoulder. Shubi was certain he was checking that
         the soldiers weren’t following them.
      

      
      At length he paused on the corner of a small square. He gripped both her wrists and peered hard into her face.

      
      ‘Let me tell you something,’ he said with a soft vehemence. ‘Those displays you saw at the gallery, they were nothing. Nothing. Official art, that’s all, grandiose glorifications of slaughter. The artists who created them were donkeys, nodding their
         heads to their masters’ orders. They’re celebrated because they’re approved, not because they’re good. Their work is obscene, it achieves nothing but a fawning grandiloquence. We’re opposed to everything
         they stand for.’
      

      
      She had never before heard art discussed with such passion.

      
      ‘We?’ she said.

      
      Without answering, he yanked her across the square towards an open-fronted building with a gilded lantern hanging above it.
         No one was sitting at the tables outside, but there was plenty of activity beyond the beaded curtain.
      

      
      Before they went in, Ophre told her that he and like-minded artists were interested in art for everyone, in works which illuminated,
         however fleetingly, the grey lives of the ordinary folk who laboured under the oppressive rule of the Hierarch Andrak and
         all his servants. By satirizing public figures, they hoped to highlight injustices with the aim of stirring the hearts and
         minds of the common people. They wanted to help them recover their dignity, courage and their yearning for justice so that
         ultimately they might rise up and overthrow those who oppressed them. Their art was a means to an end rather than an end in
         itself.
      

      
      Ophre pushed aside the curtain and drew her inside. The place was filled with heat and arguments, packed with a host of jabbering,
         gesticulating figures. Shubi immediately knew she had found a home.
      

      
      Hell’s bones, it was cold! Shubi couldn’t feel her feet, and her hands were turning white over the nub of her stick.

      
      ‘Here, old woman.’

      
      A young man, poorly dressed and unshaven, was thrusting a jug of spiced wine at her. She took it from him, leaning back against the wall and wrapping both hands around it. Her stick clattered on the cobbles, but a woman retrieved it for her.
         Possibly she was the man’s wife, or perhaps his sister. Both had a similar stamp of poverty on them.
      

      
      ‘He’s late,’ the man remarked. ‘What if he doesn’t come?’

      
      ‘He’ll be here,’ Shubi assured him.

      
      She gulped at the wine, feeling it burn through her. It sloshed around in the bottom of the jug as she thrust it back at the
         man.
      

      
      ‘Finish it off,’ he said. ‘You look as if you need it.’

      
      He would come, she was sure of that. This was his first major exhibition, the breakthrough long anticipated and now finally
         at hand. Everything lay before him now; nothing could stand in his way provided he kept his head.
      

      
      She’d had her own moment of glory once, many years ago. For him it would be more lasting, she was sure. His gift was so exceptional
         only madness or death could deny it.
      

      
      ‘Shubi! Shubi!’

      
      Ophre and the others were beckoning her out on to the stage. She shook her head, retreating into the wings, clutching her
         cloak around herself.
      

      
      Ophre strode after her. ‘What’s the matter?’

      
      ‘I can’t do it.’

      
      ‘Of course you can.’

      
      She shook her head again.

      
      He gripped her arms. ‘It’s easy. Once you get out there, the fear goes away.’

      
      She wished she could believe the assurance in his voice.

      
      ‘I’ll never be able to concentrate.’

      
      ‘It’s only people. Ordinary people like us.’

      
      She peered out at the crowd assembled in the park. A thin autumn rain was falling, but the people had turned out in force,
         most of them commoners, the city’s poor. So far the demonstration had been a great success, with Ophre and other artists conjuring
         a series of prancing stereotypes of the military and nobility, much to the delight of everyone.
      

      
      ‘There isn’t a soldier in sight,’ Ophre remarked.

      
      ‘I know. I’m not afraid of them.’

      
      The fact that they had been allowed to construct a crude stage overnight without hindrance seemed to indicate a lack of leadership in the Hierarchy. Andrak had died only two days
         ago, and his son and successor, Jormalu, was a young man who had been pampered by his father. The movement to which the artists
         at the Golden Lamp were attached had decided on a mass demonstration and celebration in Temple Park, the city’s largest, and
         word of mouth had brought people from all over Veridi-Almar to watch the scabrous entertainments and listen to inflammatory
         speeches.
      

      
      ‘You can’t turn back now,’ Ophre insisted. ‘You’ll always regret it.’

      
      Still she hesitated. She had already told him of the creation she planned to fashion for the event. Since her association
         with him her creations had acquired a new complexity, become less idealized and more reflective of people’s lives. She could
         not possibly let him down now.
      

      
      Pushing past him, she limped out on to the stage. It was rickety and slick with moisture, and she prayed she wouldn’t fall.

      
      The inspiration for her creation had come from a fortuitous incident. Several days before, after a morning spent putting creases
         into fine gowns and tunics, she went walking and found herself in the big square opposite the High Temple. There were soldiers
         everywhere, holding back a curious crowd.
      

      
      Presently a robed priestess emerged from the temple, accompanied by a squat man swathed in plum and cream silks. It was none
         other than Andrak’s son and successor. Jormalu had reached full manhood, but his smooth face retained the plumpness of childhood
         indulgence. His father was lying in state inside the temple, and he had evidently been paying his respects. After bidding
         farewell to the priestess, he motioned to a soldier, who led forward a huge black horse.
      

      
      The horse was far larger than any of his cavalrymen, and Jormalu needed the assistance of two soldiers to haul himself up
         into the saddle. As he rode off in all dignity across the square, he looked absurd.
      

      
      Shubi studied her audience as the spirits gathered around her. There were people perched in trees, people clustered on the
         autumn green grass, on the roofs and balconies of the houses bordering the park. All were heedless of the rain, and all were
         waiting.
      

      
      
      Her head filled with a gush of spirits as she closed her eyes and concentrated on the image of the enormous black horse with
         the tiny Jormalu on its back. She added a few flourishes, emblazoning the words THE PEOPLE across the buttocks of the beast
         and making Jormalu grossly fat and spindly limbed, his face consumed with terror.
      

      
      She felt an overwhelming surge of release, and opened her eyes to see her creation blink into existence centre-stage. It was
         full of colour and detail and life. She could almost smell the sweat on the horse’s flanks, see the veins in its eyeballs,
         hear the whimper in Jormalu’s knotted throat. It was exactly as she had imagined it.
      

      
      The horse reared and bucked, throwing the hapless young Hierarch right off the stage into the mud in front of it. The crowd
         erupted with approval.
      

      
      Both horse and Hierarch dissolved away a few moments later, but still the cheering went on. Staring into the wings, Shubi
         saw Ophre and several other artists grinning and applauding. For the first time in her life, she felt completely fulfilled.
      

      
      Then she heard a noise above the cheers – a rumbling, thunderous sound. The crowd surged, and people began shouting with alarm
         as horsebacked soldiers burst from every street and alleyway around the park.
      

      
      Preceded by a great clattering, the carriage turned into the avenue.

      
      The crowd immediately drew itself up. Pulled by two piebald horses, the carriage was black with gold trim, heavy embroidered
         drapes hanging at the windows.
      

      
      It ground to a halt outside the house, steam rising from the horses’ flanks. Two coachmen jumped down from the front and began
         marshalling the crowd until there was a corridor to the house’s entranceway. Then the carriage’s doors were opened.
      

      
      The Lady Orizay was the first to emerge. She was an elegant and icily attractive woman of middle years, dressed in deep red
         silks, her fiery hair cropped short. Lord Orizay followed, a suave and handsome man with a sallow complexion and hair that
         gleamed with oil. He wore a flounced black tunic.
      

      
      And finally the artist himself. Shubi found herself retreating, making sure that others were hiding her from sight. Here he
         was, a preposterous pink cloak draped over his shoulders, modelled in style after the dark blue one she had worn for years. He
         was as handsome as ever, fully the young man now, approaching the peak of his physical prime, at the beginning of a glorious
         career. And he had lost none of his charm, nodding and smiling, taking people’s hands to kiss as Lord and Lady Orizay led
         him forward, up the steps.
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