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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.












Prologue


Once, long ago, the land had been different. The towers of light marched across its little hills and valleys, almost without a break. Trees of light stood outside every door and lined every road. There did not need to be any night: it could be daytime always. In those days the human world was served by the strange unnatural tools the scholars of the new land called “machines” and ordinary people knew as “makers”. One maker would do the work of a hundred hands, but greatest of all were the Daymakers, the centres from which power flowed to all the lesser kind.


Then daytime passed and nighttime came. That is to say, night and day continued in their succession as always, but the country now called Inland was remade: and in the new world the shadowy nighttime power that people have always called “magic” replaced the power of the machines. The new magic was rooted in an agreement they called the Covenant: the bond of cooperation, of giving and taking, between all things, living and non-living. Little children in tiny village schools learned to “say the Covenant”, to remind them always of the truth that they must live by: The Covenant is in the mind and heart of every individual who lives by free will in What Is and with What Is … And as long as this free-willed consent to the nature of things was maintained, the unconscious world was obedient to its human caretakers.


Each small community called itself a “meeting” of the Covenant. Every so often the meeting would gather under the direction of a woman talented in magic, and trained to use her mind as the channel and connection between the wills and hearts of her people, and the physical world. Together they would decide on the magical shifts and holdings they needed to bring about. The covener was the centre of a community’s life. She was the only one entitled to kill a warm-blooded animal for food, and the one who would be called on to bless the harvest, or decide on land use, or judge how far it was proper to change the natural pattern of the weather. The “land of the towers of light” had been rich and crowded, teeming with people and their works. Inland was young and poor, a place struggling to live and grow out of the ruins of the past. Resources that the past had squandered were in short supply, and there was not enough magic yet to repair all the damage. But the Inlanders’ fields were fertile, the weather was kindly, their animals healthy and docile; the tools of their craft obedient and cunning.


Inlanders were mainly content with their lot. They looked on the lost time, with its glittering towers and its wealth of shining metal, not with envy but with fear and disgust. Whenever some strange survival was discovered it was destroyed with horror. But there still remained the Daymakers, the centres of power. At Hillen, the school of magic and the centre of the land, the thirteen members of Hillen Coven, guardians of all Inland, believed they knew the location of every remaining ancient powerhouse. But these women, skilled and talented as they were, dared not touch the great makers. They knew that the hatred and fear they felt would infect their work of destruction, generating only more evil.


Then came Zanne of Garth. The child of a simple country covener, she astonished everyone with her natural talent and her effortless control of Covenant magic. But the prodigy had a fatal flaw. Her first teacher, who loved her, called her “a child of Day”. It was all too true. Zanne secretly loved the old times and longed to see the world as it had been, with its countless miracles, and most of all those glorious creatures of singing metal, the makers. It should have been impossible. A child who loved machines could not be talented in natural magic. But Zanne was different. She saw beneath the forms, to where the “alien” makers and the natural world were one, and there, in that deepest truth, she found her magic.


At the end of her training at the Covenant school, Zanne set out on a quest to find the great Daymaker of the outlands, the old powerhouse that had served her native Mid-Inland. She meant to use her magic to waken it again, in defiance of her teacher and all the people. But there were things that Zanne the self-indulgent child had failed to understand about magic and the nature of Inland. She learned the truth about herself and her world at a cruel cost, and instead of wakening the Daymaker, though she loved it she killed it, with the same humble words her mother would have used to slaughter a sheep for a country feast day: Sister, don’t blame me. I will die too, and be eaten … There was no way back to the towers of light. The only way was forward, to a different beauty, a different accomplishment. Zanne accepted this truth and accepted the work she seemed to have been born for—to give a good and natural death to the great undead relics that haunted her world. But however Inlanders disapproved or called her crazy, she would never give up her love, or her awed wonder, before the perilous marvels of the past.









Chapter One: The Beginning


Zanne slept on the bare mountainside. It was early summer and the night was quite warm. The hard rock with its thin quilt of turf and flowers had been an uncomfortable couch when she lay down, but now it seemed as soft as a feather bed. She dreamed that she was sinking into the rock. The centre of her being was pulled inward, as if she were diving into a deep blue pool. Down, down into the mountain. She began to feel herself coming apart, breaking into a stream of bright fragments, flowing through the solid stone …


A shadow crossed the moon. A wild creature howled desolately.


Zanne woke sweating, gasping in fear. She grabbed her staff in one hand, and her pack in the other, and stared around her. There was nothing to be seen, only the moonlight and the bleak, steep slopes rising all around the little hollow where she had made her camp.


She dropped the staff and rubbed her eyes. She must have been having a bad dream to wake up in such a panic, but she couldn’t remember it. The cry she had heard still seemed to linger: but after all this was wilderness. It would be odd if there weren’t any strange noises on a night like this. Hunters or hunted—under the Covenant they were no threat to a human traveller.


Her waggon cloak had sneaked away from under her, collecting in an awkward bundle behind her knees. Perhaps the discomfort had contributed to her dream. She picked it up and climbed to the rim of the hollow, stretching her arms and legs. The whole landscape was clearly visible under a white half-moon: not a house or a tree to be seen, only dim moorland sliced by sudden, inky valleys.


Zanne knew that this appearance was deceptive. There were homesteads hidden in every steep valley, and almost under her feet lay the largest settlement in the mountains. Still, she shivered a little even in the soft, summery air. This was an inhuman sort of country compared to the little green fields and woodlands she had known as a child. It was comforting to remember that it was still Inland. The people of these mountains lived by the power and under the protection of the Covenant, like Zanne herself. She could not really be a stranger here. Zanne sighed. She’d been born with a longing for adventure, but now that she had her wish she often longed to be home again, in her childhood village of Garth, never leave it.


“Of course, of course,” she muttered to herself, huddling her cloak around her. “And if you were in Garth, you’d long to be on the road.”


She went back to her bed, which was no more than a fairly flat piece of turf, and tried to thump her pack into a kinder sort of pillow. She was chilly now, but there was no fuel for what Inlanders called “wildfire” so she didn’t bother to get out her tinderbox. She would not make a fire by magic. She was too close to the settlements: any small shift or holding she made here might alter the balance carefully worked out by the covener of the mountain meeting.


Cold and wide awake, she sat up in the silvery dark, reflecting.


It was four years since Zanne had been made a covener; four years since she had destroyed the great Daymaker in the outlands. She had spent the time between partly at Hillen school, and at the college of Kor, continuing her studies in magic. The other part had been spent in desolate ruined places all around the margins of Inland, following up stories of surviving relics of the past and giving them good death. Now Hillen Coven had sent her to disarm another great maker.


The name of this country was Minith. Somewhere in these mountains a centre of power survived. The thirteen guardians at Hillen could not tell Zanne the exact location. For that she’d have to rely on local knowledge.


The mountain people were an independent lot. On some level, naturally, they were intimately part of the web of magic, giving their consent or refusal to any major shift or holding that was proposed by the meetings of all Inland. But on a day-to-day basis they had little to do with outsiders, apart from some necessary trade. That was their right. Inland was a country made up of many little lands, each holding firmly to its separate ways. Besides, it was from the mines of Minith that Inland got most of its precious small harvest of clean metal. And though some people believed that excessive use of metal was downright uncovenanted—because of the wicked makers of the past—life would be difficult without the stuff. The Minithers deserved respect. If they chose to take it in the form of isolation, nobody was going to argue. So it came about that even Hillen Coven could tell Zanne very little of what she would find here. All she had were some enigmatic warnings. Be diplomatic, she had been told. Walk carefully. Don’t make hasty judgements, and don’t tell everybody your business all at once.


Zanne laughed and shook her head. A few years ago she had been a schoolgirl in awe of Hillen Coven. Now those women were more like friends. They knew their emissary’s faults. It was their tact that made her chuckle: Zanne, please don’t start laying down the law in your usual manner. Try not to offend anyone, or to pick any fights. If that is possible!


Well, she would try not to get into any trouble this time. She had no inclination to lay down the law or pick fights. It would be a sad and lonely job, that was all: to kill the great, marvellous creature that must not be; that could only live in Inland as a sickness and a curse. She wondered what the maker would be like. She knew more than most scholars about the lost past by now, and she’d learned that the powerhouses could take many forms. For the first time she reached out, cautiously, deliberately studying this mountain land with her mind. Where are you? she asked, thinking of the great masses of stone, the unknown crags and peaks stretching all around: and then she remembered her dream, of diving into blue granite, like diving into a pool. It wasn’t a bad dream at all, she thought. How strange. I wonder why I woke so frightened.


She was settling to sleep again when she heard movement. Soft feet trotted around the rim of her hollow. Zanne sat up. The shadowy form was indistinct: a wolf or a wildcat. Something panted. It was not a pleasant sound, but Zanne was ashamed of her earlier panic. She reached into her pack and brought out a sweet biscuit.


“Hello cousin, wild cousin. Do you want to be friends?”


Another long, shuddering cry. The creature was gone.


She was glad she’d seen the four-legged shape and heard its breathing. Otherwise she’d have thought she’d been visited by a ghost. Zanne had met many kinds of wild beast, but never one that made such a miserable noise: like a human voice robbed of words, crying out in hopeless fear and pain … Oh, Zanne, stop being such a baby. Shut up and go to sleep. She pulled the cloak over her head and did her best to obey her own instructions. She would need to have her wits about her tomorrow for her first meeting with the Minithers.









Chapter Two: Aunt Lecte


The slack yard was an unattractive place, at least Sirato always thought so. It stood on the mountain side of the farm, walled in on three sides with brick pressed from grey tailings. The fourth wall was the back of the brickyards. Opposite to it was the open gap where the sled track came down from the mine workings, a mountain vale away, straight above Sirato’s home. The burnished cobbles of the track glistened violently in all weathers; sometimes they seemed to shine in the dark. Sirato used to think it was like the tongue of an enormous fierce animal stretching down to lick her up.


As she crept in through the wicket gate from the farmyard the little girl dropped on her knees, covered her face, and gabbled the Covenant promise in a rapid mumble. The covenant is in the minds and heart … Under the Covenant, she finished fervently. Mountain forgive me …


The gritty refuse of the mines, the ‘slack’ or tailings, were poisonous in their raw state. Minith people used them, because everything must be used: making them into hard wearing brick. Every house in Minith was built of the same glittering grey blocks and they were traded all over Inland. But it was only the strength of Minith’s Covenant that stopped the people who worked in the dust from getting ill. But Sirato didn’t have that protection, because she wasn’t supposed to come here. She sneaked along the wall, half-deafened by the noise of the brickyard, into a shed by the sled track gap. This was a big space with a floor of packed rock dust and a high airy roof. It was dark inside when she carefully shut the doors behind her, but she didn’t falter as she slipped between trestles and stacks of old tools. Still, her heart was beating very hard by the time she reached her secret place. There were watchers in the dark. They tormented Siri everywhere, even when she was in her own bed at night. It was worse when she was doing something forbidden.


There was a stack of lumber in front of her corner, a pile of old pit props that hadn’t been used for years and years. The timber was velvety when you touched it, with a coating of dust and cobwebs. Siri brushed by with a murmur of gratitude: she was safe. She crouched on the ground and her fingers found by touch the loose brick in the corner. When she pulled it inwards a little dust fell down with a tiny sound. Light came after the dust so that Siri’s hands suddenly appeared, small and work-hard and glinting with silver. She scraped away a patch of dirt at the base of the wall. There was a cavity underneath. It must have had some purpose once but now it belonged to Siri. She pulled out a parcel of dark oiled cloth, an odd shaped and awkward bundle longer than her arm. Underneath it there was a little wooden box, she took that out too. Inside the box there was a mirror, not a magical one but a simple piece of tradecraft glass with a silvered back. It might well be the only one of its kind in Minith. Siri propped it against the timber stack and looked at her own face. She was eleven years old, she was pretty sure of that; though nobody at Slack Road paid much attention to frivolities like birthdays. She had dark brown hair that grew in a peak in the middle of her forehead, dark eyebrows in perfect semicircles that gave her face a surprised look, and clear brown eyes, the colour of mountain water. Her chin was rather pointed, her skin naturally pale, with red cheeks that showed through the tan of outdoor work.


Siri took down her hair, which was kept severely tucked behind her ears. She pulled it forward around her cheeks and then scraped it back. She didn’t know which was right, no one would tell her.


“Mother?” she whispered.


It was the face of her mother that she saw in the glass. Her father had told her so. He had probably forgotten, but she always remembered. He hardly ever talked about mother: Aunt Lecte didn’t like it. When someone dies, the Covenant has taken them. To go on talking about them was like saying the Covenant did wrong. What’s gone’s gone, it must not be called back … Sirato wished that was the only reason that mother must be forgotten. She was afraid there was more. Mother had been ill for a long time, and people don’t get ill unless the Covenant is angry with them. Frightening, terrible things happen to people who defy the Covenant. She tried not to think about it. In a way she was glad no one would talk. As long as she didn’t know, she didn’t have to hate mother. She touched the glass that held her only friend very gently. Sometimes when she came here she cried and poured out storms of bitterness, but this wasn’t one of those days. It was a day for silently telling mother things and imagining that she listened, gave you a hug and good advice for how to deal with a hard world.


After a while she put the mirror away, feeling quiet and comforted. She unwrapped the oil cloth parcel. Inside there was a violin and a bow, it was a full-sized instrument, rather large for an eleven year old. Sirato sat up straight, cross-legged, and settled the violin in the hollow of her shoulder with an automatic gesture: which she might have seen perhaps when she was a very small child. There was just enough room in the corner for her to move the bow. She tried the strings and twisted the pegs one by one. She didn’t know that she was tuning her instrument, she didn’t even know the names of the notes. She had found the treasure here years ago, and realised that mother must have hidden it before she was so ill she had to stay in her room. Everyone knew Rian Mountainside used to have a fiddle. She had it from her grandmother. The Mountainsides were very wild and shocking people, and therefore of course they didn’t prosper. Rian had been the last of her kind when she came to Slack Road, the Mountainside farm didn’t exist anymore. No one who belonged to Slack Road would play ‘unnatural’ music. Leave it to the wind and the water and the birds in the sky. That’s where What Is put music, anything else is wicked imitation …That was what Aunt Lecte had told her niece, when she asked for music lessons. Luckily she’d managed to ask without revealing that she had found her mother’s fiddle.


The mirror she hadn’t found. She had stolen it, creeping one day into the room that had been mother’s sickroom and was always shut up now. Sirato was a bad girl. She wished she wasn’t, but there was no denying it. She could scarcely remember a day in her life when she hadn’t been in serious trouble over something or other, or else waiting guiltily for some crime to be found out. And here she was right now, defying the Covenant again. It was a shame, a wicked shame, to do things that gave people a chance to say: there goes Rian’s daughter, as bad as the one that’s gone … But she couldn’t help herself. However she struggled she would still come back here, sneaking and hiding. She sighed, and lifted the bow.


Sing, sing lovely wooden shell. Like the wind and like the water, like the wild birds crying on the mountain. Once long ago a roadwalker had come by Slack Road: a young man with a flute and a little drum and a memory full of songs. The Minithers fed him cold charity and sent him on his way. They never welcomed strangers, not even the decent kind. But Sirato remembered. She played all those tunes now, and others that had no names, which she had heard perhaps when she was a tiny baby. And others still, which were hardly tunes at all, that she had made up herself. Time slipped away, her fingers grew cramped on the strings: she didn’t notice.


The noise of the brickyard covered Sirato’s music and almost stopped her from hearing herself. But as always there came a moment when she knew that the song had collapsed and she was just making awful noises. The fiddle lay disconsolately across her lap. Really, she wasn’t breaking the Covenant at all, she thought sourly. No one could call that disgusting row music—natural or unnatural.


The light from the hole in the wall went out. Sirato stopped breathing. Part of it came back and she could see what was blocking the space. It was an eye, a round gleaming eye: the same peat water colour as her own, and fringed in curling dark lashes. She gasped. The fiddle and bow were already behind her back. She had jerked them there instantly. Had the eye seen? It vanished, as silently as it had come. Sirato’s breath hissed like an angry little snake. She shoved the loose brick back into place violently. In pitch darkness with desperate speed and care she wrapped up the precious guilty things, pushed them into the cavity and scooped dirt over them. Frantically her hands smoothed the place, feeling to make sure no fold of oilcloth showed above the ground. She scrambled from behind her lumber stack backwards, her heart thumping in panic and rage.


He wasn’t in the shed. She brushed her clothes down, smoothed her hair and came out into the sunlight with her chin up. The owner of the spying eye was leaning against a pile of empty sleds, smiling infuriatingly. It was her brother Holne. He had the same dark hair and bright eyes but she was absolutely certain he looked nothing like mother.


She glared at him. “Sneak!”


Holne grinned. He was sixteen, not a child anymore but a flores, as people called half-grown young adults in Inland. He ought to have been Siri’s protector and her ally but he wasn’t. He was always teasing and spying and telling tales, and there was no one to stop him. He was Aunt Lecte’s pet.


“Sneak yourself,” he responded cheerfully. “You know this yard’s not meant for little girls.” Holne laughed, showing a lot of bright white teeth. It was easy enough for him. He was never in trouble, no matter how many chores he missed. He never needed a place to hide.


“I hate you.”


She clenched her fists. If she had any magic in her, she would give him a festering rash over his handsome face. She would make him see monsters following him about. But he only laughed again at her helpless fury.


“You ungrateful little Rat. I thought you might like to know: Aunt’s looking for you. She was just about to launch a search. I decided you might even prefer me to find you first.”


Sirato’s face went white under the brown. “Don’t call me that. If you can’t say my whole name call me ‘Siri’—like m-mother used to.”


“What nonsense. You don’t remember mother at all. And if you did, you’d know she used to call you her little Rat. It suits you.”


Sirato glared. It was true that Siri was a name she’d made up for herself. But mother had never called her Rat. That was a foul lie. Without a word she began to hurry to the wicket gate.


Holne easily kept pace. “What do you get up to in there, Rat?” he asked curiously. “Are you nursing a sick cat?”


She felt sick herself. Did he hear? Did he know? He was horribly good at finding out her secrets. The worst thing about Holne was that you could never tell what he would do. Sometimes he seemed to be kind: like now, warning her that Aunt Lecte was coming. The next moment he would be telling tales again. It was all a game to him. He was like a cat, and Sirato the helpless little furred creature caught in his claws. This time it was more serious than ever. If she lost mother’s violin, she didn’t know what she would do. She tried not to show any sign that she was more frightened than usual.


“None of your business,” she snapped. “I don’t have to tell you anything.”


Holne laughed again as he strolled away. “Silly little Rat, I’m only trying to help. Keep away from the slack yard for a while, that’s all. She’s getting suspicious.”


Aunt Lecte was in the kitchen. She was watching the door as her niece hurried in, there was no chance to get by. Lecte Slack Road didn’t look in the least like her niece and nephew. She was one of those people they called ‘the black Minithers’. Her brother, the children’s father, was of the same type but his looks weren’t so pronounced. It was a strain that came and went in certain Minith families. In other parts of Inland it would have been called unusual beauty, but Minith people did not talk like that. Lecte was tall and slender, her skin blue-black, her features clear cut as if carved out of gemstone. There were silver threads now, in her crisp black hair, but that only made her more handsome.


Sirato knew that her aunt was beautiful. She cared far too much about things like that, it was part of her wickedness. But it was a hard, cold beauty, unyielding as the mountain. She stopped on the threshold. She longed to keep her head up and face aunt proudly but it was always the same. What sneaked into the kitchen was not a brave victim of persecution. It was a cringing, wincing creature, that twisted its hands and kept its eyes on the ground.


“You were not at pensioner school.”


Down in the town there was a school, run by people who had retired from their trades to live in the little row of pensioner cottages. She was supposed to join the other children there if ever she had no chores. Someone must have betrayed her, probably Holne. But Aunt never explained where her information came from. She rarely asked questions either. As she often said, that was only encouraging the bad girl to tell lies.


“I went for a walk.”


She forced herself to look up. She was hoping to get by by confessing to a lesser crime, in Minith people didn’t go out walking for no reason, especially not children. Lecte was smiling unkindly. “And where did you walk?”


“On the mountain,” gasped Sirato, flustered.


They both knew that had to be a lie. Every Minith child was afraid of the huge grey bulk that leaned over Slack Road farm, and Sirato was more imaginative than most. She felt her face going red and couldn’t stop it.


“Well, Rat, if you don’t choose to learn your lessons you will never have a trade, that’s all. Get out to the roadshed and help them pack bricks. The Covenant hates to see a child idle.”


In the roadshed bricks bound out of the valleys were wrapped and sacked up ready to be carted off to the waggon road. The two farmworkers Truc and Mab were already there, baling up; and Danno, her father’s apprentice. He came from a neighbouring valley, but lived at Slack Road while he was learning to be a brickmaker. Sirato walked in and pulled on a pair of heavy work gloves, giving the others bitter looks. Many Minithers came to work in Slack Road’s brickyard at busy times, but Mab and Truc had lived and worked at the farm all Sirato’s life. They were Aunt Lecte’s people, not to be trusted: and Danno was just as bad– a proper meek Minither boy. Sullenly she took her place at the bench, picking bricks off the stack, folding each in a wisp of straw and passing them to Mab.


“Did you just come up from the town Truc?”


“Yes, Rat I did,” answered the old man solemnly.


“Did you speak with Anarad Pensioner as you went by?”


Anarad, a retired miner, was in charge at the pensioner school. He nodded. Getting information out of Truc was like panning for gold.


“Was it you who told Aunt Lecte I wasn’t in school?”


Truc faced her accusing eyes without a trace of guilt. “Yes indeed Rat my dear, I told your aunt. It was my duty, wasn’t it. And for your good that she should know.”


Danno gave Siri a worried glance. He was afraid of her, thought Siri: afraid that the wickedness was infectious.


There was no point in expecting sympathy from anyone here. Much less support. Anarad Pensioner used to say at school: “If you are unhappy, if want advice or help you should tell the covener.” But the covener was an outsider—someone sent by Hillen Coven, the thirteen wise women who were in charge of all Inland, to look after the people of Minith, and lead the meetings in the big meeting house down in Minith town. The idea of going to her for help was ridiculous. Children weren’t even allowed into the meeting house. And if they were, neither the covener nor anyone else would take Sirato’s part. Lecte Slack Road was an elder of the meeting: everyone looked up to her. As far as Sirato could tell, Aunt Lecte was in the right. She was a good Covenant-fearing woman and little Rat was just born bad.


She set to work mechanically: lifting bricks and wrapping them and passing them until her back ached, and biting the inside of her lip until it bled, to stop herself from shouting at old Truc for telling tales. He would only report that too, and make things worse. Her gloves were soon full of grit, they hurt her hands. She was eleven years old already and it was true, no one was ever going to offer her a trade. She would stay at Slack Road all her life, obeying Aunt Lecte. Everyone thought Sirato was just lazy and stupid. If only she had the courage to tell them she did have a calling. She would work all the hours of day and night if they would let her learn music. One day she would take her mother’s violin and run away, far away out of Minith … Sirato had never heard any tales of other parts of Inland. The mountain country was isolated both naturally and by choice: Minithers didn’t leave and strangers didn’t stay. She had never even been as far from home as the waggon road. But she would just run and keep on running …


It was no use. Even in her imagination Siri couldn’t believe it. The Covenant was everywhere. If she should succeed in getting away from Minith, there would be another meeting wherever she looked for shelter. There would be people like Aunt Lecte and life would be just the same, hard and confined and dreary. That was the Covenant: that was right. And besides, Siri didn’t have the courage. She knew that if she tried to escape the mountain would know it and somehow stop her. That great fierce animal glowering down on the roofs of Slack Road was watching now, listening to her thoughts. It would punish her. Aunt Lecte and the mountain: they would punish—


“Sirato!”


She looked down in astonishment. It hardly seemed possible that a moment’s inattention could have caused such damage. She had dropped a brick and now the whole front of her stack was scattered on the floor. Several bricks were chipped, a few had broken in half. Now the waggon load would be short, the kiln have to be stoked again, hand-work and magic taken away from other tasks to make up the loss. Minith never sent out imperfect goods or short measure, that was unthinkable. Poor Rat! She must have been thinking bad thoughts, or else she must have been doing something wicked today. Under the Covenant, there are no accidents. No one suffers unless they deserve it.


Sirato stood crimson faced, trying to stop the tears. If she cried or showed temper that would be another crime. She knew what the others were thinking. And of course they were right, quite right. She had spent hours this afternoon, secretly and deliberately doing wrong.


Truc and Danno began to clear up the mess, quietly and calmly like good Minithers. Mab sighed over Sirato. She was not angry. Her kind honest face, with its crown of rough dusty red curls, was full of real pity.


“Ah, dear. The one who’s gone had just your temper, poor little Rat.”


In the farmhouse kitchen Aunt Lecte presided over the evening meal. Gwil Slack Road and his two children, with Danno, Mab and Truc, sat around the white scrubbed table in silence. As it was nearly summer they had no lamp, only a pair of tallow dips. Lecte was very strict about wicked waste. She hated to see her household use anything it did not need. Sirato was in disgrace. She was so accustomed to this state that she barely noticed it. She had been sent to the far end of the table and must eat standing. Resignedly, she ate up her bowl of bean porridge. There was a platter of oatcake as well, but she was to have no butter on her share so she had decided to do without. She’d had no midday bite because she hadn’t been at school: probably Aunt had forgotten that, but Sirato wasn’t going to remind her. She would rather starve.


There was no idle chatter while they were eating. Sirato’s eyes passed wearily from face to face. There was kind Mab, with her red curls and her freckles and her big hard workworn hands. Mab had always worked at Slack Road. She had given Sirato all the gentleness and mothering she had ever known, when she was a little girl. Mab was almost a gossip by Minith standards: even now, she would sometimes forget herself and tell stories about the past. But as Sirato got older Mab had somehow slipped away. She couldn’t be persuaded anymore to wink at Sirato’s misdeeds, or help her out of trouble. She was afraid of Aunt Lecte of course. And of the Covenant.


Truc, the old shepherd, was different. He had big bushy grey eyebrows and a long face that always looked miserable: being sober and solemn came naturally to him. No one would ever dream of asking him to do anything against the Covenant … It was strange to think that once Mab and Truc had been young. Mab came from a mining family, Truc had been the youngest child on another small Minith farm. They might have wanted to take up their own trades, have their own lives. But the meeting had decided they were needed at Slack Road, because it was a big holding and the family was small. So here they stayed like good Minithers.


And there was her father, Gwil Slack Road the brickmaker. How sad his face always was. He must have had some fight in him once, or he would never have married Rian Mountainside, the wild one. But he had lost the battle long ago. In those days, before Sirato was born, Aunt Lecte had gone away from Minith to learn a trade. When Sirato’s mother got so ill she had to come home to run the farm, that was the story that Mab told. Sirato wondered sometimes whether that was why Aunt Lecte hated her: because she had had a chance to get away but had to give it up. But that didn’t make sense—for she didn’t hate Holne. And she couldn’t really imagine Lecte wanting to leave Minith. Probably she had been glad of the chance to take over, thought Sirato vindictively, so that she could bully her brother, and rule everything.


Beside Gwil was Holne, all handsome and rosy in his rust-coloured smock with the embroidered sleeves. He was the only one at table wearing any decoration. He’d done the stitching himself, but aunt Lecte allowed it. Siri was never permitted to dress up like that. She scowled, and looked away: before he could see her ‘pulling faces’, and tell tales.


Silently, slowly, Gwil Slack Road ate his dinner. He was a good Minither now: never raising his voice, never moving quickly. Sometimes he looked as if the mountain had got into his blood and was slowly changing him from the inside, into stone.


Siri began to have one of her imaginings. Outside the sunny day had faded into a dull evening: although it was Old Spring very little evening light came in through the small paned windows. The kitchen was so big and dark. Its walls were not limewashed or painted, the grey brick showed everywhere behind the dressers and hanging kitchen tools. It was like being in a cave, as if the mountain had quietly opened its mouth and swallowed Slack Road whole. Sirato felt she could see herself and the others crouched around a lump of rock that they wrongly believed to be a table. The hunched little bodies seemed to be wearing fur, not clothes. If the dim tallow flared it would all be quite clear: underground things, munching and peering at each other and planning ugly mischief …


She woke with a start to find that Danno was shyly offering her one of his buttered oatcakes. She stared at it, astonished.


Holne chuckled. “Grab it quick,” he whispered, “quickly, you silly little Rat.” And of course Aunt Lecte heard him and saw what was going on. She stared down the table, frowning. But she was not displeased with Danno.


“All things are bound together, even the smallest. That is what Rat must learn, Danno. But you are a good boy to think of her.”


“No thanks,” snapped Sirato. “I’m not hungry.”


Danno sighed and calmly went back to his supper. If only she could be like that, like a proper Minither child. I’ve done it again, thought Sirato miserably. She was a bad girl, and it was her own fault she had no friends. Under her eyelashes she looked daggers at Holne. It wasn’t fair. He ought to have been reproved for whispering. If it was right for Aunt Lecte to be so hard on Siri, why did no one ever notice that she was so soft on Holne? Because she was. Everyone was soft on him. He was always hanging around idle, when he wasn’t off wandering on the mountain. But it didn’t seem to make any difference … Sirato could sneak and spy too. She knew that recently Holne had been up to things even worse than wandering and idling in the daytime. She wished she dared to tell. But she was afraid of her brother’s revenge.


She was so busy thinking bitter thoughts that she forgot herself, and her small hungry hand reached out towards the buttered oatcake which Danno had left on the side of his plate. Aunt’s stern glance fell on the hand so it felt as if someone had trodden on it. “You did refuse before, child, and said you were not hungry. You must not make yourself a liar.”


At the end of the meal Sirato cleared the plates into the scullery, and the daytelling began. Aunt Lecte folded her hands and began to speak, recounting everything that had been done that day by the household at Slack Road; and everything that was planned for tomorrow. Of course Sirato’s ‘accident’ was discussed at length: its probable causes and the trouble that would follow after it. Any bad action, any lack of restraint, was an injury to the whole of Minith.


At every pause the household intoned together: under the covenant or within What Is. The daytelling was a proud Minith custom. Every evening, every household would sit together like this and go over the day carefully, almost moment by moment, to make sure the Covenant had been properly kept to Minith standards. The ceremony meant more to the mountain people than the covener meetings down in the town: and even the smallest children were expected to sit quietly and attend, though the daytelling might go on for two hours or more.


Under the Covenant! cried Truc and Danno and Mab, with real enthusiasm. Under the Covenant mumbled Siri, who felt as if she was being tortured. Holne was trying to catch her eye, he was giving her secret little winks. But she refused to notice. She could see nothing amusing in the hateful fuss they were all making over a few chipped bricks. She’d have liked to report the winking. After all, everyone was supposed to tell tales on everyone else. You were supposed to like it when people announced your faults in public. But she dared not. He knew too much. The household meeting was bad. But as it came to an end Sirato remembered that there were worse things. She twisted her hands and chewed her lip, willing Aunt Lecte’s voice to go on and on. But the moment had to come.


“Bedtime, child,” said her aunt.


The girl got up. She smoothed her dun smock and pulled at the knees of her coarse grey knitted leggings, in a hopeless attempt to put off the evil for a little longer. She walked slowly round the table and pecked at her brother’s cheek perfunctorily, her eyes looking somewhere beyond his left ear. She brushed her lips against her father’s cool cheek: and he smiled sadly and murmured as always “Good night little one. Sleep sound and don’t dream.”


She kissed Aunt Lecte, as she must. It was like kissing a rock. Unusually, her aunt put a hand on her arm. “You are a hard child to teach. Try to learn restraint Rat: and remember, all I do is for your own good.”


“Yes, Aunt Lecte,” answered Sirato bleakly.


She washed herself at the scullery pump. She could not linger, everyone could hear her. She passed through the kitchen again and shut the door behind her quietly. And now that shadowy cave seemed like a warm and glowing refuge. She was in the dark. She walked the windowless passage beside the kitchen and climbed a short flight of stairs. It was easy in the light to be angry and proud. But every night she was a little girl again. The Covenant loves the dark and hates the light. She had been taught that, and she believed it. She could feel it here. The Covenant and the mountain: they were one and the same, crushing her beneath their lightless weight. She had to pass her mother’s room, and now even her dead mother whom she loved had become a thing of terror. Sirato scurried by with her eyes tight closed, praying that that door would not open …


She climbed another flight of steps, steep and long, that creaked underfoot and told all the monsters she was coming, and then she was in the loft. Her bed was separated from the rest of the big shadowy room by a makeshift partition that didn’t reach up to the roof. In dark weather you couldn’t see the gap but in summer or on bright nights in winter Sirato had to try and go to sleep watching that grey empty space, and the dim faces that came and peered there.


She took off her clothes and got into her nightsmock in a rush. The sheets on her hard little bed were good linen, the quilt serviceable: everything was scrupulously clean. There was no colour, nothing beautiful, but it was wrong of Sirato to care about things like that, another of her endless crimes. She lay staring up at the space above the partition. Today had been a bad day. She would not dare to close her eyes, not for a long time.


The summer of Sirato’s eleventh year was shaping up to be a long hot one, said those who knew the signs. The mountain country could be cold and dreary, with hardly any difference between Midsummer and Year’s End. But occasionally one of these hot seasons would come, when the heather burned like purple fire and the sky became a blue-white furnace over the crags. Then the miners were glad to get underground, and the shepherds watched the high pasture anxiously for devastating outbreaks of wildfire. When their shift was done in the brick kilns or the smelting furnace the tradespeople went soberly down to the cold pools of the Burnhouse stream and bathed, for their health’s sake. But even in the height of one of these summers, which would have driven any other Inland people to wild water parties and complete idleness, the Minithers did not relax their stern rule of life. The harvest of metal from the rock was a doubtful business, almost uncovenanted. Everybody understood that, and knew that strict observance of the Covenant in all other ways was essential. Otherwise the getting of metal would be even more dangerous. But the mining people were not resentful of others who lived easier lives. They pitied the outsiders who would never know the true Covenant, the hard, real Covenant of Minith. If Hillen ever sent a covener who tried to interfere, the elders of the meeting soon taught her that she couldn’t bring frivolous ways to the mountain. The woman learned restraint, or she didn’t stay long.


Sirato did her chores grudgingly and went to school when she couldn’t avoid it. In this she wasn’t so different from many Inland girls and boys, in the rebellious years between childhood and flores. But nowhere else would she have been afraid; so afraid of her own naughtiness. She did not dare go back to her secret place after Holne’s teasing. She lived in dread of the moment when he would decide to tell. But she found that she did not get any better, for giving up the forbidden music. She only felt more wicked and more miserable than ever. She had always been told that frightening, horrible things happened to bad children: now she discovered that it was true.


She began to dream.


It started very quietly. She would wake up in the night to find herself listening to a little squeaking, scrabbling sound. There were no rats or mice at Slack Road. She lay there terrified and not knowing why, until she realised that the little sounds were coming from herself. Then she was more frightened than ever. The dream came every night and gradually she remembered more, or else it grew. She left her bed and crept along tunnels no bigger than her body. She scrabbled and scratched her way into hateful places: she gnawed on foul refuse and bit at her own scaly tail. The furry body hurt her, it smelled bad, she hated it. And yet she could not help herself. She must be this creature … not Sirato anymore.


One night she woke so frightened she simply could not make herself stay in bed. It must be quite late because the room was completely dark, but she could hear movement in the house below. She pattered down the loft stairs, past her mother’s room to the top of the small flight above the kitchen passage. Aunt Lecte was at the yard door with Holne. She was holding a rush taper in her hand. Sirato hissed in surprise. She thought she was the only one who knew that Holne sneaked out like this. She couldn’t imagine what he was up to, going out in the dark when all good Minithers were in bed, except that obviously it must be something wicked. But here was Aunt Lecte patting him on the shoulder, stroking his hair … It was so long since anyone had touched Sirato like that. She didn’t want Aunt Lecte’s caresses, she’d rather die than beg for them. But she felt so lonely suddenly, that a loud gasping sob escaped from her.


Aunt Lecte shut the door behind Holne and turned. Her face was grey in the taper light, her eyes were like big black holes.


“What are you doing out of bed, child?” Sirato knew somehow that she must not mention her brother. “I had a dream—” she quavered. Aunt Lecte’s voice sounded almost gentle. She took courage and burst out. “I wish people wouldn’t call me ‘Rat’. It gives me bad dreams!”


She burst into tears and began to tell the horrors, about scrabbling in the dirt, about the tunnels and the gnawing of rubbish. But Aunt Lecte’s gentle moment was over. “That is not a bad dream,” she said coldly. “That is a good dream, sent by the Covenant to warn you. And we call you Rat for your own good, as a warning too. You mind your ways and learn not to deserve that name, and then you’ll be in no danger.”


Sirato’s tears stopped. Her face was pinched and small with anger. She bobbed her head like a good Minith girl.


“Thank you for reproving me, aunt.”


With one irrepressible glance of hatred, she ran off back to bed.


Lecte Slack Road was left alone. She blew out her taper and stood in the dark. “I have lost one,” she murmured. “I will not lose both. I will not.”


There was a note in her voice that sounded almost like defiance. She heard it herself, and frowned. “Always under the Covenant,” she added firmly. “If it is the will of the Covenant, I will save the other.”
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