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Canst thou draw out Leviathan with an hook?


Or his tongue with a cord which thou lettest down?


Will he make a covenant with thee?


And wilt thou take him for a servant for ever?


Lay thine hand upon him,


Remember the battle, do no more.


Job




PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS


The Blacks:


King Little Black


The Queen, his wife


Black Harrah, the Queen’s lover


Young Harrah, his son


A bastard son of Farin the Black


The Reds:


Red Senlin


Red Senlin’s Son (later King)


Sennred, Red Senlin’s younger son


Redhand


Old Redhand, his father


Younger Redhand, his brother


Caredd, his wife


Mother Caredd


Fauconred


The Just:


Nyamé, whose name is called Nod


The Neither-nor


Adar


The Grays:


Mariadn, the Arbiter


Learned Redhand, Redhand’s brother and later


Arbiter


Endwives, Ser and Norin


And a nameless one from Elsewhere called variously


Visitor


Secretary


Recorder




INTRODUCTION


Fantasy is feudal. That’s the default, for fantasy written by Europeans and their descendants. Fantasy from other cultures or set in modern times has Europeans (etc) scrabbling for new terms: magical realism, urban fantasy, New Weird. Science fiction is capitalist – or, more rarely, socialist – and almost always industrial.


From the first pages of The Deep, we know we’re in a science fiction novel. We recognise the silver egg as a vehicle, and its damaged, amnesic occupant as an android, even before we are told. We learn just as quickly that we’re in a feudal world – and a flat one, at that. We’re still in science fiction: when the Visitor’s told of the world’s peculiar structure, he says (to the annoyance of his instructor) ‘It’s possible,’ and we agree. We think we know where we are. We don’t.


As we read on, we might seem to be in a typical fantasy realm. People come in classes that have capitalised names: Folk, Protectors, Defenders, the clergy known as Grays. There’s even a specialised, secretive caste of revolutionaries, the Just, who are trying to overthrow the Protectors by assassinating them one by one. The Protectors are divided into formally hereditary but actually shifting factions, the Reds and the Blacks, whose names have no significance other than as badges, like the Red and the White in England’s War of the Roses. Their intermittent war’s origins are lost in legend, and its future seems endless as the balance between them rocks back and forth, around the pivot of the throne whose citadel is the hub of the world.


The throne, as the story opens, is about to change hands. The coup is meticulously realised. The shift of allegiance moves from harsh words across a high table, through the sudden clatter of hooves and a tense negotiation in the royal chamber, to the final legal acceptance of its validity – which, in its turn, hinges on one man’s integrity. Have oaths been broken, or have circumstances made them already null and void? Is the expediency he appeals to for his Order, for his family and faction, or for himself? His own mind is divided on the matter, and his troubled conscience has later consequences. Here, everything political is personal.


Because this is a feudal society, loyalty and treachery are common coin, as familiar to its inhabitants as credit and debt, profit and loss, are to us. So much is going on that the book would have been easy to inflate to a trilogy. The style is not so much that of fantasy as of fantasy’s sources: it often rises to the measured simplicity and deadly economy of the Icelandic sagas or certain passages of the Bible. The tension winds slowly: the moments of violence, when they come, are sudden and short enough to shock.


We might feel, at the early pages, that we’re reading in that particular sub genre of science fiction whose earliest surviving classic is Mark Twain’s A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court, and is most recently familiar from certain works by Vernor Vinge and Iain M. Banks: the story where a visitor from the future, or from a more advanced culture (or indeed Culture), observes and enlightens a pre-capitalist society, which may have regressed from a brighter past or forgotten its true origin as a lost colony or generation ship. A non-industrial society is in SF a sign of catastrophic regression, or of progress about to be delivered (in fantasy, tellingly enough, the character associated with industrial advance is usually the Dark Lord). We anticipate the Visitor’s recovery of his memory, and with it the society’s recovery of its history and its deliverance to the future.


But The Deep, we soon discover, is not that kind of book. The Visitor has a very different purpose, and the world a very different nature, to what we at first suspect. The Deep subverts our expectations, and makes us question an important part of what lures us to fantasy and to science fiction in the first place: the idealization of the past and of the future, respectively. And then it turns, again, to leave us facing outward, and the same questions, again. In one of its most resonant images, what had seemed to be a circle is revealed as a spiral.


This novel, slim by today’s standards, is a slow read. There isn’t a dull page, the pace is swift, and the prose is crisp and clear. But there’s a lot to take in, and to keep track of. In a society of inherited rank, it’s inevitable that some characters will have similar names, or even the same name – usually with a modifier, but in some contexts on its own. This difficulty goes with the authenticity (read any history of medieval Scotland). It’s also slight in comparison with the book’s reward for our attention.


The Deep was John Crowley’s first novel. He is best known for his longer works: the widely acclaimed Engine Summer, the World Fantasy Award-winning Little, Big, and the Ægypt tetralogy, published over two decades. Highly regarded both within the genre and by mainstream critics and readers, at seventy Crowley is still active as a writer, academic, scriptwriter and film producer. His most recent work, Four Freedoms, is a historical novel set in and around a bomber plant during the Second World War.


The Deep is a cold little diamond of hard SF, a work of accomplishment and promise that proved a worthy opening to a vast and varied career, and a fine introduction to a great writer.


Ken MacLeod




ONE


VISITOR


[ 1 ]


After the skirmish, two Endwives found him lying in the darkness next to the great silver egg. It took them only a moment to discover that he was neither male nor female; somewhat longer to decide whether he was alive or dead. Alive, said one; the other wasn’t sure for how long; anyway, they took him up on their rude stretcher and walked with him nearly a mile to where a station of theirs had been set up a week before when the fighting had started; there they laid him out.


They had thought to patch him up however they could in the usual way, but when they began working they found that he was missing more than sex. Parts of him seemed made of something other than flesh, and from the wound at the back of his head the blood that flowed seemed viscous, like oil. When the older of the two caught a bit of it on a glass, and held it close to the lamplight, she gasped: it was alive – it flowed in tiny swirls ever, like oil in alcohol, but finer, blue within crimson. She showed her sister. They sat down then, unsure, looking at the figure on the pallet; ghastly pale he was in the lamplight and all hairless. They weren’t afraid; they had seen too much horror to fear anything. But they were unsure.


All night they watched him by lamplight. Toward dawn he began to move slightly, make sounds. Then spasms, violent, though he seemed in no pain – it was as though puppet strings pulled him. They cushioned his white damaged head; one held his thrashing arms while the other prepared a calming drug. When she had it ready, though, they paused, looking at each other, not knowing what effect this most trusted of all their secrets might have. Finally, one shrugging and the other with lips pursed, they forced some between his tight-closed teeth.


Well, he was a man to this extent; in minutes he lay quiet, breathing regularly. They inspected, gingerly and almost with repulsion, the wound in his head; it had already begun to pucker closed, and bled no more. They decided there was little they could do but wait. They stood over him a moment; then the older signaled, and they stepped out of the sod hut that was their station into the growing dawn.


The great gray heath they walked on was called the Drum-skin. Their footsteps made no sound on it, but when the herds of horses pastured there rode hard, or their armed masters rode them hard, the air filled with a long hum like some distant thunder, a hum that could be heard Inward all the way to the gentle folded farmland called the Downs, all the way Outward to the bleak stone piles along the Drumsedge, outposts like Old Watcher that they could see when the road reached the top of a rise, a dim scar on the flat horizon far away.


They heard, dimly, that thunder as they stood at the top of the rise, their brown skirts plucked at by wind. They looked down into the gray grass bottom that last night’s struggle had covered, a wide depression in the Drumskin that everywhere was pocketed with such hiding-places. This pocket held now four dead men or women; the burying spades of the Endwives, left last night; and an egg made of some dull silver, as high as a man, seemingly solid.


‘What,’ said the younger then, ‘if no one knows of him but us?’


‘We must tell his comrades, whichever they be, that we have him. It’s the Way. We must tell the comrades of any survivor that he lives. And only his comrades.’


‘And how are we to know which – if either – were his comrades? I don’t think either were.’


The old one thought.


‘Maybe,’ said the younger, ‘we should tell both.’


‘One side would probably gain an advantage, and the other probably not. The Protector Redhand might arrest him, and the Just be disadvantaged. The Just might kill him, and the Protector be disadvantaged. Worse: there might be a battle waged over him, that we would be the cause of.’


‘Well . . .’


‘It’s happened. That Endwives not taking care which side might be advantaged have caused death. It’s happened. To our shame.’


The other was silent. She looked up to where the Morning Star shone steadily. The home of the borning, as the Evening Star was of the dead.


‘Perhaps he won’t last the day,’ she said.


They called him the Visitor. His strange wound healed quickly, but the two sisters decided that his brain must have been damaged. He spoke rarely, and when he did, in strange nonsense syllables. He listened carefully to everything said to him, but understood nothing. He seemed neither surprised nor impatient nor grateful about his circumstances; he ate when he was given food and slept when they slept.


The week had been quiet. After the battle into which the Visitor had intruded, the Just returned to the Nowhere they could disappear to, and the Protector’s men returned to the farms and the horse-gatherings, to other battles in the Protector’s name. None had passed for several days except peat-cutters from the Downs.


Toward the close of a clear, cold day, the elder Endwife, Ser, made her slow circular way home across the Drumskin. In her wide basket were ten or so boxes and jars, and ever she knelt where her roving eye saw in the tangle of gray grass an herb or sprout of something useful. She’d pluck it, crush and sniff it, choose with pursed lips a jar for it. When it had grown too dark to see them any more, she was near home; yellow lamplight poured from the open door. She straightened her stiff back and saw the stars and planets already ashine; whispered a prayer and covered her jars from the Evening Star, just in case.


When she stepped through the door, she stopped there in the midst of a ‘Well . . .’ Fell silent, pulled the door shut and crept to a chair.


The Visitor was talking.


The younger Endwife, Norin, sat rapt before him, didn’t turn when her sister entered. The Visitor, motionless on the bed, drew out words with effort, as though he must choose each one. But he was talking.


‘I remember,’ he was saying, ‘the sky. That – egg, you call it. I was placed. In it. And. Separated. From my home. Then, descending. In the egg. To here.’


‘Your home,’ said Norin. ‘That star.’


‘You say a star,’ the Visitor said blankly. ‘I think, it can’t have been a star. I don’t know how, I know it, but, I do.’


‘But it circled the world. In the evening it rose from the Deep. And went overhead. In the morning it passed again into the Deep.’


‘Yes.’


‘For how long?’


‘I don’t know. I was made there.’


‘There were others there. Your parents.’


‘No. Only me. It was a place not much larger than the egg.’


He sat expressionless on the edge of the bed, his long pale hands on his knees. He looked like a statue. Norin turned to her sister, her eyes shining.


‘Is he mad now?’ said Ser. Her sister’s face darkened.


‘I . . . don’t know. Only, just today he learned to speak. This morning when you left he began. He learned “cup” and “drink,” like a baby, and now see! In one day, he’s speaking so! He learned so fast . . .’


‘Or remembered,’ Ser said, arising slowly with her eyes on the Visitor. She bent over him and looked at his white face; his eyes were black holes. She intended to be stern, to shock him; it sometimes worked. Her hand moved to the shade of the lamp, turned it so the lamplight fell full on him.


‘You were born inside a star in the sky?’ she asked sharply.


‘I wasn’t born,’ said the Visitor evenly. ‘I was made.’


Ser’s old hand shook on the lampshade, for the lamplight fell on eyes that had neither iris nor pupil, but were a soft, blank violet, infinitely deep and without reflection.


‘How . . . Who are you?’


The Visitor opened his thin lips to speak, but was silent. Ser lowered the lampshade.


Then Ser sat down beside her sister, and they listened to the Visitor attempt to understand himself out loud to them, here and there helping with a guessed word or fact.


‘When the egg opened,’ said the Visitor, ‘and I came out into the darkness, I knew. I can remember knowing. Who I am, what had made me, for what purpose. I came out . . . bearing all this, like . . . like a . . .’ – pointing to Ser’s basket.


‘A gift,’ said Norin.


‘A bundle,’ said Ser.


‘But then, almost as soon as I arose, there were men, above me, dark, silent; I don’t think they saw me; something long and thin strapped to each back . . .’


‘Yes,’ said Norin. ‘The Just.’


‘And before I could speak to them, others came, with, with . . .’


‘Horses,’ said Ser. ‘Yes. Protector Redhand’s men.’


‘I ran up the – the bank, just as these two collided. There were cries, I cried out, to make them see me. There was a noise that filled up the air.’


‘A Gun,’ said Norin.


The Visitor fell silent then. The Endwives waited. The lamp buzzed quietly.


‘The next thing I remember,’ he said at last, ‘is that cup, and drinking from it today.’


Ser’s lips were pursed. She would still prefer to think him mad; but the blank eyes, now velvet black, the viscous, living blood, the sexlessness . . . perhaps it was she who was mad. ‘How,’ she began, ‘did you learn to speak so well, so fast?’


He shook his head slowly. ‘It seems . . . easy, I don’t know . . . It must be – part of what I was made to do. Yes. It is. I was made so, so that I could speak to you.’


‘ “You,” ’ said Ser doubtfully. ‘And who is “you”?’


‘You,’ said the Visitor. ‘All of you.’


‘There is no “all” of us,’ Norin said. ‘There are the Folk, but they aren’t all of us. Because there are also the Just, with their Guns . . .’


‘Warriors for the Folk,’ said Ser. ‘So they claim. They make war on the Protectors, who own the land, to take it from them and return it to the Folk. Secret war, assassination. They are known only to each other. And yet most Folk stand aside from the Just; and in hundreds of years of this nothing has changed, not truly. But the war goes on. You tried to speak to both of them, Just and the Protector’s men, together; so you see.’


‘Even the Protectors,’ Norin said. ‘They own the land, they are the chief men . . .’


‘They, then,’ said the Visitor.


‘But they are divided into factions, intrigues, alliances. As bitter toward each other as they are toward the Just.’


‘The Reds and the Blacks,’ said Norin.


‘Old quarrels.’ Ser. sighed. ‘We Endwives come after battles, not before them. We help the hurt to live, and bury the dead.’


‘More often bury than help,’ said her sister.


‘We are pledged neither to aid nor hurt in any quarrel. And . . . I suppose it can’t be explained to you, but . . . the world is so divided that if anyone knew of you but us, you would be used for a counter in their game. A deadly game. And the death that came in the next moves – if death came – would be on our hands.’


From his smooth face they couldn’t tell if he had grasped any of this. ‘The Folk,’ he said at last.


Ser pursed her lips. He wouldn’t leave it. ‘They aren’t much used to being spoken to,’ she said drily. ‘Except by the Grays.’


‘Grays?’


‘A brotherhood; lawyers and scholars; arbiters, priests, keepers of wisdom . . .’ He had turned to her. ‘And what,’ she asked softly, ‘will you tell them then?’


She saw, not by any change in his face, but by the flexing of his long fingers, that be was in some torment of ignorance.


‘I don’t remember,’ he said at last.


‘Well.’


His pale hands ceased working and lay quiet on his sharp knees. His face grew, if possible, still more remote; he looked ahead at nothing, as though waiting for some internal advice. Then he said, with neither patience nor hope: ‘Perhaps, if I wait, something will return to me. Some direction, some other part of the way I am made, that will let me know the next thing to do.’


Somewhere far off there grew a soft hum, indeterminate, coming from nowhere, growing louder that way, then louder this way. Riders on the Drumskin; the heath was speaking. Ser rose heavily, her eyes on the door, and moved to turn down the lamp.


‘Perhaps it will,’ she said. ‘Until it does, you will stay here. Inside. And be silent.’


The drumbeat grew steadily more distinct; the universal hum resolved itself into individual horses riding hard. Then cries, just outside. And Ser couldn’t bar the door, because an Endwife’s door is never barred.


Then there stood in the doorway a thick barrel of a man, bull-necked, shorn of all but a fuzz of steely hair. Dressed in leather, all colored red. Behind him two others in red carried between them a third, head bent back, open mouth moaning, red jacket brighter red with blood.


The barrel-man began to speak, but stopped when he saw someone sitting on the bed, pale and unmoving, regarding him with dark, calm eyes.


The Defender Fauconred disliked pens. He disliked paper and ink. On stormy days (which were growing more frequent as the year turned) or in the evenings after the horse-gathering, he liked to stretch out on the pallet in his tent with a mug of blem-and-warm-water and stare at the pictures the living charcoal made in the brazier.


But once a week, every week, he must push his barrel shape into a camp chair and trim the lamp; sharpen two or three pens; lay out paper and mix ink; sit, sighing, humming, running thick fingers over his stubble of steel-gray hair; and finally begin.


‘The Defender Fauconred to the Great Protector Redhand, greetings etc.’ That part was easy.


‘We are this day within sight of Old Watcher, on a line between it and the Little Lake, as far from the lake as you can see a white horse on a clear day.’ He stopped, dipped his pen. ‘The herd numbers now one hundred five. Of these, forty-seven are stallions. Of the yearlings, the Protector will remember there were forty-nine in the spring. We have found thirty. Of all the horses, one is crippled, two have the bloat, and we have found three dead, one the old painted stallion the Protector mentioned.


‘The Horse-master says the herd should number in all one hundred forty, counting in all dead & wounded & sick. He says the rains will be heavy in a week or two weeks, I think one. Unless other word comes from the Protector, we will be herding homeward in about ten days and reach the Downs before Barnolsweek. I will then come to the Hub with the Guard, bringing such horses as the Horse-master chooses, to the number twenty or as convenient.’


Chewing on the end of the pen, Fauconred assembled the other news in his head, sighed, bent again over the paper.


‘Also, the roan mare with the white eye the Protector mentioned has been found, and is in health.


‘Also, we discovered one lying in ambush, with a Gun. When we questioned him he answered nothing, but looked always proud. He is hanged, and his Gun broken.


‘Also, a man of my guard has been shot with a Gun, and though he will live, we are more alert.


‘Also . . .’


Also. The Defender put down his splayed pen and looked to where the Visitor stood outside the tent, unmoving, patient, a dark shape in the brown Endwife’s cloak against the growing thunderclouds.


Also. How could he be explained to the Protector? Fauconred drew out a fresh sheet, picked up a new pen. ‘Protector, I have found one sheltered by the Endwives, one neither male nor female, having no hair, who says he is not of the world but was made in the sky.’ He read it over, biting his lip. ‘I swear on my oaths to you and ours that it is true.’ The harder he swore, the more fantastical it sounded. ‘Perhaps,’ he began, and struck it out. It was not his place to perhaps about it. ‘He asks permission to come to the Protector. I know nothing to do but bring him to you.’ Defender, the old Endwife had said to him, I charge you as you shall ever need me or mine, let no harm come to him. He moved the pen above the paper in an agony of doubt. ‘I have promised him my protection. I hope . . .’ Struck out. ‘I know the Protector will honor my promise.’ And he signed it: ‘The Drumskin, Bannsweek, by my hand, the Defender Fauconred, your servant.’


He folded the letters separately, the ordinary and the preposterous, took wax, lit it in the lamp, and with his chin in his hand let the wax clot in bright crimson drops like blood on the fold of each. He pressed his ring, which showed a hand lifting a cup, into the glittering clots and watched them dry hard and perfect. He shook his head, and with a grunt pulled himself from his chair.


The Visitor still stood motionless, looking out over the gray evening heath. The wind had increased, and plucked at the brown cloak that the younger Endwife had wrapped him in; that was his disguise, for now, and Fauconred felt his sexlessness strongly seeing him in it.


‘The herdsmen have returned,’ the Visitor said.


‘Yes,’ said Fauconred.


They sat their ponies gracefully, wrapped to their eyes in dark windings that fluttered around them like bannerets. They moved the quick herd before them with flicks of long slim lashes and cries that, wind-borne, came up strangely enlarged to where Fauconred and the Visitor stood. Beyond, Old Watcher was lost in thick storm clouds that were moving over fast. The storm was the color of old iron, and trailed a skirt of rain; it was lit within by dull yellow lightnings. The roans and whites and painteds thundered before it, eyes panicky; the Drumskin’s thunder as they ran was answered by the storm’s drums, mocked by the chuckle of Fauconred’s tent-cloths rippling.


‘Beyond,’ said the Visitor, lifting his gentle voice against the noise. ‘Farther than Old Watcher. What’s there?’


‘The Outlands,’ said Fauconred. ‘Swamps, marshes, desolation.’


‘And beyond that?’


‘Beyond that? Nothing.’


‘How, nothing?’


‘The world has to end eventually,’ said Fauconred. ‘And so it does. They say there’s an edge, a lip. As on a tray, you know. And then nothing.’


‘There can’t be nothing,’ said the Visitor simply.


‘Well, it’s not the world,’ said Fauconred. He held out a lined palm. ‘The world is like this. Beyond the world is like beyond my hand. Nothing.’


The Visitor shook his head. Fauconred, with an impatient sigh, waved and shouted to a knot of red-jacketed horsemen below. One detached himself from the group and started up the long rise. Fauconred turned and ducked back inside his tent.


He returned with the two letters under his arm, peering into a tiny goatskin-bound book, licking a thick thumb to turn its fine figured pages. He found his place, and turned the book into the last light to read. The Visitor bent close to him to hear over the wind and the hooves. Carefully Fauconred made out words:


‘The world is founded on a pillar which is founded on the Deep.


‘Of the world, it is a great circle; its center is the lake island called the Hub and its margins are waste and desolate.


‘Of the pillar, it is of adamant. Its width is nearly the width of the world, and no man knows its length for it is founded on the Deep. The pillar supports the world like the arm and hand of an infinite Servant holding a platter up.’


He turned the page and with a finger held down its snapping corner. ‘The sky is the Deep above,’ he went on, ‘and as the Deep is heavy, so the sky is light. Each day the sun rises from the Deep, passes overhead, and falls again within the Deep; each night it passes under the Deep and hastens to the place where it arose. Between the world and the sun travel seven Wanderers, which likewise arise and descend into the Deep, but with an irregular motion . . .’


He closed the book. Up the rise came the red-jacketed man he had summoned. The rider pulled up, his horse snorted, and Fauconred took the bridle.


‘It’s possible,’ said the Visitor.


‘Possible?’ Fauconred shouted. ‘Possible?’ He handed up the two letters to the beardless redjacket. ‘To the Protector Redhand, at his father’s house, in the City.’


The wind had begun to scream. ‘Tell the Protector,’ Fauconred shouted over the wind’s voice. The boy leaned down to him. ‘Tell the Protector I bring him a . . . a visitor.’




[ 2 ]


There are seven windows in the Queen’s bedroom in the Citadel that is the center of the City that is on the lake island called the Hub in the middle of the world.


Two of the seven windows face the tower stones and are dark; two overlook inner courtyards; two face the complex lanes that wind between the high, blank-faced mansions of the Protectorate; and the seventh, facing the steep Street of Birdsellers and, beyond, a crack in the ring of mountains across the lake, is always filled at night with stars. When wind speaks in the mountains, it whispers in this window, and makes the fine brown bed hangings dance.


Because the Queen likes light to make love by, there is a tiny lamp lit within the bed hangings. Black Harrah, the Queen’s lover of old, dislikes the light; it makes him think as much of discovery as of love. But then, one is not the Queen’s lover solely at one’s own pleasure.


If there were now a discoverer near, say on the balcony over the double door, or in the curtained corridor that leads to the servants’ stairs, he would see the great bed, lit darkly from within. He would see the great, thick body of the Queen struggling impatiently against Black Harrah’s old lean one, and hear their cries rise and subside. He might, well-hidden, stay to watch them cease, separate, lie somnolent; might hear shameful things spoken, and later, if he has waited, hear them consider their realm’s affairs, these two, the Queen and her man, the Great Protector Black Harrah.


‘No, no,’ Black Harrah answers to some question.


‘I fear,’ says the Queen.


‘There are ascendancies,’ says Black Harrah sleepily. ‘Binding rules, oaths sworn. Fixed as stars.’


‘New stars are born. The Grays have found one.’


‘Please. One thing at a time.’


‘I fear Red Senlin.’


‘He is no new star. If ever a man were bound by oaths . . .’


‘He hates me.’


‘Yes,’ Harrah says.


‘He would be King.’


‘No.’


‘If he . . . ?’


‘I will kill him.’


‘If he kills you . . . ?’


‘My son will kill him. If his sons kill my son, my son’s sons will kill his. Enough?’


Silence. The watcher (for indeed he is there, on the balcony over the half-open double door, huddled into a black, watching pile, motionless) nods his head in tiny approving nods, wellpleased.


The Queen starts up, clutching the bedclothes around her.


‘What is it?’ Black Harrah asks.


‘A noise.’


‘Where?’


‘There. On the stair. Footsteps.’


‘No.’


‘Yes!’


Feet grow loud without. Shouts of the Queen’s guards, commands, clash of arms. Feet run. Suddenly, swinging like a monkey from the balcony, grasping handholds and dropping to the floor, the watcher, a tiny man all in black. Crying shrilly, he forces the great door shut and casts the bolt just as armed red-coated men approach without. The clash of the bolt is still echoing when armed fists pound from the other side:


‘Open! In the name of the Great Protector Red Senlin!’


The watcher now clings to the bolt as though his little arms could aid it and screams: ‘Leave! Go away! I order you!’


‘We seek the traitor Black Harrah, for imprisonment in the King’s name . . .’


‘Fool! Go! It is I who command you, I, your King, and as you truly owe me, leave!’


The noise without ceases for a moment. The King Little Black turns to the bed. Black Harrah is gone. The King’s wife stands upright on the bed, huge and naked.


‘Fly!’ the King screams. She stands unmoving, staring; then with a boom the door is hammered on with breaking tools. The Queen turns, takes up a cloak, and runs away down the servants’ corridor, her screaming maidservants after her. The door behind the King begins to crack.


Because the island City lies within a great deep cup, whose sides are mountains, dawn comes late there and evening early. And even when the high spires of the Citadel, which is at the top of the high-piled City, are touched with light filtering through the blue-green forests, and then the High City around it and then the old-fashioned mansions mostly shuttered are touched, and then the old inns and markets, and the narrow streets of the craftsmen, and then the winding water-stairs, piles, piers, ramparts, esplanades and wharfs – even then the still lake, which has no name, is black. Mist rises from its depths like chill breath, obscuring the flat surface so that it seems no lake but a hole pierced through the fabric of the world, and the shadowy, broad-nosed craft that ride its margins – and the City itself – seem suspended above the Deep.
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