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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.












Note


I owe a literary debt. This whole book grew from a passage in the travel-diary kept by Mrs Lindy McKinnel in the South of France in 1971.


“We arrived latish in the afternoon when it was again possible to look at the sun through the soft veil of cloud that shrouded it and rendered it pinky-red and harmless. The low scrub-covered hills of the Alpilles are of white Miocene limestone. This gives the region a patched and scarred look. I knew nothing of Les Baux’s turbulent history as we drove up the narrow valley with towering crags on either side. Far above, on the highest point of the highest hill, stood the castle of Les Baux. The barons of Les Baux, in the eleventh century, ruled over seventy-two towns and boroughs.


“From below it appeared a jumble of white ruins and white rocks, inextricably mixed. When we walked up the narrow winding cobbled street, with its tiny old stone houses and larger mansions of the wealthy, a sense of history, a will-o’-the-wisp began, for me, to become apparent. Permeating the ruins was a feeling of what I can only describe as ‘bloody trouble’. I could feel in my bones, feuds, war, murder, conspiracies and the lust for power. I could almost hear the shouts of the lookouts on the bastions and the roars of the inhabitants as they rained down death and destruction. I should not have liked to be alone in the place at night.


“The impression I had gained from below was completely justified – it was impossible to tell where the ruins ended and the rocks began; just one huge jumble of terraces and pits, walls, steps and towers. Those rocks were a dazzling white, pitted and weathered into the most fantastic shapes like honeycombs. They looked as soft as butter, but I rubbed them with my fingers, and only a little chalky dust was apparent.


“ ‘A good place to do yourself in,’ commented an American tourist as we peered gingerly over the brink to see the cliff dropping away vertically for hundreds of feet. Provence was spread out before us – little fields filled with rows of olive trees, aged and gnarled, the soil reddish in places, the flat plain stretching as far as the eye could see towards the Camargue and the Mediterranean.


“The place was full of cats. They did not obtrude on one’s consciousness – cats seldom do – black cats, white cats, tabby cats, tortoiseshell cats, ginger cats and even tiny kittens peering terrified but transfixed under the bottom of a heavy studded door watching the world of legs and feet, boots and shoes tramping and stamping past. When I tried to stroke them, they turned tail and fled. The grown cats sat, erect or curled up, immutable, disinterested, in corners and on windowsills enjoying the sunshine but somehow embodying Les Baux’s past spirit of independence and cloaked malevolence.”


Robert Westall


October 1983









1


It was night in the Palace.


The boy was eating with his father the Duke. It wasn’t cheerful. The black stone walls were hung with tapestries that swayed in the draughts, so that the woven figures seemed alive as the boy watched them out of the corner of his eye. They had cruel stupid faces, twisted noses, piggy eyes and jaws like wolves.


When the boy was happy, he could see the faces weren’t really cruel. The weaver had just been a rotten artist. But tonight they looked diabolical. So much killing and dying. The boar twisting under the hunter’s spear, shedding drops of blood as big as pears. The slain warrior, forever falling, grimacing. Even the tiny peasants who filled the corners glanced over their shoulders from their ploughing with sly hating looks.


The boy sat at the bottom of the table, far away from his father. Father didn’t talk much these days; brought great leather books to meals and pored over them, mumbling about money, money, always money. Eating so clumsily that the boy watched stain after stain spattering his once-fine robe.


The boy would rather have eaten anywhere else. In the guardroom, where the soldiers told increasingly filthy stories, shouting betweentimes that they were not fit for royal ears. In the kitchens, where there was always a cold chicken-leg and a turnspit-stool by the enormous fire. Even with the ageing ladies-in-waiting who would now wait for ever, talking incessantly of the good old days when the Duchess was alive, and making incessant stealthy trips to the wine-bottles on the side-tables. Until, in the end, they would clutch the boy’s head to their ample or skinny bosoms (so he could smell stale clothing and winey breath) and call him ‘poor child’.


But now he was twelve, he must eat in state, fumbling with knobbly gold knives and spoons that seemed made for giants. Besides, all the good warm friendly places in the Palace had gone cold recently. When he entered the guardroom, the soldiers fell silent. The cooks still gave him chicken-legs, but they gave him odd unreadable glances as well. When a lady-in-waiting called him ‘poor child’ now, the others silenced her with slight shakes of the head. And the people he met in corridors bobbed abruptly and hurried past.


Just like when Mother was dying.


Everything cried out danger. Dukes should sense danger before other men; that’s how Dukes survived. But Father, at the far end of the table, slurped and mumbled on, sensing no danger at all …


There were two other living creatures in the room. The royal bouteiller carving the joint, and Sehtek, the royal cat. Sehtek, friendlier than any human. When he felt rotten, he would bury his face in her fur. She smelt of dust and clean washing and deep inside, like the sea far off, he could hear her purr. She was golden, with golden eyes, and far too big to pick up.


She looked bigger than ever tonight, sitting by the fire. Hunched, fur all standing up on end with the firelight glowing through it. He could tell she wasn’t purring, just by looking at her. She’d sat thus, the night his mother died. It always meant something terrible; it made the boy’s stomach curl up, so he could hardly eat. What danger was coming? Was it coming across the red plain below the city walls? Already inside the city, in the alleys between the tall stone houses? In the Palace itself? So much whispering …


He listened; heard nothing. The black walls were too thick. Far, far away, his father muttered, and crossed out a whole line in the leather ledger. The bouteiller went on carving meat.


Then the bouteiller stretched both arms above his head, as if his shoulders ached, both hands clenched around the long carving knife. The boy pursed his lips at such ill-manners, but the Duke did not notice.


Then the bouteiller’s arms descended, plunging the carving knife, still dripping fat, deep into the Duke’s neck.


The Duke fell forward without a word. Only knocking over a goblet that rolled down the table, spilling wine, and fell with a clang on the floor.


The bouteiller pulled out the knife with a sucking noise, and walked down the table towards the boy.


The boy couldn’t move; just sat.


But Sehtek moved; streaked like flowing gold between the bouteiller’s legs, so he crashed full-length and his knife went skittering away across the floor-slabs. The boy leapt up and away round the table. The bouteiller got up slowly, retrieved his knife and came after him again.


The boy’s legs stopped working. He stared at the bloody, greasy knife hanging above him and shut his eyes, waiting for pain to thrust down into his heart.


Instead, the bouteiller screamed.


The boy opened his eyes. Why was the bouteiller wearing a great fur hat, with straps down over his eyes?


Then the hat moved, and fine red lines drew themselves across the bouteiller’s cheeks. The hat was Sehtek, ears flat against her skull, golden eyes glaring wild.


Blindly, the bouteiller lunged upwards with his knife. Now there was blood on the golden fur too.


At last, the boy could move. His father’s death was unreal, a nightmare; his own death too. But Sehtek’s hurt was real. He grabbed the first thing his hand found on the table and jabbed with all his strength; a two-pronged carving fork. He didn’t expect it to go through the bouteiller’s leather, but it did. The bouteiller squealed, pulled away and reeled down the table, knocking over chair after chair, Sehtek still riding his head. Then he fell again, with a massive splintering of wood.


Sehtek sniffed the bouteiller’s face carefully. When she walked away, the boy knew the man was dead.


His father dead; the bouteiller dead; it was all too queer to bear. He looked at his own hands; sticky red gloves holding the two-tined carving-fork …


Hammering on the door; shouting. The bouteiller must have bolted it beforehand, so he wouldn’t be disturbed. The boy tottered across to unbolt it and let them in …


Then Sehtek called, warningly. And he realised the voices outside were shouting the wrong sort of thing. They weren’t asking if the Duke was all right. They were asking the bouteiller if he was all right, and if the job was done. They weren’t nice voices.


Somebody shouted for an axe to break down the door. An axe was brought. The tip of its blade appeared through the door-panel with the first booming stroke.


Sehtek called again, urgently; standing by the open window, urging him to come. He ran to her, and looked down. The Palace was built on the edge of a cliff; below a narrow ledge was a sheer drop into the dark.


Sehtek jumped out on to that narrow ledge, urging him to follow. But even with the axe behind, he didn’t dare.


She leapt back on to the windowsill, and stared at him. The pupils of her eyes got bigger and bigger, till they filled the whole world. Then she took his mind and he was no longer a boy, but her kitten.


He looked back into the room, and saw it with kitten-eyes, Sehtek’s eyes. Everything was grey, except those things that were red. The rivulet of blood, winding down the table from the dead Duke, making islands of the golden dishes. The spreading stain where the bouteiller lay. The pear-shapes of blood on the tapestry, around the dying boar. Red, red, red. Redder than red. And the smell of blood and roasted meat were a quivering excitement. And the tapestries moving in the draughts were a wild enchantment. And the shining axe-tip, appearing and disappearing through the door … and the white chips of wood, bouncing and rolling … catch … pounce.


But Sehtek called again, and this time he followed her. The ledge seemed wider now, and the drop into the dark nothing. He leapt. And since he was small and nimble, landed safely. And he followed Sehtek along the catwalks. Along the tops of walls they went; down vines and trellises, clinging to the sides of houses. Through drains and over the moon-dreaming rooftops, among the very spires. Sehtek had so taken his mind that the catwalk seemed the only sensible road. And the streets below were lamplit canyons, where alien giants walked upright. Like any cat, he had no fear of falling.


Back at the Palace, the door collapsed. The bouteiller’s friends burst in. They looked nervously at the Duke, but he didn’t leap up and curse them. The rest of the room seemed empty. They called the bouteiller’s name, while the candles flickered. Then they found him, a splintered gilded chair-leg jutting upwards through his back. They turned him over, and saw what Sehtek had done to his face. At last one said, “The cats knew …”


And even they crossed themselves. Even Little Paul, their leader …


For the cats of that city were an old legend.


No man could have noticed Sehtek, as she led the boy to the Mausoleum in the depths of the city. She went softer than black velvet falling in darkness; softer than cobwebs blowing in the night-wind. She could have hidden in a goblet of shadow.


But the whole city, unwitting, felt the vibrations of her rage and shock. Men by their firesides crossed and recrossed their legs, stretched and yawned and rubbed their shoulders, unable to get comfortable. Then went to fetch a drink. Their wives snapped at them for leaving the door open. But when they’d fetched wine, they left it at their elbows, undrunk. Wives fussed with fires already burning comfortably, blackening them with unneeded coals; picked up embroideries and threw them down again, complaining that the rushlight strained their eyes. Happily-married couples quarrelled suddenly, about nothing. Apologised, saying that the wind was in the wrong quarter. Then quarrelled again.


The ordinary cats prowled the rooms, miaowing to be let out, and immediately miaowing to be let back in; clawed the draperies and got thrown out for good. Outside, they wandered in black, back-twitching misery; not even knowing what was wrong. Meeting on rooftops they bickered so hideously that people flung open windows and drenched them with water.


Only a few, the brightest, were drawn to the Mausoleum.


But the Miw knew what was wrong. Nobody ever mistook a Miw for an ordinary cat. They were twice the size. Just to stroke a Miw (and they weren’t averse to being stroked) was to know the difference. Their bones were brutally heavy, and their muscles thick as cream. When they chose to sit on people’s knees, people were glad when they got off again. Too heavy for comfortable breathing; they lay heavy on the soul too; men felt less the masters of their own fate.


All Miw were golden. Even the black Miw, the Matagots whose constant fight against the dark powers had stained them black from ear to tail, were gold beneath their black guard-hairs. Miw were forbidden to mate with other cats. Mating with Wildcats in the Former Days had produced the tabbies, blacks and greys – the Weaker Brethren who took so much looking after.


Miw never foraged for rotten fishskin in the middens. They sat on men’s tables, eating the choicest morsels offered. They belonged to no household, came and went as they chose. But they were welcome, even if they left the best cushions thick with golden hair. A bracelet of plaited Miw-hair brought good luck and easy childbirth. A contented Miw kept the whole house happy. Wives became sweet-tongued and quick to bed. Children were thoroughly washed, but never beaten … Besides, Miw were courteous – never clawed hangings or fouled the rushes or outstayed their welcome.


The moment Sehtek began to transmit her rage, every Miw knew who was sending. Where she was; where she was going. They were summoned; none thought of disobeying. For she would not stop that nerve-twitching agony until every living Miw was with her.


Mostly, they just went to the door, and courteously asked to be out. Some, alas, were caught in empty rooms. One leapt to the top of the bed-hangings and clawed his way out through the ceiling. Others climbed the intricate warrens of chimneys, sending down sooty swarms of squawking starlings that terrified families sitting at supper. Two ascended chimneys in which fires were actually burning. One died, halfway up; his massive bones were brought down by the chimney sweep’s brush the following spring. Others leapt through windows of horn, oiled parchment and glass, ignoring their cuts and bruises. One she-Miw, spreading her plumed legs and tail, fell seventy feet to the rocky slope below the city wall. Then got back into the city up a stinking privy-outlet, terrifying the straining man squatting on the privy. She was not the last to arrive. Later, mere men swore that all these happenings were portents of the death of the Duke.


None knew why Sehtek was summoning; there was just the feeling of a golden thunderstorm with claws for lightning. And the endless repetition of the lament from the Former Days.




“You have lain too long by the winter fires,


You have basked too long in the arms of the sun.”





Amon met his half-brother Smerdis, as they crossed the grass-grown top of a triumphal arch that spanned the street. They touched noses, but didn’t sniff backsides. Smerdis was two years heavier and more solemn than Amon.


“Again?” sent Amon, as another burst of Sehtek-rage hit them. He was afraid his back-muscles might twitch, and his brother notice.


“Goddess in-her,” sent Smerdis, reprovingly


“She-goddess, goddess, all this cold weather!”


“Miw not-listen her. Miw turn-backs. Now, great-evil.” Smerdis’s sending-images were as small and neat as ever, but nearly overwhelmed by the Sehtek-storm.


They trotted in single file along a sagging lead gutter, and looked in through a shattered window of the Mausoleum.


It was the funeral-place of the Dukes. Built by a grateful people, regardless of expense. An architect had come from Italy; built a thick-walled octagon with vast copper dome, and doors twelve feet high, to admit the black-and-gold hearse with its plumed horses and black-and-gold footmen balanced precariously on top.


Inside, black marble columns stretched from floor to ceiling. The black marble coffins were stacked six-high, each telling, in fine Roman lettering, its Duke’s ferocity in war, magnanimity in peace, loving fatherhood, mercy on orphans, thirst for justice … Each coffin sang the praises of its occupant more fully than the last. The lettering got smaller and smaller, to the point of illegibility.


The domed ceiling was painted with the puffy white clouds and pink cherubs of Heaven. The floor was tiled with great glowing patterns by a dark man from Muslim lands. The Mausoleum was thrown open every day to the people, so they could pay their respects, and see what they paid their taxes for.


Few came. It was dark inside, and nobody could read Latin. Eventually, when the last coffin-shelf was filled, the custodians got tired of the sound of dust gathering; one could make more money selling cloth in the market … The bronze doors were fastened with an iron chain and padlock. The padlock rusted. When some city historian finally wanted it opened, the key would not turn. No man had been inside since.


Such pomp, wealth and death gathered in one place grew oppressive. Nobody wanted to live next door. The houses on each side fell vacant; vacancy spread like dry rot. The whole street fell empty. Small boys dared each other to run along it after dark. To prove they’d done so, they scribbled on the bronze doors and broke windows; mice and beetles, birds and bats moved in.


Eventually, a young and wandering Miw discovered it. Eyed with horror the mice and beetles, the cracked ceiling of Heaven where the bats hung in rows. There was no respect! For several of the Dukes really had been great warriors and catfriend.


The Miw began meeting in that place, on rainy days in winter, to hold their parliaments. That was the end of the mice and beetles. And the Miw invited the owls, who are wing-Miw and catfriend, to nest there respectfully, without owl-pellets and droppings. That was the end of the birds and bats. The place suffered no further insult, except that damp lifted the tiles and young Miw, in their unfu-time, played mad games swerving round and round the octagon, sending the floor-tiles skittering to break in fragments against the black marble walls. But they were punished, if they were caught.


The Miw liked pomp and power and death. They worshipped daily the dead Dukes who had been catfriend. Miw are not afraid of death; it is shown them as kittens, immediately after they are shown birth. No Miw minded dying providing it was timely or fruitful and he had a safe dark place to die, with one friend to lick him comfort. Many of the greatest Miw, especially Matagots, were permitted to die in the Mausoleum, on the higher shelves. Their crouched dried-up presence was a comfort; the living Miw felt blessed by their hollow, shadowed eyes …


Most of the Miw were already gathered. From high up, sitting in their radiating pattern, they looked like the gold beads of the Mother’s necklace. Sehtek sat in the centre, still occasionally sending, but tending her wounded shoulder with a pink tongue betweentimes. The rest crouched low, ears back, resentfully bearing at close range her incessant battering.


There were a few Brethren in one corner. Nibblefur and her grandsons. The grandsons were notorious; huge, for Brethren; huge enough to make even a Miw steady his nerves and his ears as he walked past. Black, with the tattered ears of many an unjust quarrel. Their coats shone greasily from the best of chicken-offal. They lived on the fat of the gutter, terrorising other Brethren out of what they’d found.


They were difficult to tell apart, but not impossible. Ripfur showed the brownness of middle-age round nose and paws; in sunlight, his fur looked all brown, with the ghosts of tabby stripes showing. Tornear was true black, except for five white hairs under his chin, which he held his head down to conceal. Gristle-tongue was fattest by far; the fool of the family, but the dirtiest fighter.


Their mother, Nibblefur, also had an evil reputation, but only for her thoughts. She had moused-out some unpleasantness about every cat in the city, and shared her knowledge generously. From the follies of her youth she had descendants in every part, though most had settled in the surrounding villages to escape her wise-sendings. She spent most of her life in slow journeys round those villages. She too had been black, but age had silvered her nose and ears.


There had been a brisk exchange of sendings between Sehtek and Nibblefur. Nibblefur was reduced to a fit of nervous coughing; crouching close to the floor with her neck outstretched, she sounded as if she was trying to blow the contents of her stomach out through her lungs. But she held her ground, leaning against Ripfur for support.


But the strangest thing lay in another corner. To the human eye, the boy would have borne a grotesque resemblance to a cat. He crouched on his elbows, legs drawn up beneath him, hands clenched to resemble paws. Head down, eyes closed, he seemed to doze.


But to the Miw, he was all too human.


“Why-bring man here? Unfu!”


“Unfu! Unfu! Unfu!”


Sehtek shifted uncomfortably. “Not-man; only small-minnen.”


“Minnen also forbidden.”


Twitching at the disharmony, Amon and Smerdis dropped down inside, leaping from one dusty-bellied, trumpet-blowing statue to another.


Sehtek glared balefully. “Last-come. Now …” And she fed into their assembled minds the murder of the Duke. The Miw kept perfectly still. Only the flicking of their eyes, a sudden tensing of a paw showed their excitement as the Duke fell forward again and the blood flowed red, red, down the table. The boy showed the same eye-and-paw movements, watching his father’s death with the same passionless fascination.


Finally, the bouteiller staggered and died.


“Well-moused!” sent the Miw, cool breath sighing from a thousand nostrils. Some asked to have the scene again. Sehtek refused.


Silence and stillness for fifty breaths.


“Well?” asked Sehtek. “WELL?”


Smerdis rose, twisting his tail into a question-mark. “Not our quarrel. This Duke was not-catfriend.” Little dartings of agreement from the Miw.


“NOT-CATFRIEND?” Sehtek’s rage blasted every ear in the Mausoleum flat. “I will show you not-catfriend.”


She built a vision of another walled city, within the loop of a river. Towers and unknown pennants flapping in the sunlight. Out from the gate wound a procession. Halberdiers in red, then choirboys singing sweet and shrill; priests, swinging censers of scented smoke at the crowds lining the route. Then men carrying torches that sent ragged towers of smoke into the clean morning air. Then the chief magistrate, also in robes of red, red. Lastly, twelve men carrying strong baskets.


In the baskets were Brethren. Some poked out desperate paws, at the hands of the men carrying the baskets; but the men wore thick leather gloves. Others gnawed without hope at the thick wood of their cages. Others lay still, as if already dead.


The procession wound at last, after many hymns, to a great iron basket on an iron stake. Beneath, logs had been piled. A ladder was set up …


Now, even those Brethren who had lain still began to struggle. Uselessly. One by one they were passed up and put into the iron basket; where they lay heaped on each other, and yet still in harmony.


After a priest had said a prayer, the magistrate stepped forward, and took a torch. When the cats saw the flames, they began to struggle and step on each other; but still they did not hurt each other. Then, with a fine flourish, and a roar from the crowd, he thrust his torch down among the logs.


Flames rose. At last the Brethren began to fight, and claw each other hideously to escape the flames. The crowd roared again, to see the Devil revealed in them, in all his hate and rage …


It was a long time before the last paw ceased to move, and the merciful flames hid all.


“It is a great pity the Mother made men,” sent Smerdis.


“Where is that city?” asked the Miw; a sending so awful the very stones seemed to crack.


“Mainz, in High Germany,” sent Sehtek. “The Bishop of Mainz was not catfriend. My sister of Germany sent him a gift of rats, and he died of the swelling-sickness. They not so merry in Mainz now.”


But that did not satisfy the Miw. Red roses of rage blossomed in their minds … memories of the Former Days … Brethren whipped to death for sport; walled up in the foundations of houses for luck; thrown from the tops of newly-built towers to make them impregnable; garlanded with flowers and ploughed into the fields to nourish the corn.


“There is a little lost-magic left in the Brethren,” sent Smerdis. “Men squeeze it from them, like wine from grapes.”


Sehtek drew herself up. “Now say this Duke was not-catfriend!”


There was a blessed darkness, and a great shuddering stillness.


“Kill,” sent the Miw. “Kill, kill, kill.” Their sendings were dull with misery.


“There is a better-way.” Sehtek built another vision. Inside a grey cathedral, other choristers sang evensong by the light of clustered, melting candles. Far above, in the shadowed galleries, a golden Miw leapt from pinnacle to pinnacle. Then climbed down a steepled gilded throne, on to the knee of a cardinal who sat there massive, ponderous of jowl. She coiled round on his scarlet lap, then settled, purring, nose inside tail. The choristers burst into a new tune.


“Do they sing the Magnifi-cat?” asked Smerdis. There was the faintest flicker of amusement from the Miw.


The song ended; the choristers departed. The Cardinal picked up his Miw and carried it to another room. They ate from the same rich table, the Miw taking pieces from the man’s very lips.


Till a red-bearded man burst in. Stood astride, hands on hips. Asked to sit, he would not; he strode about, stared out of the window, whistled a tune, roared with rage one minute and laughed the next, and the laughing was worst.


“Unfu!” sent the Miw, backs rising. “Unfu!”


“Wait.”


The Cardinal took the Miw in his arms, stroking her from head to flicking tail-tip with long movements of his ring-clustered hand. And the Miw soothed the Cardinal, and the Cardinal’s slow words soothed the wild man, and again there was harmony of sorts.


“That is my sister of England. The unfu is Henry and the red-priest, Wolsey. They do not burn Brethren in England. Miw rules man through man. And we have the next Duke …”


The Miw looked afresh at the minnen dozing in the corner. He opened his eyes, took one terrified look round and burst into chaotic grief.


Dreadful. Even at her worst, Sehtek never lost control of her mind; it still fitted into the minds of the other Miw, though it strained them to bursting. But this minnen’s grief was like wolf-jaw and swords and tombs sinking into swamps and dying not one death but many, over and over. Never had the Miw so suffered. Every ear was skull-flattened; backs twitched like a sackful of rats.


It was not to be borne. One by one the Miw walked across to the writhing minnen, lying first beside him, then on top till he seemed covered with a great golden robe. His sobs ceased, his limbs stopped twitching and he slept, far from any pain. There was even a small smile on lips nearly buried in fur. They had taken his mind; for good.


“Keep-safe, here?”


“Teach kitwise?”


“Feed mice-beetles-birds?”


Decided, the Miw rose and stretched to go.


“One-thing remaining,” sent Sehtek. Her mind was fading from weariness and the pain in her shoulder. Again, her pink tongue explored it. But she was still Royal Miw. The others resettled.


“Horse must be told!”


A cold shock of horror filled the Mausoleum. “Horse? Surely it has not come to that?”


“Not-speak Horse in our memory.”


“Not in many-memories.” Pink roses of questions bloomed everywhere. There was something terrible, irrevocable in horse having to be told.


“Horse has forgotten us.” All the minds pushed against Sehtek. She began to rock, wearily; but she held them.


“Horse must be told.”


“Why?”


“Old-custom. Horse ancient-catfriend. Horse is entitled … we may need …”


“Horse may have gone … no longer where he ran.”


“Horse is. Can-feel. Who will go?”


Silence fell. Horse lived unthinkably far … outside the city walls. Horse was a tale to frighten kittens with, by winterfires. The silence deepened. All except in Amon’s mind. He was busy asking Smerdis what all the fuss was about. He had lived all winter with a horse. Warm. Drystraw. Too late, Amon realised he alone was sending, and stopped.


“Who will tell Horse?”


Miw at the edge of the group began drifting out on to the catwalks. Those in the middle, imperceptibly, without unseemly haste, began to follow.


“Wait!” But the drift continued.


“Let Amon go,” sent someone, “since he knows so much about horses.” And in the glimmer of a whisker, Amon and Sehtek found themselves alone.


Except for Nibblefur and grandsons in the corner. “Why yellow-cat go tell horse? Why always yellowcat? Us good-as yellowcat.”


Sehtek turned the remnants of her glare on Nibblefur. It was as well she was fading. Her glare, when the goddess was in-her, had been known to make a she-Miw drop her litter of kittens prematurely.


The four black cats, hunched together, spat defiantly. Nibblefur developed another coughing-fit. But they didn’t flee. “Brethren good-as yellowcat,” repeated Nibblefur faintly. “Has this yellowcat ever been outside city? Not-know how get-back home. Not-know enough to come in out of rain. We been outside city. Many times.”


Sehtek closed her eyes in contempt. “You too-old catch-mice.”


“Ripfur go. Tornear go. Tell yellowcat when come in out of rain.”


Sehtek’s eyes remained closed. But from the stirrings in her mind, like mice among straw, Amon could tell she was considering. Finally, she blinked agreement. “Ripfur meet Amon city-gate, next Re-rising.”


Ripfur and Tornear rose and stretched with pleasure, extending claws and dislodging several loose tiles. Their arrogant purring filled the place.


“Hard luck, fat-brother!”


“Fat-brother stay here, keep eye on city.” Both black toms thought this an enormous joke. But Gristletongue didn’t see it; he was taking them seriously, already casting a proprietorial eye round the Mausoleum.


“Where horse?” sent Nibblefur.


“No-tell you. Amon will know. Go!”


Purring insufferably, the black cats went. Sehtek turned to Amon, sending very softly. He had to put his jowl against hers to receive at all.


“When leave, keep Re on your left-ear. In your eyes at noon. On your right-ear at Resetting. Six days Miw-walk. Walk – not run. Hunt at dusk – not get hungry. Clean between pads – not get sore-paw. Be nimble – Horse is faster than dream. Listen with your paws and see with your ears. Quick-dodge. If Horse is running, he will not heed – will kill. Hide till Horse eats, then Horse will heed. Horse quick-run – slow-think – quick-frighten. But not unfu. Tell Horse all.


“What if two horses? Which tell?”


There was a quivering in Sehtek’s mind that might have been laughter in a lesser Miw. “Each Miw separate. Horse is one. Now go sleep.”


Her eyes closed. Amon left, with a last look at the dreaming, smiling Duke.


Re’s disc was already rising as he left the Mausoleum; rising behind spire and dome, melting them with its brilliance into black cages. Coating every roof-slab with a light like blood.


The cobbles below were new-washed with dew. Fine smells rose from the city’s gardens: lavender and valerian, catmint and stale water in vases. But for once, Amon couldn’t enjoy them.


Smerdis was waiting, crouched, filling in time praying to Re. Smerdis prayed a lot, even in the Mausoleum for the dead Dukes who had been catfriend.


Amon just stood; he’d never felt less like praying for men, living or dead. His strong gold limbs still trembled from the memory of Mainz.


Smerdis finally opened his eyes and unfolded his legs. “Why not-pray Re?”


“Men,” sent Amon, bitterly.


“Must pray for men, or all go unfu!”


“What wrong with men?”


Smerdis blinked thoughtfully. “I think – is way men walk.”


“Walk?”


“Miw walk on hindlegs sometimes – to fight – see over walls. Man walk on hindlegs all-times. Man’s back hurt all-times; make him angry all-times. Man’s spine grows stiff – cannot see behind himself – nor lick own back. Man’s head too far from earth – cannot smell properly – hear properly. Cannot see what he is walking on – at night cannot see at all.


“So man live in his mind. Thinks mind can change all-things. If Re shines, man wants rain. If it rains, he wants Re-shine. If night, he wants day. If day, he wants night. Man thinks other-time, other-place always better. Each man wants whole world. Only one world so … unfu.”


Smerdis sighed deeply through his nostrils, so that his cool breath stirred Amon’s fur.


Amon sent, “City happy – men not unfu-here.”


“Miw-here. Now Duke dead – happy how-long?”


Amon closed his eyes in anguish. Smerdis nosed him gently.


“Not-worry – Re shine now – be-happy. Tomorrow – go tell horse.”


But for all his wise-sending, Smerdis walked away with his own tail drooping.


Back in the Mausoleum, Sehtek seemed to doze; but tiny ear-movements showed she was still awake. In her mind was the image of a pair of golden scales; in these she weighed everything that had happened, against the feather of Maat, the feather of truth. Why hadn’t she stopped them killing the Duke?


Suddenly, her eyes shot open, and her ears flew every-which-way. Into the darkness of her mind, a sending had flamed like a shooting-star. Only for an instant, then gone. She searched back to trace it. It had been sent by a Matagot; Matagot-sends were quite different. It had been sent from very far away. And it had been a send of pure glee. Some Matagot had found something he had been looking for for a long, long time. She felt out delicately, to her furthest limits, trying to locate the Matagot. But he was no longer sending. Or else only his first moment of glee had been strong enough to get through …


Sehtek closed her eyes again.


Her last thought was that the send had come from the south.
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Far south, Cam shouldered his pack and disembarked.


He avoided the waterfront taverns. Fishermen could mend their own gear. Even if they needed your help, they always tried to pay you in fish.


He walked up the cobbled hill. More like a cobbled tunnel; the wooden houses leaned together overhead, leaving only a long blue rag of sky. Signs hung above the shops. The gilt balls of the moneylenders, the great gilt scissors of the tailors, the red-and-white poles of the barbers, signifying blood and bandages. The wooden boot of the cordwainers, the shields of the armourers …


Not much lacking in this town.


Cam eyed the open sewer running down the middle of the street, reflecting the blue rag of sky among floating islands of the town’s filth. There could be profit in sewers … Like the new one at Marseilles that dumped every turd in town on the Mayor’s doorstep whenever it rained. It only needed deepening in one place and then worked perfectly. But it had taken Cam to spot that, and he’d walked away with three gold pieces. Cam lived off other men’s stupidity. There was plenty of it about …


But the people of Marseilles had called him young wizard. He hadn’t liked that. The Church had a quick fiery end for wizards; and the man who accused the wizard got the three gold pieces … Cam left Marseilles quick; even left the Mayor’s fine supper lying on his table.


He wasn’t a wizard. He simply understood how the world fitted together; how axe joined handle, stream flowed from hill, rock broke wave.


Anyone could do that, who wasn’t stupid.


Anyway, this town’s sewer was flowing nicely. Dumping dead dogs and rotting oranges into the harbour with every shower of rain.


As he climbed uphill he felt like a salmon, swimming against a torrent of men’s shoulders, and eyes. The shoulders pushed you outwards towards the sewer. Everybody wanted to walk next to the houses. Because chambermaids emptied chamberpots straight into the sewer from the upstairs windows. The more courteous shouted ‘gardez loo’ first, but most didn’t bother.


But people’s eyes were worse; every eye scanned him because he was a stranger, always a stranger. One day people’s eyes would wear him away to a ghost. Seaports weren’t as bad as inland towns but … He was glad of his big boots and black leather jerkin. The boots made a reassuring clumping. The jerkin, set with metal plates like pennies, clinked cheerfully and made him look broader than he was. A soldier’s jerkin; payment of a debt. It made him look a fighting man, which he wasn’t. More trouble … but he kept it.


The taverns of the climbing street were useless. Clay floors strewn with rushes under which lay fossilised layers of ancient beer, grease, bones, spittle, excrement of cat and dog. Rooms full of eyes, sharper than the eyes of the street. In one door a girl stood. As Cam passed she let her rags slip, revealing a shallow white breast already wrinkled with hunger.


You’d lose money, not make it, in a place like that.


But, at the top of the street, the Fleur-de-Lys looked better. The green bush over the door was unwithered. The stone flags carried muddy footprints, but only today’s.


His kind of place. Velvet knees rubbing against brown scarred ones. Furred shoulders rubbing leather. Gesturing hands wearing gold rings … The prospering men of the town, pretending to be still one with the common people. Keeping their ears to the ground.


The problems of the rich interested Cam. Gold.


He ordered the smallest measure of wine and paid in coppers. Never show gold in public. Then he slumped down in a corner, glowering at the toes of his boots, the perfect picture of a youth crossed in love; only an idiot accosts a youth crossed in love. …


Cam attracted company when he smiled. He didn’t want company now; he was listening.


His glower worked; a formidable glower. He had dark skin, long greasy hair, black eyebrows peaked like tents and the promising ghost of a moustache. Glowering, he looked twenty. Hair washed, blue eyes smiling, he looked a child and the landlord would have thrown him out. He was eighteen; tall but not yet broad.


Head down, he let his ears rove the room. Who had a problem? A cart that wouldn’t run straight? A spotty daughter? A dry farm, needing a new well? (He smiled slightly, remembering the twitch of the divining-rod between his hands.) He could solve anything. But if he looked too young, nobody took him seriously …


Two men on his right, grumbling about the price of leather. Cam knew leather was cheap round Bézieres; too many cattle had died in the hard winter. But Bézieres was too far away; nobody would pay for that news.


The group on his left was sniggering wearily about nuns …


At that point he became aware of being watched; felt eyes rest on him, run up and down his jerkin, boots and hair.


Only when the eyes moved away did he turn and look.


A barrel-chested man with arms thick as horses’ legs, hairy, veined and rippling. Soot in every pore of his face, every wrinkle of his forehead. Hairy nostrils like charcoal-pits and thumbs burnt blue.


A blacksmith; but no ordinary blacksmith. Thick scarred gold ring on his right hand; he must wear it while he worked. He could afford to ruin a big gold ring. Boots of fine leather, also marred by his trade. Some blacksmith! His table was covered with wine-bottles and he wasn’t drunk at all.


Important man, for a blacksmith. When he made a loud-voiced joke, people laughed to the far corners of the room. They kept an ear cocked for his voice, even when they were talking among themselves.


The smith, on the other hand, kept his eye cocked on the door. Hailed everybody he knew; seemed to know everyone except Cam. The people he hailed came across, had a drink. The blacksmith gripped their shoulders with his iron grip; slapped them painfully on the back. People winced, but kept smiling. The blacksmith agreed to shoe horses, temper swords. Tomorrow, next week. Never today. So how did he earn the kind of money he was spending on wine?


Was he trying to buy friendship? But he was popular. People were flattered to drink with him. At least, they kept smiling …


The smith asked every newcomer the same questions. Where’d he been? Who’d he seen? In Roquevair and Brignolles, Avignon and Nimes?


But no sooner were these questions answered than the blacksmith was pushing his guest back on his feet with that huge hand. Couldn’t get rid of him quick enough. And always with his eyes on the door, especially for younger men …


The smith oppressed Cam. Why was he so restless? He looked like he feared neither man nor beast; but he had the whole tavern in a twitch. Cam couldn’t hear half the things people were saying; and had a sudden gloomy conviction that no rich man’s problem would come his way that night. Would he have to sing for his supper? He had a voice and good new songs. But after he sang, things happened. Trouble with the landlord’s wife, if he stayed the night; trouble with men outside if he didn’t.


Cam’s glower became real. What a pointless life he led, walking round the world wearing out boots. Living hand-to-mouth. Writing letters for idiots who couldn’t write to send to idiots who couldn’t read. What was he looking for?


He’d go home to England; but they’d make him marry. He’d go back to the university of Paris; but monks smelled like old women under their black skirts; and sooner or later he’d ask some question, pull some trick that would get him called wizard again.


He wasn’t really looking for anything. It was just that if he stopped more than a week anywhere, he got bored …


He must have brooded a long time. A growing silence broke in on him finally. The young drinkers had remembered a better inn; the older ones their wives and supper. They were all jamming in the doorway, swearing eternal winy friendship. Night showed in at the windows. The fire grew brighter as shadows filled the room. A girl brought two candles and began clearing pots off tables. Sloosh and rattle of washing-up from the kitchen.


It was too late even to sing for his supper. Should he spend one of his last pennies for a sleeping-place among the rushes, or walk out under the new stars?


He looked towards the middle of the room.


The blacksmith was still there; silent now. Hunched; the firelight running red down one side of his pitted face, making him look like a new moon.


The smith had been silent some time. Was that why the inn had emptied?


Don’t be stupid.


But there was a deep-breathing contentment in the blacksmith’s stillness. Like a spider that’s caught its fly.


Stupid …


But unease seized Cam. He snatched up his pack, intending to leave with the tail-end of the revellers.


The smith turned and looked at him. Now the firelight ran thinly down each side of the smith’s head, outlining his ears, but leaving his face blank.


“Wine?” asked the smith courteously. He was between Cam and the door, and his arms looked long enough to reach the corners of the room.


The voices from the kitchen were very distant.


Cam willed himself to walk towards the man. At the last moment he would refuse the wine and be past. He could run faster; the man was heavy. Cam’s eyes picked out the quickest path to the door, through the clutter of benches …


But before he even reached the smith, the man leaned out and took him by the wrist and forced him down to the table; at the same time pouring wine steadily with the other hand.


Now Cam knew who the blacksmith had been looking for …


“Supper, landlord!” The way the landlord came running, Cam could tell he was the blacksmith’s man. That this scene had been played out before, many times.


Supper was a bowl of roasted chestnuts, smelling delicious.


“Drink up,” said the smith. He released Cam’s arm and drew a knife. Placed the first chestnut on the table; cracked it with the knife’s hilt and handed it to Cam.


Cam chewed and drank somehow, watching the knife rise and fall. The smith also chewed, with noisy gusto.


“Want to see the knife?” He offered the hilt politely.


Cam took it. The smith waited expectantly.


At the same moment Cam felt, with the back of his neck, that someone else had come in through the night-filled open door and was also watching expectantly.


But when he looked, there was no one there; only a small dense shadow under the benches.


Cam ran his thumb gently down the blade. It removed a thin bloodless paring of skin; must be perilously sharp. Cam smelt the blade, careful not to twitch his nose.


“Spanish steel – Toledo,” he said, proud of his calm.


“So are half the knives in the world.”


Cam felt someone else come into the room; but again there was nothing but two small shadows under the benches. “A well-honed blade – nearly at the end of its life.”


“Any child could tell me that!”


Now a third small shadow was watching, under the benches.


“The cross-guard is older than the blade.” Cam felt the notches where sword-blows had been parried. “Many battles.”


“Many battles,” agreed the smith, sighing with boredom.


“The hilt is bound with silver wire – good grip when you’re sweating.”


The smith simply yawned. But the room was full of watching shadows.


Cam stared at the knife desperately. He wouldn’t be beaten. He’d show the bastard. He smelt the hilt itself; the part the blacksmith had cracked nuts with. “Bronze – like no bronze I’ve smelt before … oldest of all?”


The smith waited in silence. Cam stared at the end of the hilt. It was neither round nor square. A battered shape, from cracking so many nuts … hard to make out in the firelight’s flicker.


“Like … a cat’s head … ears back … an angry cat.”


He had gone too far, made a fool of himself. The smith was laughing openly.


“Or an angry lioness?” asked the smith.


“I have never seen a lioness,” said Cam stiffly.


“Neither have I,” said the smith. “But see how she hunts.” He took the knife and flicked. The knife shot down the room, a streak of red firelight, and embedded itself in the mantelpiece. The smith laughed again, pleased. “See how she hunts! Try for yourself.”


Cam walked down the room on trembling legs; tugged at the knife. It was embedded deep in the oak. If the mantelpiece had been a man, the man would be dead. Cam got the knife out at last, twisting it up and down. Walked back.


“Go on, try it!”


“Never thrown a knife in my life.”


“Try!”


Cam had awful visions of the knife flying wild; breaking a window or scuttering feebly along the sawdust on the floor. The man was still trying to make him look a fool. Desperately he tried to work out how the trick was done.


But as he hesitantly drew back his hand, it seemed to flick of its own accord. Again the knife flew down the room like a streak of fire and embedded itself in the mantel.


“Well done. You’ve got the trick. Must be near my own mark. Go and see.”


Cam went. The knife was embedded as deeply as before; but he couldn’t see the blacksmith’s mark.


“It’s gone back into your mark,” said Cam. “How bloody stupid.”


“Throwing indeed …”


“Mug’s luck.”


“Try again.”


Six times Cam threw, and six times the knife returned to the same mark. It drove Cam to a frenzy. He tried spinning round and throwing it too quickly. Turned his back, bent over and threw between his legs. Every time the knife flew true.


Cam threw once more, willing it to fly wild.


It pinned the emerging landlord to his own kitchen door through his own dirty apron.


The landlord wiped his brow with his apron, when Cam released him. “Is there anything more you need, gentles?”


“Go to bed,” said the smith. “While you still have all of yourself.”


The landlord didn’t need telling twice.


Cam threw at a thin black cobweb trailing from the ceiling.


The knife pinned the cobweb.


Then Cam realised he couldn’t reach the knife to get it down.


It immediately dropped at his feet, quivering gently in the floorboards.


“How much you want for it?” asked Cam. He had five gold coins nailed up in the heel of each boot, and he was ready to lever off both heels there and then.


“Leave your heels on your boots,” said the smith. “You’ll need them for walking. You can earn it by going on a journey for me.”


“No,” said Cam. Suddenly a lot of things came together in his mind. The watching shadows, the knife that always found its mark, this man who smelt of soot and burning … Cam crossed himself, for the first time since he had left home three years ago.


The smith laughed, but not unkindly. “Come now – who do you think I am? I’ve lived in this town for years. Ask the landlord – he’ll tell you.”


“Lived here all the time?”


“Coming and going. Here and there.”


“Never long in one place?”


“Come,” said the smith, “it is simply a matter of a good man and a good knife. You deserve each other …”


Cam picked up his bundle and made for the door.


The blacksmith didn’t make the slightest attempt to stop him …


Cam looked up thankfully at the stars. Began walking. Met no one, except a few cats coming up the hill in the opposite direction. This whole town was thick with cats, more than he’d ever seen in one place. He remembered them earlier. Sitting on the quayside, scrounging fish. Trying to snatch the meat from the market-stalls and only being shooed gently away …


The further he walked, the duller the world seemed. And the more wonderful the knife. The most wonderful thing he’d ever come across, and he’d run away from it.


By the time he’d reached the quay, the thought of the chance he’d missed was unbearable. He ran all the way back, knowing the smith and the knife would be gone.


They were still there, exactly where he’d left them.


“Where’s this place I’ve got to go?”


“A city. I want a letter delivered.”


“Why don’t you go yourself?”


The smith sighed. “I am too old, and in that city I would not be welcome.” There was sadness in his voice. And indeed, as he got to his feet for the first time, he seemed older and more bent than he had sitting down. Firelight was tricky …


“Why wouldn’t you be welcome?” asked Cam stubbornly. But he knew he would go.


“Come,” said the smith. “There’s not much time.”


As they walked out, the shadows under the benches were quite empty.


They walked up through the sleeping town. At the doors of the bigger houses, black stumps of torches flickered. But the only living thing was an old black-and-grey cat, that limped past them in an alley, terrified, crouching close to the wall, but oddly determined to overtake them.


The blacksmith was limping too; leaning his weight on Cam’s arm. Heavier and heavier, till Cam doubted they’d ever make the top of the hill.


The last few poor houses dropped away.


Before them lay an ooze of black water, spanned by a bridge that swayed uneasily as they set foot. From the hump of the bridge, they looked out on a sea of reeds that sighed their endless fronded heads in the night wind; and mazed the eye under the full moon. Channels of black water led crookedly away. There was a path on the far side of the bridge, but it was hard to see in the moonlight.


“What is this place?”


“Look further,” said the smith. He was gasping with the effort of the climb; lungs wheezing like old bellows. The sweet smell of old age filled Cam’s nostrils. Was this the loud-voiced man who had filled the inn with laughter? But his hand still held Cam’s arm in an iron grip.


“Look further,” said the smith.


Cam strained his eyes in the moonlight. Mountains, far away? White mountains like rows of teeth, rising ridge on ridge? With a broad valley between, overhung with marble crags? A narrow path seemed to lead up, up, till, on the last row of teeth, there was a long squareness, white also under the moon. So far away … Could you see that far by moonlight?


“There is the city. The path goes all the way. Stick to the path. Here is the knife. And the letter.”


The letter was vellum, very greasy and bent from the blacksmith’s pocket. Folded twice and sealed with a blob of wax that looked black under the moon. On the other side was written, in a crude blacksmith hand, ‘To the Seroster’.


“Who? Where …?” asked Cam.


The blacksmith made such a long gasping that Cam thought he was dying. But it turned out just to be laughing.


“There is not a child in that city that hasn’t heard of the Seroster,” said the smith at last. “Farewell.” He let go of Cam’s arm, and Cam heard his footsteps go, slow and limping off the rotten bridge.


Cam looked again, across the black water.


All he could see were reeds, fading away under the moon.


“Hey,” he said to himself; or to the letter he held in his hand. The wax seal seemed loose. He picked at it. The wax parted from the vellum.


In the moonlight, the page was a total blank.


Cam turned it over again. All the other side said was, ‘To the Seroster’.


“Hey,” yelled Cam again, turning so violently the whole bridge swayed. He saw the smith’s crooked figure forcing itself between the first of the hovels with agonising slowness. As Cam watched, he vanished round the corner.


Cam/ran after him so fast, he felt the rotten bridge was going. He too ran among the hovels and turned the corner.


The black figure was still ahead, crawling now on hands and knees like a half-squashed insect. It turned a desperate white face in Cam’s direction, as Cam shouted a third time. “Hey, here’s your knife. I won’t take your stinking letter!”


The figure moaned, began crawling into a corner among a clutter of broken barrels. Just as Cam caught up, it vanished under the shadowed overhang of splayed barrel-staves. Cam heard it call out, “Mother … servant … depart in peace.”


“Come on, out of there!”


Silence.


Cam reached in brutally, grabbing for a shoulder. His hand met fraying cloth and cold bone. As he snatched his hand away, a long bundle fell with it, rustling dryly.


A skeleton stared up at him, bare-armed in a sooty jerkin.


“Here’s your letter,” screeched Cam, absurdly thrusting it between two shining ribs, and the knife in after it.


The wind blew.


The skeleton seemed to fall in on itself; and then there were just piles of black-and-white dust. Blowing in a long fan past his feet down the sandy alley.


As Cam watched, the rest of the blacksmith blew away into nothingness. Leaving in the sand the knife, the letter and a heap of gold coins.


Blackness overwhelmed him.
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