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‘Who shall compute what effects have been produced, and are still, and into deep Time, producing?’


Thomas Carlyle







Part One



Archaeologies of Memory







1.



Three days after Master Able’s body was committed to the Mother, a notary appointed by the Office of Last Things met with the old scholar’s secretary. Settlement of the estate was in hand; it was time to discuss disbursements and distributions.


‘My master’s kin gave me a letter setting out terms at the committal,’ the secretary, Pilgrim Saltmire, said. ‘Including a demand that I quit the house without delay, since my services are no longer required.’


‘They should not have approached you directly,’ the notary said, with a grimace of professional displeasure. ‘So I told Master Able’s brother after he admitted to it. As for the quit notice, I may be able to allow you a few days’ grace. An inventory must be made and approved, and I can see that it will be no small task.’


They were talking in Master Able’s study. A small oval room like a chamber of a stilled heart, lined with specimen cases and book racks, and lit by a single pole lantern draped with a red silk scarf. The notary, a stout, middle-aged person with a precise, patient manner, was perched on the edge of the couch where Master Able had taken his customary afternoon nap. Pilgrim stood before him like a supplicant, leaning on his cane and dressed in the long white shirt, carefully ripped in several places, that signified bereavement and mourning.


‘And what about my master’s work? The work that is still unfinished?’ he said, gesturing towards the low table that squatted in the centre of the room, covered with stacks of books and monographs, letters and loose papers. A fossil coilshell held open the pages of a weighty volume. A saucer caked with dried green ink sat next to a half-empty box of inkstones and a translucent horn cylinder packed with drip pens. It was hard for Pilgrim to think that only he now knew the secret order and significance of this shrine and storehouse, these accoutrements and extensions of his master’s marvellous mind. The magnifying lens with which he had scrutinised specimens; the case of measuring callipers; his hand abacus, its black and white stones arranged in his last calculation. A faint ghost of his musty scent haunted the air and the goatskin hassock beside the table was still indented by the weight and shape of his body. Pilgrim had found him sprawled next to it after he had been struck by the thunderbolt to his brain, his breathing harsh and irregular, his eyes open and glassy, pupils different sizes, a book splayed like a broken bird by his head.


‘The terms of the settlement are quite straightforward,’ the notary was saying. ‘Certain books and specimens are to be gifted to the Library of All People. Perhaps you would help me to find them. The rest of his material possessions, including manuscripts, notes and other personal papers, will pass to his brother and his sisters.’


Pilgrim had anticipated this moment. He pulled a folded sheet of paper from his wallet and said, ‘According to this, it may not be quite as straightforward as you think.’


‘It’s far too late to raise an objection to the settlement,’ the notary said. ‘Especially by someone not related to the deceased.’


‘It’s a short note my master wrote on his death bed. He was insensible for most of the time, but rallied in his last hours and was able to set down a request that I should be given everything I need to finish his work. His handwriting was affected by the injury to his brain,’ Pilgrim said, his heart beating quick and high as he watched the notary unfold the sheet of paper. ‘But he signed and dated it, and embossed it with his stamp.’


The notary pinched a pair of spectacles over his snout and read the note carefully, holding it close to his face in the dim red light, then sat back and studied Pilgrim for a moment. ‘Its intent is clear. Unfortunately, since it lacks a countersignature by an independent witness, it has no standing in law.’


‘It was my master’s last wish,’ Pilgrim said. ‘And I will need very little to carry it out. A small allowance to support me. Travelling expenses for research. No more than a year’s salary, all told. And access to the relevant books and papers, of course. I have made a list.’


‘Apart from you, was anyone else present when this note was written?’ the notary said.


‘My master’s physic visited several times. A few of his friends and colleagues paid their respects, but did not stay long. The rest of the time I cared for him as best I could, helped by his homekeeper. But she was out on an errand when my master woke, and made signs asking for pen and paper.’


The notary took off his spectacles and refolded the note and set it on top of the sheaf of papers beside him. ‘Since there was no independent witness, I cannot accept this as a variation of the terms of the settlement. The best I can do is pass it to his kin and ask if they wish to honour it.’


There had been just two representatives from Master Able’s family at the committal on the bare hilltop at the edge of the city. Able’s eldest brother and one of his nephews, dressed in mourning shirts of much finer quality than Pilgrim’s, standing a little way apart from the sparse gathering of friends and colleagues, and like them holding smouldering sweetwood branches and chanting the ancient prayers while two knifeworkers prepared the body for the carrion birds. Afterwards, Able’s brother had watched while the nephew had given Pilgrim the notice to quit, and both had left immediately afterwards, without a word to anyone else.


‘Given the circumstances, I would think that honouring the spirit of the note is more important than any law,’ Pilgrim said.


‘I wish I could help you,’ the notary said. ‘But the regulations of my office make no allowance for that kind of flexibility.’


Pilgrim knew that it was not the notary’s fault, but for a moment his anger and disappointment poked through.


‘The opinion of my master’s kin and tribe is worthless. They were happy to bask in the glow of his reputation in earlier days, but quick to join the chorus of naysayers and jealous rivals who mocked him.’


‘Because of this business of the visitors,’ the notary said.


‘I suppose his brother told you about it.’


‘I find it helps to know a little about the deceased.’


‘His kin claimed that his work on the visitors had made him a laughing stock and sullied their own standing, and when he refused to give it up they cut off his stipend, out of spite. He wanted me to have the means to finish it. To prove them wrong. To find out what the visitors are, if they are real. To consider what it says about us if they turn out to be some kind of common delusion.’


‘How long did you serve as Master Able’s secretary?’


Pilgrim touched the pendant that rested on the laces of his white shirt. Inside its amber teardrop a large black ant curled amongst a swirl of tiny bubbles, perfectly preserved by the resin which, seeping from a wound in the bark of a pine tree, had trapped it millions of years ago.


‘He gave me this last summer’s end, to commemorate five years’ service.’


‘You were close to him.’


‘He could be difficult,’ Pilgrim said. ‘Obstinate, irascible, obsessed with his work. But he was also a brilliant scholar. The cleverest person I ever knew.’


The notary pressed the flat of his hand over the note. ‘When I present this to his kin, I will have to explain that it has no legal standing. But I can also point out the unusual circumstances in which it was written, and ask them to take that into consideration.’


‘They will be interested only in its legality.’


‘Sometimes the jolt of a death prompts people to reassess their relationship with the deceased,’ the notary said. ‘So don’t give up hope just yet.’







2.



‘Able’s kin refused to accept the amendment, of course,’ Pilgrim told his friends Swift Singletree and Ardent Whitesand a few days later. ‘And they didn’t have the decency to tell me in person, or even by letter. No, they had the notary do their dirty work.’


‘At least you won’t be beholden to them,’ Swift said.


‘Even if it didn’t have any legal standing, they shouldn’t have disregarded a dying man’s wishes,’ Ardent said.


‘I agree. Even though, strictly speaking, they didn’t,’ Pilgrim said.


‘But the note— Hoy!’


Swift had cuffed Ardent around the back of the head.


‘Have you forgotten how Master Able was, when we saw him last?’ Swift said. He was a tall, sharp-muzzled person, dressed as usual in his black velvet surcoat, the nap worn smooth at cuffs and elbows. ‘Did it look like he was going to wake up, call for pen and paper, and write down his last wishes?’


‘You know that, but his kin didn’t,’ Pilgrim said. ‘Since they failed to pay him a visit after he was struck down.’


‘You wrote it?’ Ardent said. ‘I mean, you made it up?’


‘I believe that it was what Able would have wanted,’ Pilgrim said. ‘Knowing him as I did.’


It was early evening. Pilgrim’s last in Highwater Reach. He had written to his sister and his mother, giving them the news about Master Able’s death and telling them that he was returning to the territory, and had used his meagre savings and the small amount of cash raised by selling most of his books to buy a ticket for the cross-continental train. He hoped that his mother, now a senior auntie, would support his plan to finish his master’s last project, and that his grandfather, even though he was ailing and had recently moved into the Elders’ Lodge, might also put in a good word.


Now, a few hours before the train was due to depart, Pilgrim had entrusted the remnants of his little library to his friends and they were sharing a bowl of mussels and drinking small beer at one of the stalls in the riverside cheap. Ardent Whitesand was assistant to a senior librarian, Swift Singletree a bookrunner who scraped a living by sourcing rare volumes for scholars and searching out misshelved books, manuscripts and hard-to-find oddities that fell outside the scope of the indexing system of the Library of All People. The three of them were united by their love of books and scholarship, by similarities in age and background (rural; hardscrabble) and because they identified as pures, those who were not affected by the urgent sexual heat which gripped men and women during the Season’s carnival of attraction and desire in spring and early summer, and had no interest in what Swift called the low comedy of procreation.


‘Doesn’t the Library have a fund for cases like yours?’ Ardent said as he cracked open the last of the mussels. Despite his bottomless appetite, he was a neat, slender person, carefully sucking up the morsel of flesh and plucking a square of cloth from the pocket of his brocade waistcoat and patting his lips.


‘I looked into it,’ Pilgrim said. ‘And was told that only scholars are eligible.’


He had asked his master’s friends and former pupils for help, too, but those few who had not criticised or condemned Able’s work on the visitors had little or no funds to spare, and the rest had advised Pilgrim to move on. One, meaning it kindly, had said that the best way to honour Able was to let his last obsession die with him, and remember him for what he once was rather than what he had become. Another had told Pilgrim bluntly that a bright young fellow such as himself should not waste his time chasing ghosts and phantasms.


‘What about the Sweetwater Collective?’ Ardent said.


‘They didn’t send so much as a note of condolence after I informed them of Able’s death,’ Pilgrim said, with a little swell of bitterness. The Sweetwater Collective had been the only sponsor of Master Able’s work on the visitors, and he’d hoped, desperately, foolishly, that they would help him, too.


‘Shame on them,’ Swift said.


‘That’s why, having tried everything else, I am reduced to asking my kin and tribe for support. There’s also an idea about raising some funds of my own that I want to explore.’


‘Don’t be away too long,’ Swift said. ‘And don’t you dare forget about us.’


‘We’ll miss you,’ Ardent said, reaching across the table to grip Pilgrim’s hands.


Ardent wasn’t the quickest or cleverest of the three, but he was good-hearted and unstintingly generous. In some part, he’d be the first to admit, because he’d had an easier childhood than most pures, unblighted by prejudice and intolerance. Pilgrim and Swift had come of age in tribes which believed that what Pilgrim’s mother had called ‘the condition’ was not part of the continuum of sexual orientation but a phase or a mental or physical defect, something which could be cured by trials of endurance, folk remedies, vigils at shrines and prayers and petitions to the Mother, but Ardent’s tribe believed that pures were especially blessed by the Mother’s grace because they were unencumbered by base desires. Traditionally, they had served as seers or shrine keepers; Ardent had been sent to Highwater Reach to apprentice in the scholar trade so that he could take charge of the tribe’s archives when he returned home.


Pilgrim was grateful for his friend’s concern, told him that he would be back as soon as he had finished the work and written it up. ‘Hopefully with enough money left over to pay for a small printing of a slender monograph.’


Ardent said, ‘But who will agree to print it, if Able’s kin owns the rights?’


‘They own the rights to his manuscript, but the facts belong to everyone,’ Pilgrim said, trying to look and sound as if he believed it. ‘That’s why I am going to re-interview witnesses and find as many new ones as I can.’


Swift’s whiskers twitched when he smiled. ‘A sweet little revenge for their disgraceful callousness.’


‘This isn’t about them,’ Pilgrim said.


‘Really?’


‘Perhaps a little bit,’ Pilgrim admitted. ‘But mostly, I’m doing this for Able. He was trying to discover the truth about the visitors, and I want to finish what he began. Set it against the nonsense peddled by lunatics and charlatans. Speaking of which, Intrepid Windrush paid me a visit yesterday.’


Intrepid Windrush, a plausible opportunist who claimed to be the foremost expert in the matter of the visitors, had published a series of pamphlets promoting a former bear trapper turned preacher, Foeless Landwalker, who claimed to have communicated with the visitors in dreams and visions. He had arrived at Master Able’s house uninvited and unannounced, expressing his sympathy for the great loss to what he called the community of the elect and offering to help Pilgrim make the best use of the invaluable material Able had accumulated.


‘I hope you told him exactly why you didn’t need his help,’ Swift said.


‘I didn’t say anything,’ Pilgrim said. ‘Just shut the door on him. Not quite fast enough – he managed to pitch a copy of his latest pamphlet through the gap.’


‘If you haven’t thrown it away, I wouldn’t mind adding it to my small collection,’ Ardent said.


‘If you read too many of those things their crazy ideas will poison your mind,’ Swift said.


‘Their pathology is interesting,’ Ardent said.


‘It’s banal,’ Pilgrim said. ‘Promises of empowerment and secret revelations peddled by pseudo-scholars who stitch stray facts into grand theories of everything. I added Intrepid’s offering to the papers the notary will pass to Able’s kin. Wrote on the cover that my master had been trying to make the world a better place by disproving this kind of foolishness.’


‘Here’s to him, and to you,’ Swift said.


The three of them drank to that. For the tenth or twelfth time, Pilgrim looked at the coloured glass jars of the water clock that stood at the centre of the cheap’s crossway.


Ardent said, ‘I still don’t understand this settlement business.’


‘Why Able left everything to his kin? It was a condition of his stipend,’ Pilgrim said. ‘Even though they took it away from him, the condition still applied.’


‘I mean the principle of it,’ Ardent said. ‘Why someone would gift their property and possessions to their immediate family, instead of allowing everyone in their tribe to benefit.’


‘Do you still feel that you belong to your tribe?’ Swift said.


‘Of course.’


‘Well I don’t. And plenty of people who move from hearth and home to the cities don’t either. Especially if they make their fortunes there.’


‘It’s a violation of the great harmony,’ Ardent said.


‘The rich believe they contribute to the great harmony by passing their wealth to their children, so that they can make even more,’ Swift said.


‘Able’s kin want to suppress his work because they believe it taints his reputation, and theirs. I’m going to do my best to prove them wrong,’ Pilgrim said, and drained his glass of small beer to the suds and banged it down on the table.


It was time to move on.







3.



Pilgrim Saltmire had arrived in Highwater Reach six years ago, with a trunk of clothes and books, and a case of fossils carefully packed in straw. It was the first time he had travelled outside the territory of his tribe. Thanks to his grandfather’s recommendation, the celebrated scholar Master Able had hired him as his personal secretary, and he’d been brimming with giddy anticipation and foolish optimism.


Master Able had first won fame while he had still been a pupil of Master Hopestart, the natural philosopher who advanced the theory of selective change, which explained that the vast variety of plants and animals had developed from simpler organisms by the slow, cumulative acquisition of new characteristics. It had been denounced as heresy by priests and philosophers who claimed that because the form of every species was a perfect realisation of the Mother’s will, no change was possible unless She desired it, and those changes were always accompanied by global catastrophe. The great flood which had destroyed the terror lizards; the cleansing fire which had put an end to the wickedness of ogres and left the narrow line of char found in sites all across the Union and United Territories; the plague which had turned bears into crazed beasts after they strayed from the right path. Master Able had been at the forefront of debates which had overturned those old beliefs, explaining the principles of selective change with devasting clarity, mocking the chop-logic of its detractors and famously saying that just as natural philosophy should not seek an explanation for the Mother, so religion had no business measuring the world. He had reinforced his status with his work on comparative anatomy, including studies of selective change in bears and the ancestors of people, but by the time Pilgrim became his secretary his reputation was greatly diminished, his health was failing and he had fallen out with many of his colleagues because of his interest in sightings of the visitors.


Pilgrim hired a homekeeper to cook meals and clean the burrow, regularised his master’s financial affairs and sorted through stacks of neglected correspondence. He soon became a familiar figure in the halls and reading rooms of the Library of All People and the terraced streets of Highwater Reach, the town in the Library’s shadow. Impeccably dressed, leaning on his ironwood cane with every other step as he visited bookshops and printers, or collected packages, letters and tapcode messages from the ferry terminal. He discovered that he had a talent for editing and proofreading Master Able’s articles and essays, and for extracting and summarising useful data from books and articles which Able did not have the time or inclination to read. And in addition to his usual duties, he nursed the old scholar whenever he was incapacitated by the polymorphous symptoms of an illness which had afflicted him ever since the excavation of the burial ground of a ruined bear city more than forty years ago – violent headaches, bone-chilling fevers, fluxions of the bowel and flare-ups of the arthritis which had so bent and stiffened his fingers that even on his best days he had to write with a pen slotted into the gnarled knot of his fist, and increasingly relied on Pilgrim to take down his scattershot dictation and turn his digressions and half-finished thoughts into clean prose.


Master Able’s worsening health changed their relationship: they were no longer scholar and secretary but dependent and carer. Yet although Pilgrim was often impatient with Able’s stubbornness and vagaries, and had no scruples about bullying him into eating and bathing at regular intervals, he was still in awe of the deep powers of concentration and forensic analysis and flashes of the old brilliance that his master applied to his last obsession.


And now Pilgrim was setting out to finish the research which had consumed the final years of Master Able’s life, with little more than a case of clothes and fair copies of the incomplete draft of Able’s monograph and the relevant notes, correspondence with witnesses and transcripts of interviews. He was driven by loyalty to his dead master and a stubborn belief in the importance of the work, but he had lost his living and after paying for the train journey back to his childhood home was very nearly destitute. As he stood at the rail of the river ferry and watched the pale flank of the Library of All People and the small lights of Highwater Reach recede into the night he felt a deep pluck of sorrow and a quailing of his resolve. It seemed more like a retreat from a disastrous rout than the chance to save his master’s reputation and establish his own scholarly credentials.


After the ferry sidled into its berth in the docks of Concord, the capital of the Union of Civilised Territories, Pilgrim caught a tram that rattled towards the Central Terminus through wide tree-lined greenways lit by the moonglow of incandescent lamps. The underground temple of the railway station was mostly empty at this late hour, as was the cross-continental train. It was drawn by a pair of electric locomotives that were, along with the streetlamps, trams and much else, a product of Master Able’s sponsors, the Sweetwater Collective. Like the wealthy dynastic families which were reshaping the economy and politics of the Union, the collective was a new kind of tribe: an association of like-minded people who pooled their skills to reverse engineer artefacts excavated from the fossilised remains of ogre cities, and shared the profits amongst themselves rather than with their kin. As he climbed aboard one of the passenger wagons Pilgrim thought with grim amusement that although the collective had refused to sponsor him, their powerful new locomotives would at least shorten the journey he must make to beg for scraps from his tribe’s table.


He rented cushions and a spongy mat, slept as best he could as the train rattled out of the city and sped through the night, and was woken early the next morning when a pair of train hands rolled back the tarpaulin that had covered the wagon during the night. He spent the next three days rereading Master Able’s manuscript and making extensive notes and rehearsing the case he needed to make to his mother, or simply watching the scenery flow past the sides of the wagon. Motion was good. It gave him purpose and direction.


Forested hills and broad river valleys patchworked with fields and orchards gave way to the grass plains of the heartland. Pilgrim purchased food from the train hands or from platform vendors when the train stopped at stations to take on or offload passengers and freight and swap out the locomotives’ batteries, and early on the morning of the fourth day of his journey, in a cloud forest high on the flanks of the mountain range that curved down the spine of the Union, he disembarked at the station, no more than a low platform and a couple of sheds, beside the saw mill of the little town of Tall Trees.


He was met by Righteous Redvine, one of the animal collectors who had supplied Master Able with specimens for his studies on comparative anatomy and three moonspans ago had sent a note about a sighting in the ruins of a bear city. Pilgrim had conducted an interview with the witness by mail, and wanted to follow it up with his first field interview and examine the place where the sighting had occurred. After leaving his luggage in the care of the station master, he and Righteous Redvine set off in a trotcart drawn by a bowbacked mara to meet the witness, passing the grassy mound of a workers’ lodge and a stretch of strip fields.


Righteous, a stocky, forthright person dressed in a waxed longcoat, told Pilgrim how sorry he was to hear of Master Able’s death, said that he would miss the man’s letters.


‘He didn’t write often, but it was always a treat when he did. His mind had some interesting corners.’


‘It certainly did,’ Pilgrim said, with a pluck at his heart.


The forest edge rose up abruptly beyond the far side of the strip fields and the road drove straight into it. Big cedars, yellowwood pines and stands of giant bamboo stood along either side, with glimpses of gaps here and there where trees had been felled. The air was close and warm and windless; the strip of sky between the treetops dull white with low cloud.


Righteous explained that trees were harvested singly or in small groups, what was known as patch cutting.


‘Bears clear-felled most of it when this was their territory. Apart from a few isolated valleys, the forest is what we call second growth, but we try our best to enrich the Mother’s bounty. To heal the land. So we take great care in what we select to cut and let the clearings which are left regenerate naturally.’


The witness Pilgrim had come to meet, Mercy Redvine, a distant cousin of Righteous, was a scout who spent his days hiking through remote parts of the forest, searching out trees suitable for felling and staking likely routes to bring the timber out.


‘They’re independent fellows, scouts,’ Righteous said. ‘Wilfully solitary, with a wildness in their blood. But old Mercy is reliable enough. Straight talking, not prone to exaggeration or tale spinning. And knows more about the forest than anyone else hereabouts. Remember the ring-tailed imps I sent to Master Able?’


‘I think that must have been before my time,’ Pilgrim said.


‘Well, they’re rare, hard to spot, even harder to track, and clever, too. You set a trap, they’ll use a stick to spring it, and eat the bait. But old Mercy caught two alive and sold them to me, and I sent them off to Master Able. Helped him prove that they were not related to something similar that died out at the Burn Line, but had developed from rats in some kind of parallel fashion.’


‘Master Able called it functional selection,’ Pilgrim said. ‘Two species that live in the same way can come to look somewhat alike, and possess similar features and habits, even though they are descended from different stock.’


‘I suppose you must have picked up a fair bit of his schooling.’


‘Not nearly enough,’ Pilgrim said.


The road narrowed and grew ever more rutted, winding up a steep slope in long, lazy curves. The trees thinned and the trotcart turned onto a track that followed the crest of a bare ridge, meandering past outcrops of rock and runouts of loose stones, stands of ferns and clumps of gnarled junipers. A range of mountains lay off to the west, peaks lost in cloud. At last, Righteous pointed to a thread of smoke rising beyond a distant patch of trees, told Pilgrim that was where Mercy had pitched his camp.


It was little more than a slant of canvas in a space pinched between rugged boulders. Mercy Redvine was waiting for them by the campfire. A spry weatherbeaten person with a grey muzzle and tattered ears, barefoot and bare-chested in canvas trews held up by a rope belt knotted under the swag of his belly, he gave Pilgrim a searching look as Righteous introduced him.


‘Righteous told me your boss died. Said you were carrying on his work.’


‘I’m going to try my best.’


‘I see you walk with a cane and haven’t changed out of your city clothes, but it’s no matter. The place where I saw the ghost lights is just along the ridge, and we can ride most of the way in Righteous’s trotcart.’


‘I’d like to hear the story of your encounter,’ Pilgrim said. ‘If you don’t mind telling it again.’


‘To judge if I told it straight the first time?’


‘Talking it through may help you to recall fresh details,’ Pilgrim said.


No point explaining that the real reason was to get around any claim Master Able’s kin might make on the original interview.


‘I know it sounds far-fetched,’ Mercy said. ‘But I also know that what I saw was as real as the three of us standing here. If you want to hear it, let’s make ourselves comfortable. I don’t have much, but I’m happy to share it.’


They sat around the fire, Mercy pouring a pale tea made from pine sap into bark cups, searing skewers of meat over the flames, saying that he hoped they were partial to rock rat, it was all he’d been able to catch that morning. Pilgrim dutifully sipped astringent tea and nibbled stringy meat, and pulled out the little wire recorder he had purloined from Master Able’s study. The sleek battery-operated machine was one of the gifts from the Sweetwater Collective, the curves of its bamboo casing fitting snugly into his hand, plastic reels spinning smoothly as he demonstrated how it could catch and play back Mercy’s voice.


‘We live in an age of miracles,’ the scout said.


‘When you’re ready, tell me what you saw, and where you saw it.’


‘Best if I start from the beginning,’ Mercy said, leaning close to the recorder’s soundcatcher. ‘It was three moonspans ago, not far from where we’re sitting. I’d come up here because young Righteous had a customer in need of a catamount hide.’


‘And you were in need of the bounty,’ Righteous said.


Mercy ignored him, telling Pilgrim and the wire recorder, ‘I was three days on the trail of a young male, and he knew I was tracking him and had quit the forest proper, reckoning it would make it harder for me to follow. What he didn’t know was that I can mark and follow a single raindrop through a thunderstorm, and even though fog was covering the ridge I tracked him all the way to the old bear city at the northern end. And that’s where I saw what I saw.’


‘The ghost lights, as you called them,’ Pilgrim said.


‘Ay-ya. The fog was thick, but I could see the shadows of the pyramids, and the ghost lights flickering around them. Little patches of green lines, sharp and bright. Never less than ten or twelve of them, sometimes double that number. Flickering off in one place, flickering on in another. That went on for no small while, with the cold and damp settling in my bones while I sat as still as I could, not wanting to draw the attention of whoever or whatever was making them. Scavengers visit those ruins sometimes, looking for carvings. The kind bears made before they went mad and started to killing each other and tearing down their cities. I hear rich folk buy ’em to decorate their houses. Not something I’d recommend. Those stones may be old, but they are still cursed. Steeped in the suffering of our ancestors, as the saying goes. Point being, people who trespass in those ruins aren’t the kind you want to cross.’


‘And did you see anyone?’


‘Not a one. Only the ghost lights moving about. At last they started going out one by one, but even when none were left I kept still, because whoever was responsible for ’em might still be poking about. Just as well I did, because all of a sudden there was a noise like a screech or a whistle, so loud I clapped my hands over my ears, and a flame shot up into the fog and was gone in an eye blink.’


‘Did you see what made it?’


‘Just the flame, rising straight up. White it was, like the coals in a smithy’s forge, and bright enough to cast shadows through the fog before it disappeared.’


‘Tell him about the fire you found afterwards,’ Righteous said.


‘It wasn’t a fire as such. More a kind of scorching,’ Mercy said. ‘A patch of stones blackened and still hot. Smouldering tufts of grass.’


Pilgrim asked the usual questions Master Able had asked those witnesses he had been able to question in person, but Mercy was adamant that he had not seen any figures, only the nets of green light and the white flame which had flung itself into the sky.


‘How did I do?’ he said, after Pilgrim had run out of questions and checked that the wire recorder had captured the interview.


‘I’m grateful that you told it so well. I believe that I explained in my last letter that the lights are a new thing.’


‘Reckoned they might be, given how you came all this way to ask me about them.’


‘Just one other thing – you said that you didn’t see any footprints, but do you recall seeing any fresh markings? Something like this, perhaps, scratched in stone or on the ground,’ Pilgrim said, opening his jotter to the first page, where he had copied the marking that several witnesses had found after sightings of visitors.


‘Looks like a bird,’ Righteous said, squinting at it.


It was drawn with a single continuous line: a long narrow beak and small round head, a spar on either side of the body for wings, and three more spars, the one in the middle longer than the other two, representing a tail.


‘We think it might be a flowersipper,’ Pilgrim said.


Mercy shook his head. ‘All I found was the remains of that fire.’


‘Perhaps we will learn something new when we visit the place,’ Righteous said.


The three of them rode in the trotcart, following the track along the ridge. They hadn’t gone far, five stades or so, when blocks of worked stone began to appear, sunk in the ground and thatched with moss or dry grass, scattered singly, roughly stacked in low heaps. The track slanted into a cutting between tall stone walls and the cutting opened out and Righteous reined in the mara. The end of the ridge lay below, a blunt prow of flat ground raised above the confluence of two river valleys and occupied by a cluster of circular stair-stepped pyramids. Five, six, seven of them, standing amongst trees and scrub. One of the so-called new cities, built by a philosopher sect which had flowered just before the collapse of bear civilisation and the emancipation of their slaves, the many-times-great-grandfathers and -grandmothers of everyone now alive. Master Able owned – had owned – one of the sect’s books, a tall heavy volume with ragged pages of maraskin parchment bound between wooden boards that set out a cosmology based on concentric celestial spheres in which the Daughter Moon, planets and secondary spheres were embedded.


Sitting between Righteous and Mercy, Pilgrim leaned forward eagerly, taking in the view. He had heard stories about the ruins of bear cities from Grandfather Bearbane and Master Able, and had read about them in books, but this was the first he had visited. The pyramids were all the same size, around a hundred ells across and fifty ells high, constructed from big stone blocks with tightly fitted mortarless joints, rising in diminishing tiers. The flat top of one pyramid had collapsed in a dish of jumbled blocks, the side of another slumped in a great gash, but the rest were more or less intact. Massive, monumental, indifferent to the passage of time. Old stories claimed that because the philosopher bears refused to own slaves, they had instead enhanced their strength with potions, enabling them to shift those enormous blocks of stone as easily as a juggler flipped balls through the air. Pilgrim knew that the blocks had most likely been hauled up temporary earth ramps by a system of winches and levers, but even so the amount of energy and organisation it must have required was dauntingly impressive. He tried to imagine what the city might have looked like when it had been inhabited, tried to imagine the ruins cloaked in fog, with sharp green lights moving inside it.


Master Able had always maintained that unless and until it could be proven that the visitors were something other than phantoms or delusions, any attempt to speculate about their nature and motives would be no more than an amusing but futile intellectual game, for theories that lacked a firm foundation of fact were no better than the fantasies spun by self-important pseudo-scholars like Intrepid Windrush. But as he studied the ruins Pilgrim couldn’t help hoping that Mercy’s account was real and true, couldn’t help wondering why the visitors had come here and what they might have been trawling for with their nets of ghost light.


He asked Mercy where he had taken refuge, and the scout pointed to a spot a little way down the track that descended towards the ruins, said that he’d crawled under a clump of thorn bushes and hadn’t moved until the lights went out and the white flame shot up.


‘You had a good view.’


‘Ay-ya. Even with the fog.’


‘We should show our guest that patch of burnt ground, cousin,’ Righteous said.


The trotcart rattled down the track, cut around blocks of stone that littered the space between the brooding hulks of two pyramids. A thin scrub of dry grass and dwarf juniper had colonised their tiers, overtopped by tall risers decorated with carved panels and pierced with the square mouths of shafts that piped sunlight to the chambers inside. Righteous pointed out a long scar on one riser where panels had been prised away by scavengers, saying that scenes of battle and the like seemed to be the most popular prizes.


The track gave out at a square filled edge to edge with thorn bushes, and the sepulchral silence of the ruins was briefly broken when a flock of small green birds whirled up, screeching indignantly at the trotcart and each other before fleeing around the flank of one of the pyramids. Pilgrim, Righteous and Mercy climbed down from the trotcart and followed a narrow path tunnelled through the thorns to the narrow point of the city’s prow, where a lone pyramid stood against the hot blank sky.


The scar left by the white flame was in the shadow of the pyramid’s footing. It was much bigger than Pilgrim had expected, an oval of charcoal and ash ten ells across at its widest point, perhaps twice that in length. He took out his dip pen and bottle of ink, turned through his jotter to one of the pages of smooth vellum he’d had bound in the back and made a quick sketch, telling Mercy and Righteous that two other witnesses had mentioned seeing something fly off into the sky after their encounters with the visitors.


‘One said it was shaped something like the pip of a sourapple; the other described a blunt cylinder, and found a burnt patch much like this.’


‘I didn’t see anything but the fire,’ Mercy said.


‘No footprints or any other tracks?’


‘If there were footprints I would have found them. And there weren’t. No sign of any scratchings like you showed me, either, but you’re welcome to look.’


Pilgrim stuffed his jotter and pen into his wallet, thanked Mercy and Righteous for bringing him here and told them that he had learned some new things today.


‘But not yet what my ghost lights signified, or who disturbed these old stones, and frightened an old man,’ Mercy said.


‘Back home, we have little rockets that youngsters set off during the midsummer festival,’ Righteous said. ‘Maybe your intruders had a bigger one.’


‘I told you it wasn’t like no rocket I ever saw,’ Mercy said. ‘And even if it was, it don’t explain the lights.’


‘Solving a mystery is like building a house. There are many small steps on the path to completion,’ Pilgrim said, quoting a favourite saying of Master Able’s.


‘I know one thing,’ Mercy said. ‘I’ve spent most of my life in the forests and mountains. I thought I knew them as well as anyone can, but now it’s as if I don’t know them at all.’
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Pilgrim caught the late-afternoon train to Red Rock Junction, spent the night in the strangers’ lodge and in the morning sent a tapcode message to his tribe’s Hearth before boarding the local service. Hauled by an old wood-fired potbelly locomotive, it took most of the day to wind north and west out of the cloud forest, passing through high meadows and crossing canyons and arriving more than an hour late, in the last light of the day, at the station which served the territory of the Saltmire tribe.


A hand from the lodge captained by one of Pilgrim’s uncles was waiting with a wagon hauled by a matched pair of maras. They rattled up the slant of a narrow valley to the plateau beyond, everything that Pilgrim had forgotten about his home since he had last seen it immediately and thrillingly familiar. The scrub of sawgrass and dwarf bloodbark trees. The lake that stretched down the centre of the valley, Lake Spearpoint, gleaming in the distance. The knife-edged peaks of the Little Hatchet Mountains etched against long bands of orange light stretched either side of the setting sun.


The sharp cries of mountain foxes sounded here and there and the cool air was scented with the medicinal odour of the bloodbark trees. A small flock of blueleg fowl moved off through the scrub like clockwork toys as the wagon passed by in its caul of dust; a little further on the hand hauled on the reins and snapped the peg brake as an armadillo the size of a jitney lumbered across the road. At last, a cluster of lights in the distance resolved into the lamps of the lodge where Pilgrim had spent his adolescence after outgrowing the care of the Hearth. His bad leg and slight build unsuited him for most ranch and farm work, but he had made himself useful by assisting the lodge’s cook and keeping the ranch’s accounts and taking charge of its storeroom, and that might have been the course of his life if Grandfather Bearbane hadn’t found out that Master Able was looking for a secretary.


Pilgrim’s uncle, Blessed Sandhill, was waiting for him on the long porch that fronted a string of rooms dug into a low ridge with a cluster of wood-frame windmills (they were new) turning on its crest. Blessed’s fringe of jaw hair had turned grey, but otherwise he didn’t seem much changed: a sturdy pragmatic person dressed in the high-waisted trews and canvas work vest of a drover, a stub of chewbone hung on a loop of string around his neck. After Pilgrim had washed up and changed his clothes, Blessed insisted on opening the flask of vintage vinewater Pilgrim had brought as a gift. They sat on the porch in the gathering dusk, sipping from thimblecups. Pilgrim told his uncle about his plans to finish Master Able’s work on sightings of the visitors, and Blessed told Pilgrim about the plan to run a railway stub up through the valley and north across the plateau to the Hearth.


‘The aunties want to build a big new strangers’ lodge, too, so rich city folk can pay to hunt and fish by day and carouse at night. In short, we’re getting civilised around here. Can’t say I much like the idea, but as long as it doesn’t interfere with lodge work I’ll keep my peace.’


Lodge hands were heading into the canteen for supper. The soft green stars of glowbugs were adrift in the darkening air and insects batted at the bare incandescent bulbs strung along the edge of the porch’s slant roof. Pilgrim thought with a pang that Master Able would have wanted him to collect a few choice specimens. The old scholar had possessed a particular fondness for beetles, which exhibited extravagantly plentiful and various examples of selective adaptation. Pollen eaters, wood borers, placid leaf grazers, lumbering carnivores that stalked their prey through miniature forests of moss … On warm, rainless summer nights Master Able and Pilgrim had sometimes strung up a sheet on top of the burrow and set a light behind it and examined the insects that flocked there. Once, they had discovered a new species of beetle and had written a short article describing it – their second collaboration, following a brief account of one of the fossils Pilgrim had found in a disused quarry in his tribe’s territory.


Blessed refreshed their thimblecups and told Pilgrim that talking about the aunties’ plans reminded him that Thorn, Pilgrim’s mother, expected to see him the next day.


‘I look forward to it,’ Pilgrim said. ‘And also to seeing Willow, and my new nephew. And Bearbane, of course. I have to tell him about Master Able, and want to thank him for the last six years.’


‘Don’t expect too much of him,’ Blessed said. ‘He has suffered a grievous decline recently.’


‘Willow told me that he had moved to the Elders’ Lodge,’ Pilgrim said, with a little plunge of apprehension.


‘We had him here, for a fair while,’ Blessed said. ‘Looked after him as best we could. I’d take him up to the pastures while he could still ride, and after that became too difficult for him he liked to sit in the smithy, or out by the pens, watching the animals. But he took to wandering off, and the last time we were three days searching for him before he was found, suffering grievously from cold and thirst. That’s when we knew he needed better care than we could provide.’


‘How is he now?’


‘Stubborn as ever. Our family’s strength and curse. Stubborn, but frail and almost blind. And very forgetful.’


‘I’m sorry to hear it,’ Pilgrim said, thinking of the last time he had seen his grandfather. Bearbane had taken him to the station when he had left for Highwater Reach, giving him a purse of Union coins and enveloping him in a crushing embrace before he boarded the train. His grandfather had been old then, bent-backed and big bellied, but he had still been strong, had still been a significant power in the tribe.


‘It comes to us all, one way or another,’ Blessed said. ‘But I don’t doubt that he’ll enjoy seeing you again.’


Pilgrim said that he would visit his grandfather as soon as he could, and asked after his mother’s health, thinking that without Bearbane to speak for his cause it would be much harder to win her over.


Blessed reached for the flask. ‘Let’s just say that becoming a grandmother hasn’t softened her. One more round to celebrate your return, and then we’ll find out what’s being dished for supper.’


When he set out the next day, mounted on one of the sturdy piebald maras bred for the territory, Pilgrim reckoned that he had time to visit the Elders’ Lodge before heading towards the Hearth and the meeting with his mother. Find out how bad things were with Bearbane. Whether his worst fears were justified.


He followed a road above the long reach of the lake and cut north and west, riding up through a scant forest of stunted yellowwoods, passing the haven where newly handfasted couples spent their first Season together, the traditional grassy mounds of the burrows scattered amongst trees and stands of fern and bamboo, their chimneys smokeless and windows shuttered. Pilgrim rode on, the paws of his mara, shod in wood-soled boots, padding soundlessly over soft layers of fallen needles. Small birds winged through sunlight and shadow between the trees or sang from unseen perches. High in the blank blue sky an ossifrage hung on outspread wings, turning in slow circles as it scried the land below. Everything he had run away from. Everything he missed.


The Elders’ Lodge was a cluster of log-walled, turf-roofed cabins set on a broad apron near the treeline. A hot spring burbled amongst white rocks, feeding a stream that dropped away in a series of pools and small waterfalls; paths wandered amongst clumps of birch and gardens of rock and raked gravel. Pilgrim sat on a bench, shivering a little in the cool air, while one of the carers fetched Bearbane. His grandfather was somewhat shrunken, dressed like the other residents in a blue shift and padded woollen trews and his good eye (the other had been lost when he’d faced down a berserker that had torn free of its trap) was frosted by a cataract, but he seemed amiable and alert. Caressing Pilgrim’s face and hands with his fingertips, saying that it had been far too long since his last visit.


‘I’ve been living in Highwater Reach, Grandfather. Working for your old friend Master Able.’


Able hadn’t been much older than Pilgrim was now when, with Bearbane as his guide, he had led a small expedition to an ancient city mound in the high western desert of the New Territories and disinterred the remains of bears from the city’s burial ground. Layers of bones packed one on top of another. More than twenty thousand years of history set out in an orderly sequence. Able’s detailed measurements of bones from different layers revealed that bears had already been smaller and more slightly built than their feral ancestors when they had begun to construct their first cities, and had changed very little throughout the city-building epoch. Contrariwise, similar measurements of bones from contemporary specimens showed that, a mere six centuries years after the fall of their civilisation, bears had become larger and more robust. The findings had given Able a famous example of two extremes of selective adaptation in a single species. Bear civilisation had been stable and unchanging for more than thirty thousand years, so any selective pressures would have been stable and unchanging too. But after it had collapsed, changes in the habit and diet of surviving bears, and competition for scarce resources and suitable mates, meant that only the strongest individuals were likely to survive and reproduce.


In some of the oldest layers the skeletons of people had been found next to those of bears. The remains of favoured slaves, killed when their masters had died, and buried with them. Measurements of those bones confirmed the findings from so-called slaughter pits where the bones of thousands of slaves were jumbled together in no especial order: people enslaved by bears, even those who had lived and died twenty thousand years ago, were anatomically indistinguishable from contemporary people. Most likely they had not endured the lash as dumb brutes, but had suffered as any ordinary person might suffer.


Bearbane was smiling as a memory surfaced. ‘I haven’t seen Able in a long while, but he still writes to me.’


‘I have some news about him. And I am afraid that it is not good,’ Pilgrim said.


Bearbane didn’t appear to have heard him, saying, ‘Such interesting letters about his work. I should write back …’


‘He has returned to the Mother, Grandfather.’


‘Who has?’


‘Your friend. Able. It was mercifully quick. He was felled by a thunderbolt to the brain and passed the next day.’


‘Are you sure? I know he wrote to me last year. I think it was last year …’


‘I was with him when he died. I was his secretary. You wrote the letter of recommendation that convinced him to hire me.’


‘I did?’


Pilgrim felt a pang of sorrow, watching the old man try to puzzle it out.


‘Well, never mind,’ Bearbane said at last. ‘We’ll walk in the garden, and you can tell me what you have been doing.’


Pilgrim took his grandfather’s arm and they shuffled down a path to the mossy bank of the stream and sat on a square stone. Bearbane tilted his face to the sunlight and said that he had always liked the sound of running water, and the smell of it too. Although he had trouble understanding where Pilgrim had been, he liked the stories about sightings of the visitors, and Pilgrim’s account of the visit to the ruined city where strange lights had been seen. They prompted him to tell a tall tale about phantoms which haunted bear ruins in the tribe’s old territory in the south, and then the story about how, when camping out in the boggy forests of the far north, he had heard three bears singing, one after the other, and knew that he had stumbled into the meeting point of their territories and doused his fire and crept away in the night. He had earned the right to adopt a new name after spending thirty years in the New Territories, driving the last of the bears ever northward, and he admired and respected their resilience and resourcefulness, and believed that they had not entirely lost their powers of reasoning.


Although Pilgrim had heard those tales many times before, he was happy to hear them again: they were good stories and his grandfather scarcely stumbled as he told them. But when they returned to the lodge and shared a small lunch of pickled vegetables and steamed mudfish in the sunny commons Bearbane had to be reminded again who Pilgrim was and why he was there, and when Pilgrim told him that he had to leave because he had business to discuss with his mother, Bearbane took his hands, his grip trembling but still strong, and said, ‘You’re as stubborn and steadfast as me, Boundless. Stick to what you need to do and you’ll most likely get it done.’


Boundless was the name of Pilgrim’s father, who had died when Pilgrim had been a pup. He didn’t have the heart to correct his grandfather, and took those few words of encouragement as a blessing.


It was late in the afternoon by the time he had retraced his path and headed east, crossing a wooden bridge that arched over the river fed by the lake, passing through a belt of wild olive and black gum and emerging at the edge of the rough pasture where shag-pelted coneys grazed, little bells around their necks tinkling out a fitful music. The rammed-earth outer wall of the Hearth loomed beyond. The gate stood open. Pilgrim rode under its arch and told the guard who he was and whom he had come to see.


‘I know who you are, young Pilgrim,’ the woman said. ‘Welcome back. But you’ll have to wait for an escort, like any other visitor.’


She ducked inside an office built into the slant of the wall’s inner side to send a tapcode message to the bastion, and Pilgrim climbed down from his mara and hitched it to a post and brushed road dust from his clothes and leaned on his cane and waited for his escort. Presently, a mara and rider came up the straight white road that cut through the strip fields and stands of fruit trees beyond the gate. Pilgrim’s sister, Willow, come to meet her errant brother.







5.



After Willow alighted from her mara she and Pilgrim moved together and clasped forearms and swayed in the slow, blissful comity of blood on blood, immersed in each other’s scent and touch. His sister wore plain work clothes and there were blue dot tattoos under her eyes and in the stripe shaved into her pelt from her forehead to the nape of her neck – tribal signifiers of her status. She had barely been a stripling when Pilgrim had left, was grown into a woman now. Handfasted, with a son. Amazing to think of it.


‘Look at you,’ she said, stepping back. ‘Got up in your finery.’


Pilgrim had dressed carefully to meet his mother. The white mourning shirt, short-legged grey felt trews, their cuffs fastened by horn buttons just below his knees, his good yellow stockings for a touch of colour, long-toed side-laced pike boots.


‘It’s nothing out of the ordinary in Highwater Reach,’ he said. ‘Apart from the shirt, of course.’


Willow told him how sorry she was for his loss. ‘Your letters made it clear how much you admired and respected your master.’


Pilgrim had a clear sharp picture of the old scholar bent over his desk, studying a document through his magnifying glass while his left hand, like an independent animal, scratched notes on a scrap of paper.


He swallowed something hard and said, ‘He was the finest, cleverest person I have ever known.’


‘And you haven’t yet finished serving him.’


‘That isn’t the only reason why I came back. I wanted to see you, and to meet my new nephew.’


‘And ask Thorn for help. You had better see her straight away. She let me know that she expected you to arrive much earlier.’


‘I paid a visit to Bearbane before I came here.’


‘I hope that was not too much of a shock.’


‘He mistook me for our father,’ Pilgrim said. ‘It was as if I had been erased from his mind.’


‘He is often confused now,’ Willow said. ‘You mustn’t take it personally.’


‘I wrote to him faithfully, but he hardly ever replied.’


‘He was never much good with letters. Do you remember the story about how, when he was trapping bears in the far north, Thorn didn’t hear from him for five years? Didn’t know if he was dead or alive until one of his cousins ran into him in a frontier camp.’


‘He can still tell a good story.’


‘The past is realer to him than the present,’ Willow said. ‘The only comfort is that he no longer remembers that he is ailing.’


They rode side by side along the road towards the walled mound of the Hearth’s bastion, passing strips of sweetroot and starchroot, beans, fat grass and thread grass. Rows of custard-apple trees, peermelon trees, grapevines. Pilgrim gave Willow a brief account of his interview with Mercy Redvine and the visit to the ruins of the bear city, and she asked him if he had told Thorn about his plans.


‘I thought it would be better to explain the details in person rather than in a letter.’


‘If you want to know the truth, this business with the visitors has always sounded crazy to me. It still does.’


‘I am going to explain why it is important to define the nature of that craziness. Blessed told me that she has not much changed.’


‘She is what she is,’ Willow said. ‘But I know that she is looking forward to seeing you.’


They rode past barns and storage tanks, past the stinking tannery and the sheds where the rugs for which the territory had some small fame were woven. Past the pups’ compound, with its red-painted cabins and neat flower and vegetable gardens, where Pilgrim had spent the first years of his life, and through the gate in the mud wall of the bastion. They left their maras in the courtyard and Willow led Pilgrim through the maze of passageways under the central mound, his cane rapping on the woodblock floor, anticipation parching his mouth.


He’d always had a difficult relationship with his mother. She was a strong-willed and decisive person with a clear vision of what needed to be done and how to achieve it, and had never allowed him to make excuses or avoid challenges because of his lameness or, when it became evident, his ‘condition’. If he had to work harder than others to overcome his handicaps, she had told him, it would instil resilience and self-control that would serve him well later in life. And if he failed after trying his best, then at least it would be an honourable failure. Better that than never trying at all. At the time, he had often resented her unrelenting discipline, but now he was grateful that she had trained him to be focused and conscientious. Qualities that had served him well as Master Able’s secretary; qualities that he hoped would help him make good his ambition to finish his master’s work. And although Thorn was more admired than well-liked, for she was not concerned with pleasing others and was very particular about choosing whom she could trust, she had become a leading voice in the tribe’s community, an important and energetic mover and shaker. Pilgrim didn’t doubt that the innovations Blessed had mentioned were largely due to her, and knew that if he could convince her about the importance of his plans the rest of the aunties would fall into line behind her.


She was waiting for him in her office, dressed like Willow in work clothes – a tan vest, high-waisted trews, reedstem sandals. No adornments except for the usual tattoos of a woman of her age and standing, and the bracelet of braided goat hair that she wore on her left wrist in remembrance of her long-dead partner, Pilgrim’s father. She greeted him briskly, as if he had been away for six days rather than six years. There was no embrace. Overt displays of affection had never been her style. Instead, they settled on hassocks on either side of a low table, and Thorn poured tea, one of Willow’s blends, into thimble cups, and thanked him for his letter and expressed sympathy for Master Able’s death.


‘You know that I did not approve of Bearbane making arrangements behind my back, but you seem to have served his scholar friend well enough. I understand that he had been unwell for a long time, but the end must have been a shock, even so.’


Pilgrim told her that it had been, and still was, but she was already pressing on.


‘You mentioned that you had plans to finish a monograph. If you came here looking for a place where you can work undisturbed, I’m sure we can accommodate you. And if you are uncertain about what to do with yourself once you have finished, I have a few suggestions. We can discuss them when you are ready.’


Pilgrim thanked her, asked if she remembered what he had told her about Master Able’s work in his letters to her. What his master had been working on when he died.


It was still hard, saying that. When he died. Openly acknowledging his death. Confirming its reality.


‘Something to do with ghosts or visions, I believe,’ Thorn said. ‘One of those silly popular manias.’


‘Master Able was trying to find out if there was something more to it than that,’ Pilgrim said.


He explained that in the course of his usual work Master Able’s interest in sightings of so-called visitors had been sparked by a letter sent by a trapper who worked in the forests of the west coast of the New Territories, describing a brief glimpse, at night, of tall figures that moved in the darkness under the trees and shone like the Daughter Moon. Master Able had recently done some work on the bones of a dwarf species of ogre which had lived on one of the Spice Islands for tens of thousands of years beyond the Burn Line, and wondered if the trapper might have encountered members of a similar species which had survived until the present day. He had written to his contacts, seeking evidence of similar encounters, and had tasked Pilgrim with sifting through local wallsheets, and they had compiled a short list of reliable sightings and had interviewed the witnesses by mail or in person. The sightings had been scattered across the Union and the New Territories and none of the witnesses appeared to have any connection with each other, yet their accounts shared a number of striking similarities. All of the encounters had been in remote areas and mostly in the last light of dusk, or at night: distant glimpses of two or three slim, tall figures clad in white, disappearing amongst trees or behind rocks or ridges, dissolving into darkness. Two witnesses had said that the figures had been blank-faced. Another had claimed that they had worn helmets with visors of black glass.


‘In several cases ridged footprints were found. In others, markings scratched in the dirt or on a rock,’ Pilgrim said, and showed Thorn his drawing of the flowersipper sigil, explained that rumours about the sightings had inspired all kinds of outlandish theories, from claims that they were avatars of the Mother to Foeless Landwalker’s assertion that they hailed from Morningstar, the second planet of the sun, where they had built a paradise of peace and universal enlightenment. Critics and naysayers had questioned Master Able’s motives and attacked his reputation, but he had persisted in his quest for the truth, painstakingly analysing the veracity of new sightings, including descriptions of what might have been flying machines and a report of strange lights in the ruins of a bear city.


‘I investigated that last on my way here,’ Pilgrim said, and related the account of Mercy Redvine’s encounter. He had it by heart after transcribing the recording of Mercy’s story in the stranger’s lodge where he had overnighted.


Thorn said, ‘What did your master think these visitors were? You mentioned dwarf ogres. Or did he believe in ghosts?’


‘Despite the footprints and the gravings and so on, my master believed that more evidence was required before he could come to a conclusion,’ Pilgrim said. ‘And even if the sightings turned out to be nothing more than mistaken observations of natural phenomena or outright hoaxes, he thought it important to discover why they were so popular, and why rumour of them spread so quickly. Perhaps they are a symptom of people’s fears about changes driven by new techne. Changes which they can neither control nor understand. Fantasies of powerful beings who promise a paradise of universal peace, where all are equal and none are in want, may be a way of regaining control of the future and direction of their lives.’


‘They would do better to have faith in the mercy and grace of the Mother.’


‘It may be that too many have lost faith in Her. Or fear that She has lost faith in them.’


‘And what do you believe?’


‘Like my master, I believe that more research is needed. That’s why, when he lay on his death bed, I promised him that I would finish his work.’


Master Able had been insensible when Pilgrim had made that vow, but he believed that it was no less binding for that.


‘I need only a small stipend to pay for travel and other expenses, and a place to collate my findings and complete my master’s monograph. I set out the estimates here,’ he said, sliding the sheet of paper across the table.


Thorn did not even glance at the estimated expenses he had worked and reworked. She said, with a look he remembered all too well from the many times when he’d been chastised for daydreaming when he should have been paying attention to his teachers and instructors, or for failing to give every challenge or chore anything but his best, ‘You brought this to me because you thought that I would look at this favourably, and persuade the other aunties to approve a disbursement.’


As usual, she had seen clean through him.


‘I think of it as an investment,’ Pilgrim said, knowing that everything hinged on this moment. His words. Her judgement. ‘It may be that the visitors are no more than phantoms. But if they are real, if we share the Mother with an undiscovered tribe of people or another race of intelligent beings, it will change everything.’
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Pilgrim’s nephew, Amity, was a sturdy pup a little over two years old, pleasingly bold and curious. Asking if the ant inside Pilgrim’s amber pendant was real, wanting to know if Pilgrim walked with a stick because he had hurt his leg.


‘I was born with one leg weaker than the other,’ Pilgrim said. ‘And I’ve grown so used to it that I hardly notice it anymore.’


‘He doesn’t mean anything by it,’ Willow said, smiling at Pilgrim over her son’s sleek head.


‘I’m pleased to see that he’s as inquisitive as I was, at his age.’


‘Do you really live in the capital?’ Amity said.


‘In a little town called Highwater Reach, on the other side of the river. Have your teachers ever told you about the Library of All People?’


Amity shook his head.


‘It is a collection of books and many other things from all over the Union. Scholars who study in it mostly live in Highwater Reach. I was the secretary to one of those scholars.’


‘We learnt about the capital in geography,’ Amity said. ‘It’s called Concord. It’s smaller than the territory but lots more people live in it.’


‘The very definition of a city.’


‘And it’s a long long long long way away.’


‘On the other side of the Union. I came here by train. Do you know what a train is?’


‘Of course!’ Amity said scornfully. ‘Did you come to see me?’


‘And your mother, and my mother – your grandmother Thorn. I brought you a gift,’ Pilgrim said. ‘It’s in my wallet. Why don’t you look for it?’


It was a bestiary more than a hundred years old, its entries organised by a quaintly outdated phylogeny and illustrated with hand-tinted plates. Amity paged through it with rising excitement, pointing to animals and birds he recognised, asking about others he didn’t.


‘It’s almost bedtime,’ Willow told him. ‘Why don’t I help you get ready, and then your uncle can tell you about some of those beasts.’


The dormitory of the pups’ compound was unchanged, with rows of sleeping niches down either side, dusty columns of reddish light slanting through the painted glass of the clerestory, the homely chatter of pups being prepared for sleep by their carers or visiting parents. After he had shown his collections of bird feathers and snail shells to his uncle, Amity settled in his sleeping niche and Pilgrim perched on a small stool beside him and they studied the bestiary. Here was a picture of a tiny tree rat from the Spice Islands which made its home in the hulls of a certain kind of nut. Here was the agile hopping rat from the hot dusty central grasslands, with its springy hind legs and the large naked shells of its ears, which it used to catch the warmth of the early-morning sunlight after the cold nights and radiate away excess body heat during the hottest part of the day. And here was a fierce lean mountain hob, and a tree glider from the cloud forests, with membranes of skin stretched between its fore and hind limbs, and a queen army rat and her attendant workers. Pilgrim asked Amity what they had in common, and explained, after the boy had made several guesses, that they shared a common ancestor which had looked something like the little spiny-tailed rats which had to be kept from the root stores, and lived in the long-ago time before the world had caught fire.


‘Two hundred thousand years ago, before there were people like us.’


‘Because there were ogres instead.’


‘That’s right. After the fire, the ogres were gone, or almost all of them, and so were most of the animals. But our little rat and her friends and relations survived, and her children and her children’s children found new places to live and new kinds of food to eat, because the animals which had once lived in those places and eaten that food were no longer around. And slowly, bit by bit, the rat’s children were changed by where they lived and how they made their living, and became different kinds of new animals.’


‘Is that a story, or is it true?’


‘It’s a true story. The best kind. My master discovered it by comparing the shapes of their bones and teeth.’


They studied more pictures, leaning together over the little book. A river dolphin, several kinds of seal and an animal Amity recognised – a water buffalo with a pink, hairless hide, a stiff dark crest crowning its head and a pair of tusks curling to the left and right of its snout. It was a relative of the forest hogs, Pilgrim told Amity, and one of the fiercest and most dangerous animals known, even though it ate nothing but grass and water hyacinths. Amity nodding, saying that water buffalos lived in the lake and you had to keep well away from them, asking if it was true that they could fight off spotted cats.


‘They are so fierce that their children sometimes chew on a crocodile’s tail for practice,’ Pilgrim said. ‘And the crocodile lets them, because if it objected that would be the end of it.’


‘Are crocodiles the little rat’s children too?’


‘No, they are very old and wise animals who knew how to hide from the worst of the fire.’


At last Amity fell asleep, and Pilgrim tucked the book into the straw at the bottom of his sleeping niche. Willow said that it was an overgenerous present; Pilgrim told her that one of the things that had surprised him most, living in Highwater Reach in the shadow of the Library, was how cheap books could be. There was a narrow street in the old quarter where shops sold books authorised by the Library, self-published tracts, theses and pamphlets produced by the so-called bootleg print shops, and the contents of the personal libraries of scholars who had died or moved away. He had spent many happy hours browsing there.


‘I had to sell most of my little collection to pay for my train ticket, and put what was left in the care of my friends. But I kept the bestiary for Amity because your letters mentioned that he is keen on natural history.’


Pilgrim and Willow were sitting under one of the Hearth’s grandmother trees, looking out across the fields towards the slow sunset. Willow said, ‘I’m not sure if it’s a phase or something more serious, but he loves to collect bird feathers and snail shells.’


‘As I saw.’


‘You had your fossils, and the animal skeletons you wired together,’ Willow said. ‘And that ant farm you kept between two sheets of glass.’


‘I employed the ants to strip the flesh from the bones of dead mice and birds,’ Pilgrim said. ‘A very useful arrangement.’


‘Until one of our teachers made you throw it out because of the stink.’


‘And with no better place to live the ants made nests under the classroom, and got everywhere.’


They smiled at the shared memory.


Willow said, ‘The teachers couldn’t bring themselves to punish you, because you told such good stories about ants and fossils and all the rest. The big coilshell you found in the old quarry is still on display in the pups’ classroom.’


‘That’s good to know.’


‘Perhaps you could tell Amity and the other pups about how you found it and what it means, the next time you visit.’


‘Why not? It looks like I’ll be here for a while.’


Pilgrim had already explained how things had fallen out with Thorn. She had told him that his project had nothing to do with the aunties and the Hearth, said that if he wanted to try to win support from the tribe he was wasting his time with her, and must petition the men’s council instead. It was not an outright rejection, but it was a major setback.
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