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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.


      






We’ll turnaway, oh, we’ll turnaway


from god who failed our trust


We’ll turnaway, oh, we’ll turnaway


and tread his name in dust.


We’ll come adore, oh we’ll come adore


that Rebel Angel band,


who spared us forevermore,


and gave us Bastion land.







Chorus: Praise oh praise the Rebel Angels


their story we must tell,


that none forget the Rebel Angels,


who raised the Spared from hell.







HYMN NUMBER 108


BASTION DICTA HYMNAL







caigo faience


Picture this:


A mountain splintering the sky like a broken bone, its western precipice plummeting onto jumbled scree. Below the sheer wall, sparse grasses, growing thicker as the slope gentles through dark groves to a spread of plush pasture. Centered there, much embellished, a building white as sugar, its bizarre central tower crowned by a cupola. Like a priapic wedding cake, it poses amid a garniture of gardens, groves, mazes, all halved—west from east—by the slither of a glassy wall, while from north to south the tamed terrain is cracked by little rivers bounding from the snowy heights toward the canyons farther down.


Picture this:


Inside the towered building, galleries crammed with diagrams and devices; atria packed with idols, images, icons; libraries stacked with reference works; studios strewn with chalk-dust, marble-dust, sawdust, aromatic with incense—cedar and pine and sweet oil of lavender, yes, but more mephitic scents as well; cellar vaults hung with cobweb, strewn with parchment fragments, moldering cases stacked high in shadowed corners. All this has been culled from prior centuries, from wizards now dead, sorcerers now destroyed, mysterious places no longer recognized by name or location, people and places that once were but are no longer, or at least can no longer be found.


Even the man who built the place is no longer. He was Caigo Faience of Turnaway (ca 701–775 ATHCAW—After The Happening Came And Went), once selected by the Regime as Protector of the Spared Ones, Warden of Wizardry, but now well over a century gone. Upon his death the books were audited. When the results were known, the office of Protector was abolished and the function of Warden was transferred to the College of Sorcery under the supervision of the Department of Inexplicable Arts. DIA has taken control of the place: the building, the walls, the mazes, the warden’s house (now called the Conservator’s House), the whole of Faience’s Folly together with all its very expensive conceits. It is now a center for preservation and restoration, a repository for the arcana of history. When The Art is recovered, Faience will become a mecca for aspiring mages under the watchful eye of the Bureau of Happiness and Enlightenment, yet another brilliant in the pavé crown of the Regime.


Picture this.


A Comador woman, her hazelnut hair drawn sleekly back into a thick, single plait, her oval face expressionless, dressed usually in a shapeless shift worn more as a lair than a garment, a shell into which she may at any moment withdraw like a turtle. She is recently come to womanhood, beautiful as only Comadors can be beautiful, but she is too diffident to let her beauty show. Possibly she could be sagacious, some Comadors are, but her green eyes betray an intellect largely unexplored. Still, she is graceful as she slips through the maze to its center, like a fish through eddies. She is agile as she climbs the tallest trees in the park in search of birds’ nests. She is quiet, her green eyes ingenuous but speculative as she lurks among shadows, watching, or stands behind doors, listening, the only watcher and listener among a gaggle of egos busy with sayings and doings.


Picture her on a narrow bed in the smallest bedroom of the Conservator’s House, struggling moistly out of tangle-haired, grit-eyed sleep, lost in what she calls the mistaken moment when her heart flutters darkly like an attic-trapped bird and she cannot remember what or where she is. This confusion comes always at the edge between sleep and waking, between being here now, at Caigo Faience, and being … other, another, who survives the dawn only in echoes of voices:


“Has she come? Has she brought all her children? Then let her daughter stand upon the battle drum and let war begin …”


“Can you smell that? The stink wafts among the very stars, the spoor of the race that moves in the direction of darkness! Look at this trail I have followed! This is the way it was, see why I have come …”


“Ah, see there in the shadows! This is a creature mankind has made. See how he watches you!”


“A chance yet. Still a chance you may bring them into the light …”


And herself whispering, “How? … why? … what is it? What can I do? …”


Waking, she clings to that other existence as a furry infant to an arboreal mother, dizzied but determined. She is unwilling to let go the mystery until she has unraveled it, and she tries to go back, back into dream, but it is to no purpose. With sunlight the voices vanish, along with the images and intentions she is so desperate to recover. Though they are at the brink of her consciousness, they might as well be hidden in the depths of the earth, for she is now only daylight Dismé, blinking, stretching, scratching at the insistent itch on her forehead as she wakens to the tardy sun that is just now heaving itself over the sky-blocking peak of Mt. P’Jardas to the east.


“I am Dismé,” she says aloud, in a slightly quavering voice. Dismé, she thinks, who sees things that are not there. Dismé who does not believe in the Dicta. Dismé who believes this life is, perhaps, the dream and that other life the reality.


Dismé, she tries not to think, whose not-sister, Rashel Deshôll, is Conservator of the Faience Museum, tenant of the Conservator’s House, and something else, far more dreadful, as well.




1


dismé the child


Deep in the night, a squall of strangled brass, a muted trumpet bray of panic: Aunt Gayla Latimer, wailing in the grip of nightmare—followed shortly by footsteps.


“Papa?” Dismé peered sleepily at her door, opened only a crack to admit her father’s nose, chin, one set of bare toes.


“It’s Aunt Gayla having the Terrors, Dismé. Just go back to sleep.” He turned and shuffled up the attic stairs to be greeted by Roger, Dismé’s older brother. Mumble, mumble.


“Val?” A petulant whine from Father’s room.


Voice from upstairs. “Go back to sleep, Cora.”


Corable the Horrible, said a voice in Dismé’s head. Cora Call-Her-Mother.


“But she’s not my mother,” Dismé had said a thousand times.


“Of course not. But you call her mother anyhow. All little girls need a mother.” Papa, over and over.


Fresh howls of horror from Aunt Gayla’s room.


“Can’t anybody shut that old bitch up?” A slightly shriller whine, from the room that had once been Dismé’s and now belonged to Rashel, Call-Her-Mother’s daughter, already growing into a faithful copy of her mother.


Dismé pulled the blanket around her ears and rolled an imaginary pair of dice. Odds or evens: go back to sleep or wait to see what happened. Gayla’s affliction had developed into an every-third-night ordeal. Her nephew and great nephew, Val and Roger Latimer, provided solace while Call-Her-Mother and Rashel offered commentary. Dismé had no part in the ritual. If she got involved, it would only make it worse.


The clock in the hallway cleared its throat and donged, three, four, five … Dismé emerged from the blanket, eyes relentlessly opened by the scuffle-shuffle overhead as Roger went from Aunt Gayla’s attic room to his own, and father came down the stairs, back to bed.


If everyone else was asleep, Dismé would stay up! She dressed herself in the dark, went furtively down the stairs and into the back hall, past the pre-dawn black of the gurgling, tweeping bottle room, out along the tool shed, and through the gate into a twisty adit between blank-walled tenements. Aunt Gayla wasn’t the only one with night terrors, for the night was full of howls, each one bringing a suitable though impotent gesture of aversion from Dismé. She was only practicing. Everyone knew sorcerous gesticulation had no power left in it. All magic had been lost during the Happening, and no amount of arm waving or chanting would do any good until The Art was regained. Which meant no surcease for Aunt Gayla, though Dismé daren’t show she cared.


“We wouldn’t want the Regime to punish Gayla for your behavior, would we, Dismé?” Cora the Horrible.


“Why would the Regime do that?” Dismé, outraged.


“Those who have the night terrors are more likely to get the Disease,” said Call-Her-Mother.


“Those who have the Disease affect others around them, they get un-Regimic,” echoed Rashel. “Dismé, you’re un-Regimic!”


“Since children do not become un-Regimic by themselves, they will search for the person who influenced you. Since Rashel is Regimic, they will not blame me,” so Call-Her-Mother summed it up with a superior smile. “They will blame Aunt Gayla!”


Or Father. Or Roger. If the Regime was going to blame people she loved just because Dismé couldn’t figure things out, better keep love a secret. It was hard to do, even though True Mother used to say making the best of a bad situation was a secret way of getting even.


“Secret pleasures,” True Mother had whispered, “can be compensation for a good many quotidian tribulations!” True Mother had loved words like that, long ones that rolled around in your mouth like half dissolved honey-drops, oozing flavor. It was True Mother who had introduced Dismé to the secret pleasure of early mornings as seen from the ruined tower on the western wall, where a fragment of floor and a bit of curved wall made an aerie open to the air.


On her way to the wall, Dismé made up an enchantment:




“Old wall, old wall,


defender of the Spared


lift me up into your tower,


and let me see the morning.”





In the solitude of the alley no one could hear her, so she sang the words, a whisper that barely broke the hush. All the schoolchildren in Bastion were taught the elements of sorcery, and Dismé often imagined what might happen if she suddenly got The Art and said some marvelous enchantment by accident!


She began to embellish the tune, only to be stopped by a sound like a tough fingernail flicking against a wineglass. Only a ping, but pings did not stay only! Dismé turned her face away and hurried, pretending she had not heard it. No use. Before her eyes, the dark air spun into a steely vortex of whirling light with a vacancy at the center which was the ping itself. It made her head hurt to look at it, and she averted her eyes as a voice from nowhere asked, “What are you thinking?”


If she lied, it would ask again, more loudly, and then more loudly yet until she answered truthfully or someone came to fetch her. Since being out alone in the dark was forbidden, being fetched by anyone was a bad idea. She had to tell the truth. If she could decide what it was!


“I was thinking about my father …” she ventured. She thought she had been thinking of him, though the ping had driven all thoughts away for the moment.


“What about him?”


“About … about his book.” It was true! She had thought of it, not long ago.


“What book is that?” asked the ping.


“One written by his ancestor.”


“What does it say?”


“I don’t know. I haven’t read it.”


A long pause while the air swirled and the ping regarded her. “Did your father say anything about it?”


Dismé dug into her memory. “He said his ancestress wrote about the time before the Happening and the voice from the sky smelled like something … I forget. But the prayers smelled purple, going up.”


The ping said, “Thank you,” in an ungrateful voice, pulled its continuing resonance into the hole after it, and vanished.


Nobody could explain pings, and Dismé didn’t like them poking at her. Now all her pleasure was sullied! She tramped on, pouting, until she reached the wall where she could fulfill her own magic: arms reaching precisely, fingers gripping just so into this crack, around that protruding knob, feet finding the right niches between the stones. Up she went, clambering a stair of fractured blocks into her own high place, her only inheritance from True Mother.


The ping forgotten, she crouched quiet. The dawn was pecking away at its egg in the east and night’s skirts were withdrawing westward, dark hems snagging at the roots of trees to leave draggled shreds of shadow striping the morning meadows. The air was a clear pool of expectation into which, inevitably, one bird dropped a single, seed-crystal note. Growing like frost, this note begot two, ten, a thousand, to become a dawn chorus of ice-gemmed sound, a crystalline tree thrusting upward to touch a lone high-hawk, hovering upon the forehead of the morning.


Birds were everywhere: forest birds on the hills, field birds in the furrows, water birds among the reeds around Lake Forget—a thirsty throat that sucked the little rivers down from the heights and spewed them into a thousand wandering ditches among the fields. White skeletons of drowned trees surveyed the marshes; hunched hills approached the banks to toe the lapping wavelets. Adrift in music, Dismé watched herons unfolding from bony branches, covens of crows convening amid the stubble, bright flocks volleying from dry woods to the water’s edge. In that moment, her private world was unaccountably joyous, infinitely comforting.


This morning, however, the world’s wake-song was marred by a discordant and unfamiliar shriek, a protest from below her, metal against wood against stone. Dismé leaned forward, peering down the outside of the wall into a well of shadow where a barely discernible darkness gaped. A door? Yes, people emerging. No! People didn’t have horns like that! They had to be demons: ten, a dozen of them, shoulders blanket-cloaked against the early chill (demons were used to hotter realms), head cloths wrapped into tall turbans halfway up their lyre-curved horns.


Some of them bore wooden yokes across their shoulders, from which bottles hung, to Dismé’s bewilderment, chiming with each step. Bottling was among the most sacred rites of the Spared, and demons were forbidden, unwholesome beings whom only the diseased and deceased had any reason to encounter. Yet here they were, lugging their loads into the daylight, invisible to the guards at the nearby gate who were looking in the opposite direction, unchallenged by the sentries on the towers, their averted faces silhouetted against the sky. Why was no one paying attention?


The grassy commons between wall and forest was wide, with nothing intruding upon it but the road to the west and the low bottle wall that ran alongside it halfway to the trees, so Dismé had plenty of time to observe demonic audacity, arrogant lack of stealth, insolently workaday strides, prosaic as any ploughman’s. Some of them pulled a cart heaped with straw mats, and not even they had the sensibility to skulk.


As if mere demons were not enough, an even stranger thing rose into the morning, a roiling fog that flowed invisibly up from somewhere, coalescing at the wall’s farther end. Something or somethings, faceless and ghostly, limp ashen cerements covering their forms, their hands, their feet, the thick brims of their odd headdresses thrusting out like platters around their heads—if they were heads—strange and stranger yet.


Ouphs, Dismé thought, almost at once. Her mother had spoken to her of ouphs, in a whisper, in that particular tone that meant “This is a secret. This will cause trouble if you mention it, and we do not wish to cause trouble.” She watched intently as they split to flow around the demons, like water around a stone, flowing together again once the demons had moved on. Why was it Dismé could see them but the demons could not? True Mother had said those who couldn’t see chose not to. Perhaps the demons just chose not to.


The ouphs coalesced into a fog which approached, gliding along the bottle wall toward the dark door from which the demons had emerged, roiling there momentarily before flowing swiftly upward, like smoke up a chimney, giving Dismé no time to escape before they were all around her. She could not apprehend them in any physical sense, and yet her mind was full of feelings, voices, smells:


Sorrow. “…searching searching searching …” The odor of ashes, as though dreamed.


Loss. “…where where where …” Cold rain on skin. Dust.


Pain. “… beg, beg, beg …” An ache in the bones, a scent of mold, leaf smoke, wet earth.


Regret. “… no no no no never …” Rose petals, drying on … something. Dismé almost caught the scent …


Imprisonment. Captivity. Enslavement. “… let go …”


Oh, so sad, so sad, with only this nebulous linking of words and impressions, so fragile, so frail that the moment she clutched at them they were gone. Dreams did that, when she tried to hold on to them, evaporating like mist in the wind. So, too, the ouphs were driven out into the gulf of air where they whirled, slowly at first, then more quickly, keening an immeasurable sorrow that was sucked into the vortex and away.


The demons had neither seen nor heard. They were building a new section of the wall with various snippers and twisters, hoses, connectors and gadgets. They had buckets of half-solid stuff that they troweled between the bottles to hold them fast, and they worked with deliberate speed and no wasted motions. Soon, the job was done, the bottles were embedded and labeled, the tools and empty yokes were gathered, and the demons strode off toward the crow-wing shadow of the trees as the ouph-fog slowly faded into nothingness behind them,


When the last of the fog went, a chill finger touched the back of Dismé’s head, a wave of coldness crept down her neck onto her back, as though someone had reached beneath her clothing to stroke her with ice. She shivered and recoiled. The chill had been there for a while, but her concentration on the ouphs had kept her from attending to it. Now it was imminent and intent, watching her. She spun about, searching, seeing nothing, but knowing still that something was watching. She ducked under the cover of tilted slabs and stayed there, trembling, pressing her hands to her head where the thing was still present, as though looking from the inside out!


In the darkness behind her eyelids a green shadow bloomed, a voice whispered. “Gone the demons and ouphs, but not gone that other thing. You must stop thinking …”


The suggestion was familiar. She stopped thinking. The green shade expanded to contain her as she retreated to a central fastness she was seldom able to find. Bird song wove a crystal cage. The sun pulled itself another rung into the sky. When its rays struck her full upon her head, she looked up without thinking anything and saw before her a looped line of light.


“What is that?” she asked in a whisper.


“The Guardian’s sign,” the voice murmured. “Go home now.”


The darkness inside her gave way to a rush of scintillant sparks, edged light, pricking fire, sticking burs of brilliance creating an instant’s perfect illumination. No voice. No demons. No ouphs. No ping, no thing, only the prickling star-burn, an itch of the intellect and the memory of a familiar but unplaceable voice.


So many sharp-bright questions! So many mystery-marvels that cried out for explanation! Thousands of things she wanted to know, and among them all, not one, not a single one that she, who yesterday had celebrated her eighth birthday, was still naive enough to ask.


Among the trees, the demons met others of their fellows. From the wagon, straw mats were thrown aside to disclose a pile of bodies to be unloaded and laid on the grass. Wolf, the demon in charge, went down the line, checking off each one as they came to it.


“Malvis Jones,” he read from his work sheet. “Malvis goes to Warm Point with you, Mole. Rickle Blessing? That’s him, in the green overalls. He’s been allocated to Benchmark along with his wife, Lula, third one down in that row.”


As he spoke, demons moved forward to load the still forms into smaller wagons hitched to pairs of horses. Beside the last body, a small one, the demons gathered, their faces twisted with anger and revulsion.


“Another one,” said Mole, leaning down to feel the faint pulse in the child’s neck. “What hellhound did this to her.”


Wolf said between his teeth, “She goes south, all the way.”


“To Chasm? You mean we call for transport?”


“You think she’d live to make it any other way? Perhaps they can salvage something …”


Mole cried, “Does anyone know anything about this?”


“Nothing. Except that there’s more of it, all the time.”


Silently, the demons wrapped what was left of the still body and laid it on a stretcher. Four of them carried it off among the trees. As the others were about to move away, every demon froze. Sections of their horns became strangely transparent, as though little windows had opened there. After a long moment, they moved, though only tentatively.


“Did you feel that?” demanded Wolf. “What was that?”


“Something watching,” muttered Mole. “That’s all I could get.” He fished a notebook from a pocket. “How many bodies were there, all together?”


“Twenty-three. Twelve alive, eleven dead.”


“No body parts removed?”


“Just that little girl,” said Wolf, his lips twisting in revulsion.


“Why is it always children?”


“It isn’t always, just mostly. Speaking of children, j’you notice the girl on the wall, Mole? Little thing, out there alone? How old?”


“Yeah, about that. I used to see her there with her mother. Lately I’ve seen her there by herself, but it’s the first time she’s caught us out in the open. Do we need to …”


“No. Let it go. There’s no threat there.”


Because of the watcher, Dismé was late leaving the wall, and she made it home just in time to avoid being caught. As it was, only Rashel observed her return past the bottle room.


“What were you doing out there?” she demanded imperiously, nose pinched, lips pursed, a flush of indignation on her face.


“There was a bird on the wall,” said Dismé, carefully, expressionlessly. “I went to get a closer look at it.”


“Mother says you’re not to go out without her say so.”


“What’s this?” Father rumbled from the kitchen door. “Been bird watching again, Dis?”


Rashel, officiously, “Mother says she shouldn’t go out, ever, without asking her.”


“I scarcely think Dismé needs to ask anyone’s permission to take a look at a bird, Rashel. You’re living in Apocanew now, not out at the dangerous frontier.”


Rashel stared at him impudently, then flounced out.


“Was it really a bird?” Father whispered. “Or were you up in that old tower again?”


“I was really watching birds,” Dismé replied.


“Well, your cloak is buttoned crooked and your shoe laces are in peculiar knots, so I’d suggest getting yourself put together properly before Mother sees you.”


“She isn’t …” Dismé began.


“I know. But you’re to call her Mother. You’ve heard Rashel call me Father.”


Oh, yes. Dismé had heard Rashel say Faahther, like a cat growling softly, playing with the word as though it were a mouse.


Father beckoned Roger from the adjacent room. “Roger, help your sister out, or she’ll be in trouble.”


Roger rolled his eyes, but he took her up to her room, where she had her own little white bed with a ruffled pink pillow. The pillow was a birthday present from Father.


“Where’s your pillow?” Roger asked, as he retied her shoes.


Dismé whispered, “Rashel took it.”


“Rashel!” said Roger. “I can’t put anything down if she’s around. She’s a magpie for stealing. I’ll speak to Father.”


“Don’t Roger. Please.”


“I will. I’ll make her stop this!”


And Roger did. And Father spoke to Rashel. And Rashel said the kind of thing she usually said.


“I did not! I saw her throw it under her bed her own self.”


And when they went to look, there the pillow was, under the bed, dusty, with a hole torn in the ruffle, though Dismé knew she hadn’t put it there.


Father shook his head, his face full of disappointment. Call-Her-Mother’s voice cooed: “Well, Dismé, if you’re not going to take care of things, we’ll give it to Rashel. She takes care of things.”


“Where’s your shawl, Dismé?” Father asking. “The one that was your mother’s?”


“I have it put away.” She had seen Rashel put it in the back of her armoire, but it would not do to say so.


“Where’s your quilt that Aunty made for you, Dismé?” Aunt Gayla asking.


“In the wash.” As it well might be, though Dismé hadn’t put it there.


Rashel tried taking things from Roger, too, but though Roger was a year younger than Rashel, he was bigger and stronger. One day, he slapped Rashel hard, leaving a red handprint on her face, and he told her if she ever told a lie about him or Dismé again, he’d tell the Regime! Dismé saw it all from the stair landing where a pair of heavy curtains made a perfect hideaway. From the time Rashel and Call-Her-Mother had come, Dismé had watched them, desperate to figure them out. True Mother once told her, “You must always know your enemies, Dis. The more you know, the safer you are.” Maybe Rashel had believed Roger’s threat, for none of Dismé’s few remaining belongings disappeared or turned up broken for a while.


When spring came, so did Rashel’s birthday, and Call-Her-Mother planned a picnic at Riverpark for the whole family. Father and Call-Her-Mother carried the baskets, striding on ahead of the children to the Stone Bridge that curved over the River Tey, at this time of the year roaring with muddy run-off from the snows up Mt. P’Jardas way. Dismé went across and stopped in the shade to wait for Roger, who was explaining to Rashel why she should stop showing off, walking on the railing.


“It’s fun,” said Rashel, loftily, arms extended for balance. “You’re just afraid to try it.”


“I have tried it, stupid. Just not this time of year, when the river’s full like this! It’s dangerous!”


“That’s what makes it fun. Otherwise, it’s just like walking along the railroad track. You slip off, it doesn’t matter. I said you were afraid of the danger, and you’ve just admitted it.”


“I am not afraid,” he said, very red in the face, as he started to climb up next to Rashel.


Dismé screamed at him. “Roger. Don’t get up there!” Then, when he paid no attention, she ran as fast as she could after Father, to get him to make Roger and Rashel stop.


“They’re what?” cried Father, heading back down the path. “I thought Roger had better sense than that.”


Call-Her-Mother sat down on a stump and shook her head in exasperation.


Dismé halted, biting her lip, not knowing which way to go. She was still vacillating when Father’s great shout came echoing up the hillside, sending her scrambling down the hill, suddenly frantic. There was Rashel, leaning over the rail, father half over the rail at her side, reaching out. There was Call-Her-Mother, suddenly white in the face, looking at Rashel with pure panic, and Roger nowhere to be seen.


“He fell,” Rashel cried. “He just suddenly fell!” She wept into the hem of her skirt, wailing as though in an outburst of grief. Dismé couldn’t make a sound. Her eyes were dry and hot with horror and disbelief, and she could not take them from the foam-slathered darkness of the torrent.


People searched. Men from the Department of Death Prevention went up and down the banks on both sides, during the flood and afterward. No one was allowed to die all at once in the Regime. Father searched, silently, sorrow strangled, but Roger was never found. Dismé had bad dreams about dying all at once, but Father held her and told her Roger had gone to some other place where things were lovely for him.


“Shall we go see him in the bottle wall, Father?”


“No, Dismé. Roger has escaped the bottle wall. Thank God.”


“Didn’t you want him in the bottle wall, Father?”


“No, love. No one I love should ever be in a bottle wall. But that must be a secret, just between us. Like our other special secret, you remember?”


“About the Latimer book the ping asked me about.”


He paled and grew tense. “A ping? When? Where?”


“One morning when I was out watching birds, I forget exactly when. It was a long time ago. I saw the ping first, then demons, then ouphs, then something awful watched me, and there was a voice and a sign …”


“Dismé, slowly. You saw what?”


“Demons, coming through the city wall. And ouphs.”


“What are ouphs?”


She remembered, just in time, that ouphs were secret. “Just a pretend, Father. Mother and I had a pretend. And the something awful was only a feeling. But the voice and the sign were real.”


“What voice? What sign?”


“A voice that told me to be still …”


Her father smiled, “As many people have.”


“And a sign, like an eight lying on its side. Glowing, sort of.” She gestured, making the curve loop, out and back, crossing in the middle.


“The Guardians’ sign,” he said, smiling. “Tamlar’s and Elnith’s.”


“Who are they, Father?”


“You’re remembering a story your mother used to tell you when you were tiny. Tamlar was the Guardian of the fires of life who will call the other Guardians back into life, to help us, and they will all wear that sign. Your mother named you after one of the Guardians.”


“What was she guardian of, Father?”


“I don’t remember what she was guardian of. Maybe she was Dismé of the dust bins.” He laughed. “What did you tell the ping?”


She shrugged. “I couldn’t tell it much.”


“You do remember where the book is? And you remember, if anything happens to me, you must hide it?”


“Nothing’s going to happen to you, Father.”


“I hope not, Dismé. Still, one has to think of all possibilities. Like Bahibra going away.” And he shook his head slowly, tears in his eyes. Dismé knew he was wondering why mother didn’t tell him she was going but did tell Dismé. Dismé couldn’t explain it because it was one of the many things she didn’t know.


Once Roger had gone, there was no one to threaten Rashel into being nice. One time Father caught Dismé crying and he demanded to know why. Dismé, caught off guard, said she was lonely, and she missed having her shawl, because it was the only thing left that had belonged to Mother. Father, sounding angry, which he hardly ever did, ordered Rashel to give Dismé’s shawl back to her.


Call-Her-Mother said, “The child leaves her belongings all over the house. Why don’t we return everything!”


The shawl had been washed in hot water. It was shrunken to nothing, a stiff, felt-like thing the size of a kerchief. Her hat had been sat upon; her book had paint spilled over all the pretty pictures; everything was spoiled.


“There,” Call-Her-Mother said. “Such a fuss over a lot of trash. I hope you’re satisfied.”


Father was staring at the shawl, his face very cold and still. Dismé’s mother had worn it when they met. It was woven of very fine wool, printed in a design of roses, and it had been very soft, very old and an armspan each way. True Mother had given it to Dismé, particularly. Father touched it with a forefinger, his face flushing as he looked up at Cora, angry, really angry.


“Who did this?”


“Why, Val, I’m sure the child did it hers …”


“The child did nothing of the kind. She treasured it far too much. Who did it?”


“It probably got mixed in with the wash, accidentally.”


“Accidentally. Like the hat. Like the book. Like the little pillow I gave her. There are too many accidents, Cora. Far too many Turnaway accidents.”


Dismé had no word for the expression on his face. Anger was only part of it. Maybe disappointment? Whatever it was, it made Call-Her-Mother turn very red, then very pale, and that was enough to make Dismé lie awake at night, worrying about Father. Call-Her Mother and Rashel were both Turnaways. It wasn’t smart to fool with Turnaways. Should she stop showing she loved Father? Everything she loved disappeared, or was broken, or died …


Father changed after that. He became less dreamy, more solid, which puzzled Call-Her-Mother. One day he asked Dismé to help him clean the back areaway, beside the toolshed. When they were almost finished, he said softly, “Go get me the Latimer book, Dis. Hide it under your shirt. I’ve made a place in the shed where we can keep it safe.”


Dismé went into the little room her father used as an office and listened, being sure that Call-Her-Mother and Rashel were upstairs. The Latimer book was a black book with a name in gold: Nell Latimer, Father’s great great so many times great grandmother. It was on the bottom shelf, behind some other books, Dismé removed the books, first carefully, then with panic, for the space behind them was completely empty.


“It’s gone,” she whispered to Father, when she returned to him.


He bit his lip. “Gone?”


“Gone, Father. Really. I took every book out of the shelf and I looked at each one.”


“Rashel,” he said, like a curse.


“Or her mother,” whispered Dismé. “They both take things.”


He didn’t contradict her. He hadn’t doubted her since he had seen her mother’s shawl. Instead, he said bitterly, “It’ll be somewhere in the house. Look for it, Dismé. Whenever you have the chance. Damn it, it’s a Comador book, not a Turnaway thing. Not Cora’s nor Rashel’s, but ours.”


“What’s in it, Papa?”


“I’m ashamed to say I don’t know. I started to read it once, but a lot of it was very personal and embarrassing to read. I felt as though … I were intruding, so I never really.… Well. It was written by our ancestress, a sorceress, a star-reader.”


“You said there was something about purple prayer, rising from the world like smoke, and something about the monster that came in the dark to strike the world a mortal blow, and something about the part that broke away …”


“A voice from the sky that smelled of sandalwood and roses.”


“It told her to bring her children, quickly. But she couldn’t, because the Happening came right then.”


“When we lost The Art,” he agreed. “Try to find the book.”


Which she did, often, but with no success.
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nell latimer’s book


A strange thing happened today, one I think may warrant taking some notes.


I could claim to have met Selma Ornowsky because I was so conscientious and dutiful that I stayed at the observatory after closing to finish up paperwork, but it wouldn’t be true. I was still there because it’s getting harder every day to go home. The Jerry I’m married to is no longer the Jerry I married. He’s become a stranger, a person I don’t want to spend the rest of my life with. There are two children, however, who love him dearly, so wanting takes second place to being Mom. So long as I’m busy and not within the sound of his new holier-than-thou voice, I can pretend things are the way they used to be, and that’s really why I was still working at 6:30 p.m. when I heard the bell that told me someone was trying to get in a side door.


The person thumbing the bell looked seventy-ish, short, chunky, white-haired, tanned, wearing chinos, a checked shirt, and a troubled expression. When I cracked the door, she said, “Neils wouldn’t be here, would he, dearie? But whether he is or not, I’ve got to show this to somebody!”


I protested. She shrugged me off and talked her way into the foyer where she spread the contents of her portfolio out on the only available table while she continued her monologue.


“Neils has known me for donkey’s years. He’s the one got me started on this fool hobby. Helped me build my first eye. Pretty good eye, too, not as good as the one I’ve got now. No gimmicks on it. No computer. Good for finding comets, though. I’ve found four, one of them named after me. Taught high school science and math for forty years; made me a masochist. Name’s Selma, by the way. Selma Ornowsky. Where did you say Neils is?”


“Australia,” I murmured, staring in fascination at the photographs piling up on the table before her. Each one had an area of space circled in white, seemingly the same area of space on each of them. “He’s helping to design some kind of wide array they’re putting up in the outback.”


“Well, if they finish it in a hurry, maybe he can tell me what this is. There!” One stumpy finger pointed at the center of the marked circle. “That’s the first one. Then these, on subsequent nights.”


“I don’t see anything,” I said flatly, hoping discouragement might work where excuses hadn’t.


“Of course you don’t. You ought to see a cluster of five faint stars.” She tossed down another photograph with five stars in the marked circle, then went back to the other ones. “You do see the three that border the cluster.” She flipped down another photo. “And in this subsequent one, you see only one of the three. Then …” She flipped rapidly. “You don’t see that one, and you don’t see the two very faint little ones to the left, and as we come up to the present date, you don’t see even more.”


I scrunched up my face, trying to convey what was still a lukewarm interest at best. “Something occluding them?”


“That would be my supposition, yes. And since it’s getting bigger and bigger, I would assume it’s moving in this direction.”


That got my attention, and I bent over the photographs, flipping them as she had done. It could be either something huge far out or something not so huge closer in. Of course, the area of sky included in the circle was tiny.


“What do you want me to do?” I asked her.


“Do what you’re supposed to,” she commanded. “I presume you’re more than a mere receptionist? Yes? Got some experience in the field? There’s a protocol to cover discoveries, isn’t there? Get some confirmation! Get something bigger looking at it! I brought you everything I have …”


“How did you find it?” I asked, regarding the tiny patch of blackness in amazement.


“As I said. Masochism. I enjoy sitting there flipping sheets while I have my coffee, seeing what flickers at me. Usually it’s some speck of light. This time it was some speck of dark. Thought for a minute I had something wrong with my eyes, but it’s there, all right.”


“I can get a message to Neils,” I told her. “Since he knows you personally, he probably would want to know.”


“Fine. You do that. My phone number’s right there. When you get it figured out, call me. I’m not going to tell anybody about it. Tell Neils that. Tell him the news junkies won’t find out from me …”


And she was out the door. Gone. A few moments later, I saw an aged red pickup truck headed down the mountain as I stood there puzzling over Selma’s last words. Why would it matter if she told anyone? Then the implication kicked in, and I shook my head, trying to dislodge the idea. The thing is headed in our direction. At this point, the only interesting thing about this darkness is that it’s headed toward us.
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general gregor gowl turnaway


Of the three tribes which had settled Bastion—Comadors, Praisers, and Turnaways—the strongest leaders were found among the Turnaways. General Gregor Gowl, Perpetual Chair of the Regimic Council, was a Turnaway. He’d been a leader since his youth, born to dominance and to mischief, a stocky, strong boy well able to intimidate others. He often remarked that nobody could tell him what to do, which was true. Not a day went by without Gowl doing something he’d been told not to.


A crucial point in Gowl’s development came at age ten, when he heard of a parade to be held at the nearby garrison, a dress rehearsal for the annual Muster of Bastion. He told his lackeys that no boy of spirit could hold his head up unless he witnessed this event and if they weren’t weak baaing ewe sheep, they could see it if they skipped school and came with him.


No Bastion boy could bear to be called a ewe sheep, for reasons to do with ovine anatomy of which they were largely ignorant, so four of them, Banner, Skiffle, Brant, and little lopsided Fortrees—whom Gowl called the sand bur because he never gave up sticking to them, no matter how they pounded him—went on their bellies under the school back fence and cross country to the parade ground.


Gowl had already reconnoitered the garrison fence, finding a convenient hole behind a set of bleachers where someone had haphazardly stacked a pile of straw bales for the archery butts, which Gowl, who always had an eye toward his own safety, had already identified as usable cover. He did not, however, mention the possibility of being caught to the others. Instead, Gowl led them through the hole and lined them up under the bleachers with little Fortrees nearest the parade ground and himself nearest the stray bales, lying at his ease as the event began.


Prancing from the barracks ground at the far end of the field came a white horse bearing a white-clad officer with enough gold braid on him to sink a dinghy. His aides to either side bore his battle flags, unfaded and unmarred, for the previous general had made a non-aggression pact with the demons, and there’d been no forays or wars since.


The leader was followed by gray-clad officers on black horses, then by brown-clad, brown-horsed subordinate officers, then bowmen in black leather, bows across their shoulders, quivers at their backs, then lancemen with red sleeves and spear tips glittering; then blade fighters laden with swords and daggers. Last of all came the blue-clad engineers, sappers and builders, creators of bridges and siege engines, with their support wagons behind. The buglers let loose with a great blat of brass that made all the horses go on tiptoe until the drummers came in with a steady blam, blam, blam that settled the marchers into a clockwork pace and sent echoes caroming off the nearest mountains.


Staring at the commander on the white horse, Gowl said to nobody in particular, “I’m going to be like him!”


“Yeah, right,” said Skiffle. “Not with your record at school you’re not.”


Gowl turned to aim a punch at his detractor, catching a glimpse as he did so of some functionary or other bearing down on them from the far side. “Look there,” he whispered, pointing. The moment their heads were turned away from him, he moved between two large bales of straw and then sideways between two more that supported several overhead, becoming invisible in the instant.


The functionary was swift, and he had help arriving from another direction. Within moments they had four boys by whatever part was uppermost, and were marching them away toward the command post, where the four captives found that Gowl wasn’t with them. Boyish honor, admirable, certainly, though quite often misguided, required they keep quiet about this. None of them bothered to consider what Gowl would have done if he were in their place. Gowl, as was his habit, was not in their place, which he considered only right. By the time the school director was notified of the charges against the captives, trespass being the least among them, Gowl had sneaked back to school and was sitting innocently in class.


A good deal of nefarious nonsense had taken place at the school recently (the largest part of it Gowl’s doing), and the school director thought it time to make an example of malefactors. Skiffle, Banner, and Brant were given twenty stripes each in the school forecourt with the student body counting the lashes aloud, and little sand bur Fortrees (who had no mother, and whose father didn’t consider him worth saving) was sent away for bottling. His words to the demon who came to bottle him were, “Tell Gowl I didn’t cry.” The demon, though he chose not to deliver the message, took it upon himself to inquire into the matter, with results which surprised Gowl, though not until many years later.


This particular event gave Gowl his lifetime ambition. From that time on, his schoolwork improved because he kept one or two good students doing his work under threats of extreme injury. He also became increasingly adept at keeping layers of people between himself and any possible blame. He was going to be that man on the white horse, and he kept that purpose before him for three decades of his life as he rose to the rank of Over Colonel in charge of the Division of Defense. He postponed marriage until he could do so advantageously, at thirty-five, to Scilla, the twenty-year-old daughter of the Comador Clan Chief, on whom he thereafter begat a seemingly endless stream of daughters.


The general cultivated influential supporters, and it was one of these, the then-Warden of the College of Sorcery in Apocanew, who told Gowl of Hetman Gohdan Gone. An invaluable resource, the warden said, in helping others achieve their ambitions.


“Hetman Gone?” Gowl queried, brow furrowed, slightly annoyed at hearing a name he knew nothing of. “I’ve never heard of him!”


“Well, no reason you should, he’s a lone, strange fellow,” said the warden. “I wouldn’t know of him except he invited me to his place. Not a well man, I’d say. Seldom goes out. Gout, maybe. Keeps his place hot as a furnace. I met him when he had some sorcerous materials that he wanted to donate to the college. It’s the most extraordinary material, spells that really work, old grimoires, biographies of mages. Let me tell you, General, he had more of The Art in his hands than in all of Faience Museum! Eh!


“He told me to let him know if he could ever be of help to the Regime, eh? Now, putting you in charge of affairs would be of help to the Regime, wouldn’t it?”


“Now how would he do that?” snarled Over Colonel Gowl. “The current general, my kinsman Thulger Turnaway, is still in good health and strong as an ox.”


“Can’t say,” and the warden shrugged, laying a finger aside his nose and winking, reminding Gowl of Uncle Thulger’s stinginess with funding for the College of Sorcery.


Gowl, via the warden, sent a letter of introduction to Hetman Gone, and later met with the gentleman in the sub-basement of some half derelict building not far from the Fortress. It was, as the warden had said, a strange place and the Hetman was a strange man, confined to an easy-chair in his overheated room, surrounded by artifacts of the most unusual and expensive kind, and served by a group of deformed and dwarfish men who should have been bottled at birth in the ordinary course of events.


Gowl was offered some savory tidbits of food and a glass of delicious drink. He and the Hetman talked about things in Bastion, and about Gowl’s ambitions, though Gowl was not thereafter able to remember just how the subject had come up. He did remember, however, the lividity of the Hetman’s skin, the intensity of his eyes reflecting the red glow of the fire, the peculiar liquidity with which Gone moved his arms coupled with the odd stiffness of his legs. Most of all, however, he remembered the charm of the man’s voice and the silken offers that were made.


The Hetman offered magic. Magic that worked. If Gowl wished to take his uncle’s place, he had only to accomplish a certain rite, the directions for which were written out for him on an ancient sheet of parchment, and the Hetman could guarantee that Gowl would rise to the position of preeminence. Gowl took the parchment with eager fingers, glanced at it, then read it, trembling slightly. For a time he put it on his knees for his fingers seemed to have gone dead. In a moment more, however, he picked it up again, and when he left the Hetman’s place, the parchment went with him.


Obtaining the necessary materials for the rite took some time. One does not walk out of one’s house and find the left leg of a blind knife sharpener on any given corner. That item came via traders, from far off Mungria. When Gowl confessed this particular difficulty to the warden, that gentleman had some trouble keeping his face straight.


“You’re laughing,” Gowl had objected. “At what?”


“Well, you did it the hard way,” the warden remarked. “It would have been easier to have the doctors blind a man here in Bastion, wouldn’t it? Either a man who is now a knife sharpener, or one you would have assigned to be a knife sharpener before or after he was blinded.”


Gowl hadn’t thought of that. There were several other items on the list which he saw immediately could be expedited through similarly pro- or retroactive measures. Though a few surgeons declined to be helpful (unwisely, in terms of life expectancy), others were less difficult, and within two spans Gowl had the rest of the material needed, including the one item which should have been the most difficult but was actually closest at hand.


The rite was properly accomplished, and Gowl found its accomplishment strangely satisfying. There was a moment during it when he had felt a surge of power in his veins, an ecstasy of vigor that made him feel omnipotent. A few days later the feeling returned when General Thulger Turnaway fell dead in the marketplace. The feeling continued through all the subsequent machinations through which General Gregor Gowl Turnaway ascended to the post of General of the Regime.


Gowl’s association with Hetman Gohdan Gone, begun with such felicity, continued. Many impediments to Gowl’s ambitions were removed through spells provided by Gohdan Gone. Since the warden of the college, who had introduced Gowl to Gone, had been bottled immediately after Gowl had assumed power, the general believed no one else knew about the Hetman. In this belief Gowl was mistaken.
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the cooper


Far north of Bastion, across mountain and desert and over the Yellowstone Sea, lay the pleasant land of Everday. Its capital city, Ginkerle-Pale, had been named for Henery Ginkerle and Nylan Pale, twenty-first century west-coast ship-builders who had been on a ship when the Happening occurred, a ship that had been washed up, along with many others, on what had previously been a landlocked highland, perhaps in Idaho or Montana. Though the world lay mostly in darkness at this time, a hole in the cloud blanket hung above this particular spit of ocean and its adjacent coast. The opening allowed the daylight to penetrate and at night admitted reflected light from an orbiting ring of ejecta, which led the refugees to name it Everday.


Though the climate had chilled considerably, the area was largely untouched by flood, fire, ashes, plague, or monsters, and the resident population, which was tiny, scattered, and very confused, found comfort and strength in the arrival of new people. Both residents and the accidental arrivals eagerly joined in doing whatever needed doing to guarantee their survival over the terrible years that followed when the hole in the cloud cover closed.


The country around had been agricultural. As the silos had been full of grain when the Happening occurred, as an enormous food repository from the former age lay nearby, and as a seemingly bottomless abyss had opened between this repository and any neighboring population to the east, the people of Everday were able to preserve themselves and their breeding stock throughout the dark years. Rarely totally covered, the skies in Everday were among the earliest to clear, and when the sun reemerged, the people began building their stocks of fertile seed and tilling their fallow fields. Throughout this time, almost all the new arrivals had continued to live on their ships.


When the skies had cleared more generally, the shipwrights set to sea with their sons and grandsons to explore the ruins of the great cities they had known before the Happening. Though the boats returned laden with salvage, those who manned them said the original monsters had grown great and were everywhere among the ruins. No culvert was empty of them, no pipe but contained a foully crusted rootiness that emerged squirming and oozing to grasp at whatever person might be near. Those who returned from the expedition recommended that their voyage be the last. To make sure that no future generation ignored this advice, all the ships not suitable for coastal fishing were sailed up-river as far as was possible and there dragged ashore to be converted into housing for the new hamlet of Shiplea.


The people early adopted a township council system of governance for most matters, but they added the frippery of a king simply because they liked the idea of having one. There was little entertainment in Ever-day, and some of the settlers felt that a prolific royal family would guarantee a fountain of continuous merriment. Thereafter, the Everdayans concentrated on building, farming, and enjoying the luxury of slow time and long sagacity spent in joyful celebration of living.


It was to this mellowed land that the sign of the Guardians came to Camwar Vestavrees, an unlikely recipient for any such distinction. If one named any forceful attribute, there were a myriad others who had more of it than Camwar. He was a simple, slender, brownish man with an easy walk and plain clothes. His eyes were his most noticeable feature, for when he felt wonder or delight, they glowed with an astonishing luminosity. Camwar earned his livelihood as a cooper. He loved wood: the slip of the plane along its surface, the mute curl of the shavings, the pure arc of a stave that knew itself to be perfect and needed no puffery. He had from time to time, under unique circumstances, loved one woman or another for similar attributes of quiet perfection, begetting upon several of them children of remarkable beauty. He was unaware of this, as his partners had in each case been married to men who quite properly considered that such beautiful children had to be their own.


Camwar had been born to a couple who managed a goat dairy and nut orchard some miles north of Ginkerle-Pale. During his second year of life, a sudden storm brought down a large nut tree directly upon the Vestavrees couple who had been working beneath it. Camwar’s father’s body was found beneath the trunk, and it was assumed his mother’s body had been washed into the river and away by the storm. After the crematory fires had died down, Camwar was adopted by his father’s brother, a cooper well known for his fine kegs, barrels, watering troughs, and bathtubs.


Camwar’s uncle was generous, thoughtful, and remarkably understanding for an old bachelor. He raised the child Camwar on stories of wonder, on jobs of work, and on music—the cooper’s hobby was creating stringed instruments. Tales, tasks, and songs were suited to Camwar’s age and became more complex with passing years.


Occasionally a ship would come by; even less frequently a traveler would come down from the mountains. These infrequent visitors always confirmed Everday’s decision to keep to itself. There were still monsters and wars out there, along with a people who called themselves The Spared who were actually slavers. Still, not all that came from outside was rejected merely on that account. A Mungrian ship, for example, brought with it some remarkable maps, new and shiny, with tiny letters and immaculate labeling of places in the style of pre-Happening things.


“They come to us from the Guardian Council,” said the bearded Mungrian. “Take them. There’s no cost. We are paid to distribute them for the benefit of the people.”


“The Guardian Council? That’s an old legend, isn’t it. Are they real? Where are they?”


The Mungrian stroked his beard and pontificated upon the subject: “It is thought The Council may dwell far to the north, for in that land great mountains have risen to hide the pole from the low sun that creeps impotent upon the horizon, and in that darkness something huge has lived since the Happening and now moves southward like a great flow of ebon shadow, into the peopled lands.”


The people of Everday knew that the world no longer tilted so far on its axis as in ancient times, that the year was now 400 days long, and that summer never came to the far north, but this account of flowing shadow was new to them, as was the idea that the Guardian Council, long a favorite tale of Camwar’s, was a reality. Everday was to hear of The Council yet again. This time the informant came from the northern mountains.


“You will be visited,” said the Messenger, “by people who will bring you a device. When the device is brought to you, put it somewhere safe, for you will need it when the sign comes.”


“What sign?” asked the King, who was always sent for when there was something ceremonial to be done, such as opening the horse fair, or awarding the annual prize for preserves, or welcoming visitors.


“The sign of the Guardian Council. The sign may come anywhere, wherever Appointed Ones are to be found. The sign will appear suddenly, and you will bring that person to the device. That’s all.”


“Where did you learn all this?” asked the King.


“Difficult to say,” said the Messenger, rubbing his brow. “The message got passed on to me from someone else, though it originated with the Guardian Council.”


“What do you know of this Council?” the Everdayans asked.


“Ah, well, little enough, though it is said that Tamlar of the Flames will know the time it is to be convened. Among the first to be called will be Bertral of the Book, for it is he who calls the role of the Appointed Ones.”


“Have you seen any of these Guardians?”


“No.” The Messenger shook his head. “I have seen one of the devices, however, and it is quite real.”


The Mungrian visit wasn’t repeated, nor was there another Messenger, though as promised, the device was subsequently delivered, and when Camwar’s uncle told the story, he always told how the device had arrived.


“Later on, another ship came to Everday, the first and only ship of its kind that had ever been seen. It was a black ship, flecked with gold, and on its deck was a device, wavy and glassy and strangely shaped, like a frozen flame of space, with stars in it, accompanied by some silent and dark-robed persons.


“The King directed his people to go out in a boat and get the device off the ship, and put it upon a wagon and haul it into the city, to the Temple, and there it is, in the apse behind the altar, and there it has been kept safe for generations, but no one has come bearing the sign.”


Camwar learned this story along with a hundred others. By the time he graduated from the limited schooling all Everdaylings were given whether they wanted it or not, he was much sought after as a teller of tales, a singer of songs accompanied by a lute or guitar he had fashioned himself. Story tellers and song singers were much valued in Everday, where even the antics of the royal family tended to be repetitive, generation to generation. Indeed, Camwar had recited the “strange device” story so often that whenever he went about his business, buying wood or strap iron, charring vats or making a stringed instrument for a special client, he always searched for the sign, thinking to see it almost anywhere except in his own mirror.


Nonetheless, nine years after Camwar’s uncle had died and left him the business, on the morning of the Festival of Lights, Camwar woke, bathed, went to his shaving mirror and stared at himself in bewilderment, for above his eyebrows, inexplicably, unexpectedly, astonishingly, there burned a twisted loop of fire that glowed like an iron white-hot from the forge.


Because it was festival, he had planned to walk among merry makers, drink a few glasses of beer, eat some hot sausages, listen to the marching bands—which cost nothing—and then come home again in the early evening to his narrow bed and the quiet of his room. The man in the mirror, however, was not the man who had planned such a day. The man in the mirror blazed with purpose, and the blazon could not be ignored, for it glowed; nor could it be covered with a cap, for it sang like the reverberation of a great peal of bells, a mighty and harmonic throbbing that spanned the range of audibility.


Trembling, he dressed himself in the best he had, garments that were clean and neatly repaired though by no means festive. He drank a glass of water to calm the queasiness he felt, an unsettling quake somewhere in his gut that was not pain but was nonetheless disturbing. He went out into the street and, keeping to the back ways as much as possible, made his way toward the palace. Unobtrusive as he tried to be, several people came trailing after him, nudging one another and whispering among themselves when he arrived at the palace gate. Though the sign had never been seen before, everyone had heard the story, and the Sign could only be what had been foretold to come, so when Camwar presented himself to the guard, that man took one look at the glowing sign and asked him to wait—courteously, as it happened, which was sensible of him.


The Regent was being shaved. When the messenger arrived, in some haste, the barber dropped the razor, cutting the Regent very slightly on the chin, a fact that the Regent did not even notice. He leapt from the chair, struggled into his coat without waiting for his valet, and went bloody, belathered, and disheveled down the stairs, where he found Camwar waiting in a small reception room. He peered at him first, then he went near to him and touched the sign, drawing his hand away with an exclamation. The sign burned. The sensation was not exactly one of heat, but one could feel a force of fire when one touched it. One could, as a matter of fact, hear and taste and smell something fiery and forceful as well.


“Does it hurt?” the Regent asked in wonder.


“No, sire,” Camwar replied. He had felt something when the Regent touched him, but it was not a sensation he could describe easily. It was rather as though he had answered a question without knowing what it had been.


“When?” the Regent asked.


“I’ve had a little itchiness there, in the forehead, for … oh, some years now. But this morning the itchiness was gone and it was there.”


“Well,” said the Regent, sitting down and staring at the floor. “Well. I suppose … I suppose we must get in touch with … who is it?”


“We’re to go to the Temple, perhaps?”


The Regent stared for a moment more, chewing his lip, then asked Camwar to be seated, sent one footman off to bring breakfast on a tray and another one off to summon the Royal Historian and several of the younger historians as well since the Royal Historian had become somewhat forgetful and vague with advanced age. These worthies assembled quickly, in various stages of bewildered disarray, and the Regent—who had completed his shave and been properly dressed in the interim—told them in a hushed voice that the Sign had come.


“You must go to the Temple,” said the Royal Historian, firmly and without a moment’s pause. “That is, if you’re sure it’s the Sign.”


The Regent suggested the Historian check for himself, which that man did, returning to say yes, it was the sign. “We must go to the High Priest,” he repeated, with no wavering or doubt whatsoever in his voice.


“We have not thought about the device in hundreds of years,” said one of the younger historians. “Is it even still here?”


“The device is in the Temple,” said the Royal Historian. “You are correct that it has been there for a very long time.”


“Is it really? Well, but … if no one has … oiled it or greased it or powered it up or whatever one does in all that time …” the Regent muttered unhappily.


The Royal Historian forgot himself so far as to pat the Regent comfortingly on the shoulder. “We need not be concerned. We were told, as everyone, everywhere was told, that when the sign came, the device would be in operating condition. We have only to bring the sign to the device. The device will function.”


The Regent looked uncertainly at the mouse-quiet younger historians who would normally have been spouting contradictions to everything the old man said.


“Now?” he asked.


“Now,” assented the Royal Historian, amid the others’ continued silence.


They went in procession to the small audience chamber, where Camwar was enjoying a freshly baked muffin spread with something delicious he had never tasted before. Nonetheless, when the Regent appeared, he rose hurriedly and bowed.


“Finish your breakfast,” said the Regent. “It will take us a few moments to have the carriages brought round and the Temple staff notified.”


The Regent went off to expedite matters, but the Royal Historian stayed behind and helped himself to one of the muffins. “Tell me about yourself,” he said gently, when Camwar had swallowed and wiped his lips.


“There’s very little to tell, sir. I was reared by my uncle, who was a cooper. I inherited his business nine years ago. I have remained a bachelor; my shop is in Vrain Street by the bridge. I’m thirty-four years old. I had intended to spend the day at the Festival, so I allowed myself a bit more sleep than usual this morning. When I got up …” he shrugged. “Well, you see it.”


“Yes,” mused the Historian. “Yes, I certainly do. I’d wondered about that, you know. It came without warning, did it?”


“Unless the itchiness was a warning, sir. I’ve had that for donkey’s years. Not so bad it was annoying, just enough to make me scratch at it now and then.”


“Itchiness. Well. I also wondered whether the person who received the sign might not hide it …”


His voice trailed away as he regarded the twisted loop of shining fire, and heard the harmonic singing that changed from time to time without ever approaching melody.


Camwar said, “I don’t think it would allow me to hide it away, sir.”


“No, now that I see and hear it, it’s clear it wouldn’t.”


“Do you know what the Sign means, sir?” Camwar asked.


“Its shape is an ancient sign for infinity,” the Historian answered. “The never ending but twisted loop of time, going out and returning. It is also the symbol for change of condition.”


“Change of condition, sir?”


“The change from child to adult, from adult to age. From winter to spring. From living to dying. You go as far as you can go one way, then you go the other way, and finally, you return to the starting point.”


“Ah,” said Camwar politely, to show he had heard. He had heard, but he had not apprehended. He felt as though he were suspended between the sky and the city, unable to make sense of what he saw from that height. “Ah,” he said again, taking a very small bite of muffin.


In mere moments he was escorted to a royal carriage that rolled silently on inflated tires behind felt-booted horses, for in Everday, people were attentive to noise as to any other form of pollution. The populace lined the streets, all the way from the palace to the Temple.


“How did they know where we were going?” the Regent asked.


“They saw him this morning, sire. As he came through the streets. I’m sure the people figured it out. They often do.”


Even the temple steps were lined with quiet people. For the first time since he had risen that morning, Camwar felt a touch of panic. He started to shake, only to feel the Historian’s hand comfortingly on his own. “Don’t worry, young man. It’s nothing you need fear. Nothing evil is said of the device or those brought to it.”


“Quite right,” the Regent murmured, as he alit, then offered Camwar his hand. “You need have no apprehension on that score.”


They went up the steps together, the Royal Historian panting a little for the stairs, though shallow, were long. The huge iron-bound doors were open, and they walked through, down the center aisle of the lengthy nave, up more steps past the huge altar, around the reredos behind it, and into the small hidden chapel in the apse where hundreds of scented candles bloomed like flowers before images of the kindly goddesses favored in Everday. The device stood on a low dais beneath a pillared baldachin, a shadowy flame of glass, or that particular stone that comes from volcanoes, glowing with golden sparks inside it, like the ebb and flow of lights of distant cities seen through shimmering air from a mountain top. It stood above the height of a tall man, and it looked unlike anything made by hands, human or any other. The High Priest, in full vestments, including his best diadem, stood beside it.


He greeted the Regent with a low bow, murmuring as the Regent stepped near, “There’s a kind of blurry place here, like a pair of handprints, and they’re at the right level for a man to reach, so I suppose that’s what he’s to do.”


The Regent beckoned to Camwar, who approached the thing and laid his hands on the indicated places in the stone. A light shot from between his thumbs to touch the sign on his forehead. The lights in the device began to spin over and under or perhaps through one another, diverse sets of them converging beneath his hands in varying combinations and colors, as a deep, pulsing hum came from the device. Camwar felt nothing except an inner vacancy, as though his self had been removed and taken elsewhere, leaving his body poised where it was, half leaning on his hands.


Those watching saw a transformation. The man leaning on the device grew taller, much taller, and larger. His face altered. His garments transformed strangely, so that he appeared alien in his dress as in his features. What stood there, only briefly, was a giant clad in skin-tight leather and fur, a bow saw across one shoulder, a great axe sheathed on his back, in one hand a drawknife and in the other an adze.


A great voice shouted:


“Behold Camwar of the Cask, in whose charge are all containments, holdings, bindings and restrainings, whether of torrents or plagues or winds. The soul of thunder is his to hold or loose …


“His is the discipline of the craftsman, the habit of care and attention to detail, his the accomplishment of perfection when upon the head of thunder he shall stand to account for the workmanship of his people.”


In the depths of the stone, life moved and hummed. The lights glittered and faded. No one moved. The light that bathed the sign went out, the stone was still, and Camwar was only Camwar once more. Self returned, but only into the space not occupied by that larger self that had come from, or perhaps through, the machine.


“Is that all we were supposed to do?” queried the Regent.


“Yes, sire, that was all,” Camwar said softly. “You are thanked for your commendable promptness.”


As they turned to leave, they were stopped by a flicker of light at the top of the device, a sparkling fire which was shooting bits of it off into nothingness, the sparkle gradually lowering, eating the device as it went, within moments reducing it to a pile of dust on the floor of the apse. There seemed to be nothing anyone could say about this, as it served only to verify what Camwar had said. Indeed that had been all they were supposed to do, and the device would not be needed again.


All of them, including the High Priest, returned to the palace. Many men of importance were gathered there to be seen talking with other men of importance, resulting in an abundance of conspicuous but immaterial discourse. Some persons had already sent minions to question the neighbors and customers of Camwar Vestavrees, in case the information might be valuable, or at the very least, interesting. Meantime they discussed What It All Meant, some considering the Sign a threat and others a blessing, each according to his nature.


Since Camwar was secluded in the small audience chamber with the Royal Historian and the High Priest, the talkers had nothing but opinion to work on, and even that little gave out when it was announced that Camwar would be leaving very soon, on a ship.


“What ship?” they clamored. “A fishing boat? That’s all we have.”


“No,” said the messenger. “He says a ship will come for him.”


Thus dismissed, the gathering removed itself from the palace to more comfortable surroundings where it continued to discuss What It All Meant for several days without changing in any respect the ratio of reality to opinion.


In the small audience chamber, meantime, the High Priest had asked whether Camwar had any words of wisdom to share, and Camwar had fixed him with an innocently speculative eye.


“Yes,” he said at last. “A time of great danger is coming.”


“For us?”


“For the world. Long ago, the people of the world cried out for help. In the reaches of heaven their cry was heard, and a Visitor came in answer to it. That Visitor began helping immediately, but secretly. Now the Visitor intends to be known to the people of the world and the people of the world must deal with that knowledge.”


“What did we cry out for?” asked the Regent.


“For God to take notice of us. To correct our errors. To govern us. The first answer that came was the Happening. The second answer is about to come, and we do not yet know how terrible the governance may be.”


“Why should we fear a just god?” the High Priest asked, with a little smile.


Camwar turned his full gaze upon the old man, saying in a puzzled voice, “I do not know that they prayed for a just God.”


The High Priest thought upon this, his face troubled.


The Historian asked: “And what is the role of the Guardians in this?”


Camwar shook his head. “We are to be needed, but I’m not sure for what.”


“You say ‘we.’ How many of you will there be?”


Camwar frowned, as though in deep thought. “A book exists, the Book of Bertral. All of us are in it. Fire came first. Then the two who shape the world. Then the three keepers of souls, and the four fosterers of life, and after them, the five, of whom I am one. Of the five, I was called first, for my labors will be great. The six who vary and distinguish life come last in the book, but some of them may already be at work.” His voice trailed away into silence for a moment before he turned to the High Priest, saying, “You asked for wisdom? Hear these words. Nothing limits intelligence more than ignorance; nothing fosters ignorance more than one’s own opinions; nothing strengthens opinions more than refusing to look at reality.”


In the middle of that night, Camwar woke in his luxurious palace room, knowing a ship had sailed up the river as far as it could and was anchored there, awaiting him. He rose and dressed himself, taking with him the tools and musical instruments that had been fetched from his shop. Though they made a heavy load, they seemed unburdensome.


At the river, he was guided downstream to the shadow-wrapped ship by whispers and nudges, as though he had a good friend at his ear. A small boat put out from the ship and came to the riverbank to pick him up. The hooded ones bowed very low before the sign, and gestured him aboard.


“Are there others?” he asked.


The master of the ship replied, saying, “You are first of the five. Of the six, who will not be involved in the great battle, Befum, Pierees, Falasti, and Ushel have long been awake and at their labors; Geshlin will soon arise; Tchandbur has been identified. The rest, like you, live in lands far from the place of battle. They, like you, will be fetched to the battleground, Shining One.”


“I would prefer it if you called me Camwar,” he said, rubbing the sign on his forehead, which by now was very pale. “I am myself, though from moment to moment something else seems to be looking on. Whatever will be required of me, however, can be best done if I remember who I am.”


The ship sailed away, leaving the town behind it, and in that town the High Priest went to bed in a mood halfway between humiliation and sorrow. He was grieving over his own ignorance and the fact that his people had no way of finding out what was happening. They had come to this land in ships! Once they had had ships! Their city was named after people who built ships! How could they know the world, without ships?


He woke in the morning remembering Camwar’s words of wisdom and determined upon a crusade. He began with that day’s exhortation in the Temple. “We must be able to find out what really is,” he said. “It is not enough merely to tell stories about what exists. We must go out into the world again. The sign has come. Therefore, build ships!”


By the time the people had been organized and begun work, building the things they would need to build the things they would need to build ships, they wondered why they had not done this centuries ago. It was exciting! It was remarkable! It was fun! And so the sign came and went and yet remained, while its coming set the people of Everday stoking the furnaces of the future.
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the latimer book


The year after Roger died, Dismé’s father fell ill. Call-Her-Mother was worried about him. She had little lines on her forehead when she looked at him, and she got cross at Rashel, which she almost never did.


“Don’t forget the book,” Father whispered to Dismé the night after he got back from seeing the doctor. He was lying on the couch in the living room.


“I won’t,” she promised him, worriedly. “But you’re all right, Father. The medicine will fix whatever it is!”


He thought about this gravely for quite some time, moving his head restlessly on his pillow. “Yes,” he said at last. “But remember the book anyhow.”


She wanted to talk about the book, but some friends arrived just then, to visit her father.


“You ought to go to Hold, Val,” one of his friends told him. “There’s a doctor there, fellow named Jens Ladislav. Seems to know more about doctoring than the rest of them put together.”


“I’ll be all right,” Father said, squeezing Dismé’s hand.


When the friends left, Gayla said, “You should go to Hold, Val. The doctor here in Apocanew isn’t helping you.”


“I’m better,” he said, testily. “I’m much better. I think my stomach rebelled against the seasoning Cora uses when she cooks. Turnaway food is more highly spiced than our family is used to, that’s all. I’m sure this was just a passing thing.”


And it seemed that it was, for Father did feel better. In a few days, he got up and went back to his work at the Office of Textual Approval, Department of Materials, Division of Education. He seemed so well recovered that it shocked them all when not long after, in the middle of the night, he became very ill indeed. His cries woke everyone. The doctor was called, and Father was taken away to the Medical Center. Dismé wanted to go visit him, but Call-Her-Mother said to wait until he was better, even though she and Rashel went to the Center the next day.


When they told her she couldn’t go, Dismé felt the beast that lived inside her raise its head and sniff the air. The beast’s name was Roarer. He was a strange unaccountable animal, and he was a secret, but sometimes when she was very angry he came out of his den. Father was hers, not Rashel’s! They had no right to keep her from visiting him! She would get even with them by, by …


Roarer growled softly, cautioning her, reminding her of True Mother’s words. Don’t break out in anger. Get even some other way. Well then, what would be a secret pleasure she could have they wouldn’t know about? Finding Father’s book, of course. Finding it and hiding it in a place they’d never think to look, and doing it before they got back.


She began in the attics and searched frantically throughout the entire house, looking in all the old places plus other places she’d never dared get into before. Nothing. She sat fuming in the living room, her nails making small ragged moons in the palms of her hands. Where else was there? She’d been through the whole house except for the bottle room.


The thought resonated. She had never looked in the bottle room! She never went into the bottle room; she only passed it as quickly as possible. She hated the bottle room, which meant the bottle room would be the perfect place to hide something she wasn’t supposed to find!


Half weeping over her own stupidity, she took a bit of her cheek between her teeth and bit down on it to keep her from yelping or making some other untoward noise while she lighted a candle and carried it inside the dark space, full of whispering and gurgling sounds like voices she couldn’t quite hear. To drown them out, she hummed to herself, as she crawled about the room and thrust her broomstick into every corner under the bottle racks. Wonder of wonders, she found it! They—or she—hadn’t even bothered to hide it very well. They—or she—had wrapped it in an old towel and stuffed it down behind one of the older bottle racks, one that dated back five or six generations.


As soon as she made sure it was the right book, she went into her father’s library and found another one the same size and color. Except for the worn name, it could have been the same book that she wrapped in the same old towel and replaced precisely in the place she had found it. Then she fled to her tiny corner room where she had already prepared a hideaway by loosening the nails in one of the boards covering the back of her closet. When she pulled all the nails out but one, the board could be pivoted aside to disclose a tiny attic under the corner of the porch roof. She took her mother’s shawl, the one that had been shrunken into kerchief size, wrapped it around the book and placed the bundle inside.


When the closet board was pulled back into place with the nails reinserted in their holes, the hiding place might as well not have existed. A row of hooks along the back of the closet held her cloak and her dresses, and no one would think of there being space behind them, not in a million years. She couldn’t wait for Father to come home so she could tell him!


Call-Her-Mother came home first, saying Father would be home within a day or so. The next day, people arrived who tramped heavily through the hallway downstairs, back and forth to the bottle room. Dismé, tears running unheeded down her face, heard the clinkering sounds of tools, the mutter of voices. Outside her window a wagon was parked, and on the side was painted: Department of Health, Division of Death Prevention, Office of Bottle Maintenance.


“There he is,” said a deep male voice from downstairs. “Home again.”


Rashel and Call-Her-Mother went downstairs to see the visitors out. Dismé washed her face and froze it into her now usual expression of nothing.


“Now you can visit your father,” Call-Her-Mother said to Dismé in a kindly though far-away voice, as if she were thinking about something else.


Rashel grinned, and Dismé could read her mind. Rashel thought Dismé would run to the bottle room, expecting to find her father there. Her father wouldn’t be there. There would be a bottle with his name on it, but that was all. She didn’t cry. She didn’t scream or yell or cry; she just turned and went up to her room.


“I guess she doesn’t care about him much,” said Rashel.


Dismé heard the words but refused to react to them. She would not visit Father. She knew he would hate that, and besides, she had a half-formed intention regarding the bottle room, a thing she meant to do without any notion of how to go about it yet. She needed to find out more about many things before she did anything at all. All she could do now was watch them, and wait, and hope that something would happen to break the sad monotony.


Something did a few days later when Call-Her-Mother and Rashel left the house quite early in the morning. They didn’t return until late in the evening. Dismé heard the horses and ran to her usual hiding place. She peeked out to see Call-Her-Mother half carrying Rashel into the house. Rashel’s face was ashen where it wasn’t bloody. Her eyes were blank. There was blood on her clothes, and she dripped blood as she walked. She looked half-dead. Dismé stepped back to be completely hidden as Call-Her-Mother dragged Rashel up the stairs.


“Come on, Rashel. Another step.”


A whisper full of horror and pain. “I can’t. I can’t. Not after what he did … to me.”


“Yes you can, and will. You brought this on yourself, now cope with it.”


“Don’t tell … her …”


“Dismé? Of course not. What business is it of hers. I think you’ve learned where your responsibility lies regarding Dismé. At least, I hope you’ve learned it. If you haven’t, we won’t be living here long.”


A moan. “… didn’t know we were watching all the damned Latimers …”


“Now, another few steps, and you can go to bed.”


The staggering, stumbling went off down the hall to Rashel’s room.


When they were silent behind the closed door, Dismé sneaked back to her room without making a whisper of sound. She had thought Rashel couldn’t be hurt by anything, but Rashel had been hurt and her mother either couldn’t or didn’t protect her. Who did it? Who or what was it that Rashel feared? For the moment it was enough to know that Rashel feared something. From its lair, Roarer also rejoiced, putting out a fiery tongue to lick her heart.


Each night she peeked into the hidden cubby before she slept, to see that the book of Nell Latimer was there, where it belonged, where it was soon joined by one of the old dictionaries from Father’s office, a book so fragile that one had to hold one’s breath while turning the pages. When both Rashel and Cora were away, she took the book out of hiding and read it, making a list of words to look up in the old dictionary, slowly, carefully, writing each definition down, sometimes only after looking up a dozen other words. The words weren’t that different, but the spelling was. Sometimes she had to guess. What was an observatory? What was 6:30 p.m. What was conscientious? Eventually she figured out conscientious was the same as Regimic, and observatory was some kind of place to look at the stars, and 6:30 p.m. was a way to say day-endish.


The first page took her forever to read. The second one came more quickly. Then she had read five, ten, and finally, all, still without knowing whether the story they told was true.
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nell latimer’s book


I sent Neils a message about Selma’s discovery, which he didn’t acknowledge, and since he was due back in two or three days and I had time, I logged some eyetime to verify what Selma had shown me, mentioning it in passing to a few close associates.


No one has been able to see anything yet. The thing is a dark body in dark space, visible only as a shadow. Neils returned eventually, I dumped the whole thing in his lap, and he in turn involved some colleagues around the world, and I heard nothing more until this morning when he told us the thing is not huge and far away but smaller and inside the orbit of Uranus. It is now reflecting a little light; it will indeed cross earth’s orbit; and it may do so at an inopportune time, i.e. when that point is occupied by the human race.


However, said Neils, over our incipient panic, since the thing will be influenced by the gravitational pull of Saturn, which it will almost certainly encounter closely, or by Jupiter, which is even more likely, it’s difficult to say just where it’s going to end up. He hemmed and hawed and we pressed the matter until he confessed that if it hit us, even glancingly, its apparent size indicated the damage would be …ah … possibly terminal. Of life, that is. He would only say apparent size, because no one knows how big the thing actually is.


We were all sworn to secrecy. Not enough was known to get the citizenry into an uproar. We all agreed to this, even those of us with families. Most people face their own deaths as inevitable. I understand that even the death of loved ones can be grieved through. But everybody? The whole human race, every thought, every passion, every achievement wiped away? Gone? That thought creates a deep shuddery feeling, like swallowing an earthquake.


These notes are turning out to be more about me than about Selma, even though I’m only writing in it when there’s something astronomical to report. It’s been several months since the entry above, after which I argued with myself for almost a week before deciding that if the situation is utterly terminal, nothing I do will make any difference. If we get hit not quite that hard, however, I may be able to save our family without breaking the silence we’ve sworn to keep. I can’t tell the truth but I can tell a plausible lie, and I do have a separate savings account with enough money in it to build a shelter.
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