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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.
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Chapter I


At the age of nine Mur heard a man in his mother’s rest cottage call out a jocular curse in the name of the Faceless Man. Later, after the man had gone his way, Mur put a question to his mother. “Is the Faceless Man real?”


“He is real, indeed,” replied Eathre.


Mur considered the matter for a period, then asked: “How does he eat or smell or talk?”


Eathre, in her calm voice, replied: “I suppose one way or another he manages.”


“It would be interesting to watch,” said Mur.


“No doubt.”


“Have you ever seen him?”


Eathre shook her head. “The Faceless Man never troubles the Chilites, so you need not concern yourself for the Faceless Man.” She added as a musing afterthought: “For better or worse, such is the case.”


Mur, a child thin and somber, knit the black brows which had come as a legacy from his unknown blood-father. “Why should such a case be better? Or worse?”


“What a vexatious child you are!” declared Eathre without heat. Her lips twitched: perhaps a twinge of chsein*. But she said, “If a person breaks Chilite law, the Ecclesiarchs punish him. If he runs away, the Faceless Man takes his head.” Eathre’s hand went to her torc, a mannerism common to all the folk of Shant. “If you obey Chilite law, you need never fear the loss of your head. This is the ‘better’. In such a case, however, you are a Chilite, and this is the ‘worse’.”


Mur said no more. The remarks were unsettling. Were his soul-father to hear, Eathre would incur at least a reprimand. She might be transferred to the tannery and Mur’s world would be shattered. The time left him ‘on mother’s milk’ (to use the Chilite idiom) was short enough in any event: three or four years…A wayfarer entered the cottage. Eathre put a garland of flowers around her brow and poured a goblet of wine.


Mur went to sit across the Way, in the shade of the great rhododendrons. To some such encounter he owed his existence, so he was aware; an Original Guilt which he must expiate when he became a Chilite Pure Boy. The whole process taxed his mind. Eathre had borne four children. Delamber, a girl of sixteen, already maintained a cottage at the west end of the Way. The second child, Blink, three years older than Mur, had already put on the white robe of a Pure Boy, and had assumed the name Chalres Gargamet, combining the virtues of Chalres, the Chilite ascetic who had lived and died in the branches of the Holy Oak, four miles up Mirk Valley; and Bastin Gargamet the master tanner who (while fuming ahulph hides) had discovered the sacramental qualities of galga*. The fourth child, born two years after Mur, had been adjudged defective and drowned in the tannery sump, with prejudice toward Eathre, sexual eccentricity being held the cause of foetal defects.


Mur sat under the rhododendrons, scratching patterns in the white dust and appraising those who passed: a mercantilist driving a pacer-trap rented at the balloon-way station in Canton Seamus, three young vagabonds: agricultural workers by the green-brown verticals of their torc-badges.


Mur stirred himself. His plot of fiber-trees wanted tending; if the bobbins were allowed to run slack, the thread became lumpy and coarse…A steam-powered dray came past, loaded with fine long black-wood timbers. Mur, forgetting fiber-trees, gave chase and hung dangling from the end timber all the way to Mirk Bridge, where he dropped into the road and watched the dray rumble along the far wild road to the east. For a period he dropped pebbles into the Mirk, which flowing down Mirk Valley, just above the bridge turned a waterwheel to grind galls, alum, dye-stone, all manner of herbs, roots and chemicals for the tannery.


Mur idled back along Rhododendron Way, to find the traveler departed. Eathre set out bread and soup for his lunch. As Mur ate he asked the question which all morning had been tugging at a corner of his mind. “Chalres resembles his soul-father, but I do not; isn’t this strange?”


Eathre paused for knowledge to well up into her mind: a wonderful elemental process like the flowering of trees or juice oozing from bruised fruit. “Neither you nor Chalres have blood-connection with Grand Male Osso, nor any other Chilite. They have no knowledge of real women. Chalres’ father I do not know. Your blood-father was a wanderer, a music-maker, one of those who travel alone. I was sorry when he went his way.”


“He never came back?”


“Never.”


“Where did he go?”


Eathre shook her head. “Such as Dystar wander all the cantons of Shant.”


“And you could not go with him?”


“Not while Osso holds my indenture.”


Mur ate his soup in thoughtful silence.


Into the cottage came Delamber, with a cloak over her striped gown of green and blue. Like Mur, she was slender and serious; like her mother she was tall and as softly even as a flowing river. She sank into a chair. “Already I am tired; I have had three musicians from the camp. The last was most difficult, and full of talk as well. He decided to tell me of certain barbarians, the Roguskhoi: great drunkards and great lechers. Have you heard of them?”


“Yes,” said Eathre. “The man who just now departed regards them with great respect. He described their lust as beyond the usual, from which no woman is safe, nor do they pay.”


“Why doesn’t the Faceless Man drive them away?” demanded Mur.


“Wild folk wear no torcs; the Faceless Man can’t deal with them. In any event they have been beaten back, and are no longer considered a threat.”


Eathre served tea; Mur took two nut-cakes and went out into the garden behind the cottage, where he heard the voice of Chalres, his soul-brother.


Mur looked around without enthusiasm. Down the hillside sauntered Chalres, halting at the edge of the garden where he dared not venture for fear of defilement. Chalres bore no resemblance to Mur. Chalres was thin and tall, with small sharp features in constant agitation. His eyes blinked, bulged, screwed up, rolled right and left; his nose twitched; he grinned, grimaced, sneered, showed his teeth, licked his lips, guffawed when a chuckle might have sufficed; he scratched his nose, rubbed his ears, made wide ungainly gestures. Mur had long wondered why he and Chalres differed in so many attributes: did they not share the same mother, the same soul-father? To some extent Chalres resembled their mutual soul-father Great Male Osso, who was himself tall, sallow, and thin as a bell-ringer.


“Come along,” said Chalres, “you are to pick berries.”


“I to pick berries? Who said I must?”


“I say so, and to ensure purity from woman-taint, I have brought sacramental gloves for you. Take care to breathe off to the side and all will be well. What is that you are eating?”


“Nut-cakes.”


“Hmmf…I have had nothing this morning but biscuit and water…No. I dare not. Osso would learn. He has a nose like an ahulph*. Here take this.” He tossed Mur a basket containing white gloves: Chalres’ own, Mur suspected, which even as a Pure Boy he was required to wear while handling food. Chalres, it seemed, valued his ease more than he feared defiling the food, which was for the Chilites’ table, in any event.


Mur, while not overly fond of Chalres, felt a certain sympathy for his privations; in so short a time they would be inflicted on Mur himself. He took the basket without protest: if the fraud were discovered, it was Chalres who would pay. He asked grudgingly, “Do you want a nut-cake? Or not?”


Chalres searched the hillside, the white bulk of Bashon Temple, the row of dark bays under the walls where the Pure Boys made their dens. “Come over to the apar tree.”


Behind the apar tree Chalres ceremoniously donned the white gloves. Taking the nut-cake he devoured it in a gulp. Then, licking the crumbs from his cheeks, he performed a set of uneasy grimaces, coughing, twitching his nose, peering up the hillside. At last, reassured, he made a grand gesture to wipe the whole affair from memory.


The two set off toward the berry patch at the western end of Rhododendron Way, Chalres pointedly maintaining a distance between himself and his un-purified soul-brother.


“Tonight the Ecclesiarchs meet in Doctrinal Conclave,” Chalres told Mur, with the air of one imparting important news. “They make a dessert of berries and a great basket is required. Would you believe it? I have been sent forth alone to pluck this massive quantity. For all the delicacy of their ideals and the rigor of their determination, they consume every bite put before them.”


“Hah,” said Mur in saturnine deprecation. “How long until your own assumption?”


“A year. Already I grow body hair.”


“Do you realize that once they clap a torc around your neck you may never again roam or wander?”


Chalres sniffed. “That is like saying: once a tree is grown it may not become a seed again.”


“Then you don’t care to wander?”


Chalres gave a grumbling elliptical answer. “Wanderers wear torcs as well. Show me a wanderer without a torc and I will show you an outlander.”


Mur had no ready response. Presently he asked: “The Roguskhoi: are they outlanders?”


“The what? I’ve never heard of them.”


Mur, with little more knowledge than Chalres, judiciously said no more. Passing the tree-silk plantation, where Mur tended a plot of two hundred bobbins, they descended to the berry patch. Chalres halted and glanced back up toward the temple. “Look now: you go yonder, around and below to the far patch; I’ll harvest above, where those of the temple can observe and approve, should they feel the inclination. Mind you, wear the gloves! This is the minimum precaution I can countenance.”


“What of Osso’s minimum?”


“As to that we can only speculate. To work then. I need at least two basketsful, so work at speed. Don’t forget the gloves! The Chilites detect woman-taint farther than an ordinary man smells smoke.”


Mur descended to the lower verge of the berry patch, where he made a further detour to inspect the camp of the musicians. This was an unusually large troupe, comprising seven wagons, each painted in patterns of meaningful colors: light blue for gayety, pink for innocence, dark yellow for sunuschein*, gray-brown to affirm technical competence.


The troupe was busy with camp routine: tending the draught animals, cutting vegetables into cauldrons, flapping out shawls and blankets. As a group they were considerably more effusive and volatile than the Chilites; their gestures were abrupt and often flamboyant; when they laughed, they threw back their heads; even the chronically surly evinced their ill nature in unmistakable poses. An old man sat on the steps of a wagon fitting new pegs to a small crook-necked khitan. Nearby a boy about Mur’s own age practiced the gastaing, striking runs and arpeggios, with the old man calling gruff advice.


Mur sighed and, turning away, climbed the slope into the berry patch. Ahead of him a patch of pale brown shifted and flickered; there was a sound of rustling leaves. Mur stopped short, then slowly advanced. Peering through the foliage he discovered a girl a year or two older than himself picking berries with great deftness, to fill the basket slung over her arm.


Indignant at the girl’s trespass, Mur strode forward, to trip on a dead branch and crash down into a hag-bush. The girl turned half a startled glance over her shoulder, dropped her basket and ran pell-mell through the berry patch, skirt hiked up her thighs. Mur hoisted himself foolishly to his feet. He looked after the girl. He had not meant to frighten her, but since the deed was done, so be it! Scratched legs or not she had no business among the Chilite berries. He picked up the basket she had dropped and with careful malice poured the berries into his own basket. Here were berries for the Conclave!


Thrusting the gloves into his pocket, he picked for a period, working up the slope. Presently Chalres hailed him. “Boy! Where are the berries? Have you toiled or loitered?”


“See for yourself,” said Mur.


Chalres peered into the basket, pointedly ignoring the fact that Mur wore no gloves. “Hmm. You’ve done quite well. Surprising. Well, then, pour them in here. I’ll say that’s all there were to be had…Excellent. Ah yes, the gloves. You are exceedingly neat.” Chalres crushed a berry between the fingers of the glove. “That looks somewhat better. Now then, no tales.” He shoved his thin face fiercely into Mur’s. “Remember, when you’re a Pure Boy, I’ll be a Chilite—and much sterner than I am now, for I can see that this is how the tide runs…Further, I require another basket of berries, so busy youself.” He departed.


Without zeal Mur picked a few more berries, eating as many as he dropped into the basket. Presently, as he had half-expected, the pale brown smock of the wanderer girl appeared somewhat down the slope. He approached slowly, making sure that she heard him, and this time she showed no disposition to flee. Instead, she came running forward, face glowing with rage. “You little weirdling, you frightened me; you took my berries! Where are they now? Give them here, before I pull those ridiculous ears of yours!”


Mur, somewhat taken aback, strove to maintain an imperturbable Chilite dignity. “You need not call names.”


“I need to do so, very much! How else should I address a thief?”


“You are the thief; these are Chilite berry grounds!”


The girl threw up her hands and gave a petulant exclamation. “Who the thief and who not the thief? It’s all one, so long as I have my berries.” She snatched away Mur’s basket, looked askance at the handful she found there. “Was that all I had picked?”


“There were more,” declared Mur with stately candor. “I gave them to my soul-brother. Don’t be angry; they go to the Chilite Conclave. Isn’t it a great joke? A woman has defiled the food!”


The girl once again became angry. “I defiled no food! What do you take me for?”


“Perhaps you don’t understand that—”


“Indeed not, and I never will! Not the Chilites! I know your dirty ways! You drug yourselves with smoke and dream lewd dreams; there never was so odd a sect!”


“The Chilites are not a sect,” stated Mur, reciting the doctrine he had heard from Chalres. “I can tell you little because as of yet I am not even a ‘Pure Boy’ and I won’t have full control of my soul for another three or four years. The Chilites are the single emancipated and high-cultured folk of Durdane. All other folk live by emotion; the Chilites maintain an abstract and intellectual existence.”


The girl gave an offensive laugh. “You infant! What do you know of other folk? You haven’t set foot a hundred yards down the road in either direction.”


Mur could not refute the jibe. “Well, I have learned from the men who come to my mother’s cottage. And never forget, my blood-father was a musician!”


“Indeed? What was his name?”


“Dystar.”


“Dystar…Come over to the wagons. I’ll learn the truth about your father, what manner of musician he was.”


Mur’s heart beat faster; he drew back. “I’m not sure I want to know.”


“Why not? What are you afraid of?”


“I’m afraid of nothing. I am a Chilite, and consequently—”


“Yes, yes; come along then.”


On leaden legs Mur followed, trying to strike upon some convincing reason why he should not go into the musicians’ camp. The girl looked back, showing a bold and saucy grin, and finally Mur became annoyed. She took him for a liar and a freak, did she? Nothing could dissuade him now…They entered the musicians’ camp. “Azouk, Azouk!” cried a woman. “Are there berries? Bring them here.”


“No berries,” stated Azouk in disgust. “This little thief took them from me. I brought him here for a hiding.”


“Come now,” said the woman. “Do you have berries or no?”


The girl gave over the near-empty basket with a flourish. “It is as I said. This freaklet took them, and claims beside his father was a musician—a certain Dystar.”


“Well, and why not? Are musicians unlike other men? Beget and forget, that’s how it goes.” And she added: “His mother must be a methodical woman.”


Mur essayed a timid question. “Did you know my father Dystar?”


The woman jerked her finger. “Ply the old man with the broken khitan. He knows every drunken musician of Shant. Come you, Azouk! Must you idle away your life, you hussy? Fetch twigs and foster the fire!” She went off to stir a cauldron; with a saucy toss of the head the girl disappeared behind a wagon. Mur stood alone. No one heeded him. All the folk of the troupe worked with intense concentration, as if their immediate task were the most important act they would ever undertake. In all the camp the old man seemed the most relaxed, and even he worked with zestful flourishes of his elbows and intermittent pauses to scowl down at his handiwork. Step by step Mur approached. The old man flicked him a cool glance and began to fit a string to the crook-necked khitan.


Mur watched in respectful silence. As the old man worked he hissed a tune through his teeth. He dropped his awl; Mur picked it up and handed it to him, and received another side-glance. Mur moved a step closer.


“Well then,” demanded the old man in a challenging voice, “do you consider the job well done?”


After a moment’s hesitation Mur said, “I would think so. However, at Bashon we see few musical instruments. The Chilites prefer what they call a ‘clear cold silence’. My soul-father, Osso Higajou, is disturbed by the tinkle of a bell-bug.”


The old man paused in his work. “That seems a peculiar circumstance. What of yourself? Are you a Chilite?”


“No, not yet. I live with my mother Eathre, half along the Way. I’m not sure I want to be a Chilite.”


“And why not? They live easy enough, in ‘clear cool silence’, with all their women to toil for them.”


Mur nodded sagely. “Yes, I suppose that’s true…But first I’d have to be a Pure Boy, and I don’t really want to leave my mother. Also my blood-father was a musician. His name was Dystar.”


“Dystar.” The old man tautened the new string and gave it a touch. “Yes; I know of Dystar. A druithine.”


Mur moved closer. “What is a druithine?”


“He is one who does not go with a troupe. He wanders by himself; he carries a khitan, such as this, or perhaps a gastaing; thus he is able to impart his wisdom and the circumstances of his life.”


“He sings?”


“Ah no, no indeed! No singing. That is for minstrels and balladeers. We do not reckon singing to be music; it is another matter entirely. Ha ha, what would Dystar have said to that!”


“What kind of a man is Dystar?”


The old man thrust his face forward; Mur jumped a step back. The old man demanded: “Why do you ask this, you who are to become a ‘Pure Boy’?”


“I have often wondered about my father.”


“Very well, I will tell you. He was a strong harsh-faced man. He played with passion, and there was never any doubt as to his feelings. And do you know how he died?”


“I did not know he was dead.”


“This is how the story goes. One night he became furiously drunk. He played* the gastaing, and all who heard were deeply moved. Afterwards, so it is told, he ran out into the street, raving that his torc choked him, and some saw him wrenching at it. Whether he broke it and took his own head, or whether the Faceless Man came by and disapproved, it is not known; but in the morning his body was found and the wonderful head, so full of tunes, was gone.” The old man gave a fretful tug at his own torc. Mur noted his colors: horizontals of purple and rose, indicating lack of cantonal affiliation; verticals of gray and brown, musicians’ colors; a personal code of blue, dark green, dark yellow, scarlet, blue and purple. Mur felt his own neck, as yet naked. How would it feel to be clamped with a torc? Some said that for months, or even years, a person felt stifled, in constant dread; Mur had heard of cases where the person clamped became frantic and broke the torc apart, taking his own head. Mur licked his lips. The torcs were necessary, but sometimes he wished he might remain a child, and live with his mother in a pleasant cottage far from Bashon, and never be troubled by torc or Chilite or Faceless Man or anyone.


The old man stroked the khitan, producing a wistful set of chords. Mur watched the agile fingers with fascination. The tempo increased, the melody jumped this way and that…The old man stopped playing. “That was a jig of Carbado, which is a seaport to the south of Canton Esterland. How did you like it?”


“Very much.”


The old man grunted. “Take this khitan for your own. Tomorrow steal me a pelt of good leather, or pick me a bucket of berries, or send me only your good wishes—I do not care.”


“I’ll do all three!” cried Mur. “And more, if you ask! But how can I learn the sleight?”


“No great matter, if you strive. To alter key, bend the neck; you need learn but a single set of chords; the complete schedule is carved on the back. As to how to use the chords that is a different matter, and derives from skill and long experience, of music and life.” He raised his finger portentously high. “When you become a great druithine remember that your first khitan came from Feld Maijesto.”


Mur held the instrument awkwardly. “I know no tunes; at Bashon there is no music.”


“Contrive your own tunes!” snapped the old man. “Further, don’t let soul-father Osso hear you; don’t ask him to sing to your music or you’ll learn the meaning of trouble!”


Mur departed the musicians’ camp, his head effervescent with joy and wonder and disbelief for the marvelous thing that had happened to him.


Stepping into the Way he came to his senses and stopped short. To carry this khitan home in full view was to start gossip along a route leading to his soul-father. Osso would instantly order the instrument destroyed, as an article at odds with the spare Chilite doctrines.


By a devious route behind the rhododendrons, Mur returned to the cottage of his mother. She showed no surprise at the sight of the khitan; nor did Mur expect any of her. He told her all that had happened to him and reported the death of Dystar. She looked off into the dusk, for the suns had set and the sky was purple. “Just such a way Dystar was fated to die; and after all it was not so bad.” She touched her own torc, and turning away prepared Mur’s supper, taking special pains to please him.


Even so, Mur was distrait. “Must we always wear torcs? Couldn’t folk agree to behave well, so that there was no need?”


Eathre shook her head sadly. “I have heard that only law-breakers resent the torc; as to this, I can’t say…On the day the torc clamped my neck I felt cramped and broken and awry…Perhaps there are better ways; I don’t know. Soon you will be gone from me; I would not hinder you, whatever the way of your life, but to bless Saccard I must damn Saccume.* I hardly know what to tell you.”


At Mur’s expression of bewilderment Eathre said, “Very well, listen then. I counsel you to resourcefulness: defeat adversities rather than accept them! Strive for excellence! You must try to do better than the best, even if it means a lifetime of dissatisfaction for your own inadequacy!”


Mur tested the ideas. “I must learn rites and rotes better than anyone else? Better than Chalres? Better than Neech when he becomes a Pure Boy? So that I will become an Ecclesiarch?”


Eathre was a long time answering. “If you are eager to become an Ecclesiarch, this is what you must do.”


Mur, who knew every subtle intonation of his mother’s voice, nodded slowly.


“But now you must go to bed,” said Eathre. “Mind when you play the khitan! Muffle the strings, take the fibers from the rattle-box. Otherwise Osso will have me at the tannery before my time.”


In the darkness Mur stroked the strings, shivering at the soft sounds. He would never be a Pure Boy; he and his mother would run away, they would become musicians! But, ah no, Eathre could not run away! She was indentured. How could he go without her? Never! So then—what? He clutched the khitan to his breast.


The morning brought news of a terrible circumstance. Face-down in the tannery sludge the body of Chalres Gargamet was discovered. How he had died was uncertain, though his arms and legs were peculiarly twisted, like those of an antic dancer.


Somewhat later whispers seeped from cottage to cottage. On the previous day Chalres had picked berries for the Conclave. Among the berries, after he had eaten, Great Male Osso had found a long black woman-hair. And those who whispered to each other felt quivering chills of that curious emotion which is half-horror and half-appreciation of some grotesque absurdity. As for Mur, he became deathly pale and slumped into the darkest corner of the cottage where he lay limp, with only the twitch of his narrow shoulder-blades to indicate that he was alive.


At dusk Eathre covered Mur with a quilt and allowed him to lie quiet, though all night both lay awake. In the morning she brought him gruel. He turned up his thin face, lips trembling, hair matted. Eathre blinked back her tears and hugged him. Mur began to keen: a low wailing sound deep in his throat that slowly rose in pitch. Eathre shook him gently. “Mur, Mur, Mur!”


Later in the day Mur touched the khitan: an uninterested stroke of the fingers. He could not slip into the tannery warehouse for a pelt; he could not pick a basket of berries; he tried to transmit a complement of kind thoughts, but they seemed pallid and weak.


At sunset Eathre brought him stewed fruit and tea; Mur at first shook his head, then listlessly ate. Eathre stood looking down at him—for so long a period that Mur raised his eyes. She said, “Before you assume to Soul, if you go from Bashon, they can’t denounce you to the Faceless Man. If you like I will find a kind man to take you for apprentice.”


“They would set ahulphs after us.”


“The matter could be arranged.”


Mur shook his head. “I don’t care to leave you.”


“When you become a Chilite you leave me, and worse.”


“Even then I won’t leave you! They can kill me, but still I won’t.”


Eathre stroked his head. “Chilite or dead, we would still be apart: is this not true?”


“I will see you secretly. I can arrange that you need not work so hard.”


“The work is not all that dreadful,” said Eathre softly. “Everywhere folk must work.”


“The Faceless Man must be a monster!” cried Mur in a husky voice.


“No!” exclaimed Eathre, with as much agitation as her temperament allowed. She reflected for a moment, composing her limpid thoughts. “How can I explain? You are so young! Human beings change with the minute! The man who praises Saccard may rage like a sick ahulph at Saccume. Do you understand? Men are perverse, and cannot be predicted. To live without dissension they bind themselves by rules. The sixty-two cantons each use different sets of rules. Which are the best, which the worst? No one knows, and perhaps it doesn’t matter, if only men abide by any one of these sets. If they don’t—the others call out his colors to the Faceless Man. Or perhaps a monitor files a derogation. Or sometimes the Faceless Man comes wandering, or he sends his Benevolences, as quiet as the Faceless Man himself. Do you now understand? The Faceless Man merely enforces the laws of the folk of Shant: those they have made for themselves.”


“I suppose this is so,” said Mur. “Still, if I were the Faceless Man, I would abolish fear and hardship, and you would never work at the tannery.”


Eathre stroked his head. “Yes, dear Mur, I know. You would force men to be kind and good and cause a great disaster. Go to sleep now; the world will be much the same tomorrow.”




Chapter II


On a cool morning in the fall of the year a Pure Boy came down to the boundary and called for Mur. “Your soul-father will see you at noon, at the portal to the under-room. Cleanse yourself well.”


With leaden motions Mur bathed, dressed in a clean smock; Eathre watched from the far side of the room, not wishing to contribute woman-taint to Mur’s nervousness.


At last she could not restrain herself and came to brush down his stubborn black hair. “Remember, he only wants to gauge your growth, and speak to you of Chilite doctrine. There is nothing whatever to fear.”


“That may be so,” said Mur. “Still, I am afraid.”


“Nonsense,” said Eathre decidedly. “You are not afraid; you are the brave Mur. Listen carefully; obey exactly; answer cautious words to his questions; do nothing eccentric.”


At the cottage door she brought an ember from the fire and blew smoke through Mur’s clothes and hair, so at least not to prejudice Osso with woman-taint.


Ten minutes before noon Mur set out for the temple, taut with foreboding. The road seemed a lonely place; white dust rose in his footsteps to eddy in the lavender sunlight. Above bulked the temple: a set of squat convex cylinders, gradually filling the sky. With the flow of cool air down the hill came the reek of stale galga.


Mur circled the base of the temple, to a stall-like half-room, open to the sky: a place known as the under-room, now empty. Mur arranged himself primly by the wall and waited.


Time passed. The suns climbed the sky, the blaze of white Sassetta passing across the plum-red haunch of Ezeletta, blue Zael on the roundabout: three dwarf stars dancing through space like fireflies.


Mur mused across the countryside; he could see far, far, far, in all directions: west to Canton Seamus; north to Shimrod Forest and beyond to Canton Ferriy where the folk made iron-web on their red hillsides…


A sound startled him. He jerked around to find Osso frowning down from a high pulpit. Mur had made a poor beginning; rather than waiting in a crouch of timorous reverence, here he stood gazing over the panorama.


For a minute or longer Osso looked down at Mur, who stared back in fascination. Osso spoke in a voice of sepulchral gravity: “Have the girls made ignoble play with you?”


The language was ambiguous; Mur understood the semantic content. He swallowed harder, recalling incidents which might be construed as ignoble play. He said, “No, never.”
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