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To Laura


ONE

The blue-stripe was sleeping in the heat of the day with only the raised line on its back showing through the fine dry dirt, visible as a whorl of blue. Kean took note of a nearby rock before he stretched out his six-fingered hand, the one that was abnormal, and poised it above the snake. He flexed his fingers and relaxed them; breathed in, breathed out. His hand darted down and caught the blue-stripe’s tail and with a throwing action cast it up, and then down, whip-cracking its head against the rock. The body was still twitching as he stuffed it into the leather sack on his belt.

He looked back to where light danced on the reflective surfaces of the big, low tent, a whole mile distant across the scrubland. They would all be asleep. Ahead the landscape became paler, more like desert terrain. Specks of quartz caught the white heat of the sun and sparkled dazzlingly. Good prospecting territory. The valley was hundreds of miles long and over three hundred and fifty miles wide, and while anywhere or everywhere there were treasures to be found just below the surface, the drier the ground, the easier it was to dig. It was not quartz or other minerals he was after; the prize find was fragments of metal, but one might also turn up other materials. It was a very long way from camp, though, and he was already well beyond the limits of safety.

Untroubled by the weight of his soft, stained leather clothing, he loped onward across the wasteland, breathing easily in a temperature of over 110 degrees and feeling sporadic movement on his thigh through the sack. The nerves and muscles in the snake’s body would go on functioning for several hours.
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By the time you reached the final level of education, you’d had enough of it. Feeling drowsy, Essa looked around the white-walled classroom to keep herself awake. It was a large space, yet the pyramid city of Arcone was so vast that there were those living here who had never entered it.

The Mentor spoke again. She seemed to be musing aloud, but they all knew it was a question.

“Does beauty have a purpose?”

She was a girl not much older than Essa, wearing a metal bracelet that denoted her rank as citizen. Her tunic was very short and very white. Many here wore their tunics short because of thrift; most chose a drab color that could stand a few marks on it. Essa’s own tunic was a washed-out brown.

Her attention drifted while she waited for a classmate to answer the Mentor’s question. Gazing through the near-opaque thermal window at her side, she could make out the angular shapes of the windmills in the grain fields. Like the great pale pyramid itself, whose white walls had faded to an ashen gray, they were made from a variety of synthetic polymeric materials. As the city’s solar panels had failed one by one in the extremes of weather, the windmills had multiplied greatly and now constituted Arcone’s main energy source.

A boy got to his feet. Essa knew he had sentimental feelings for the elegant Mentor and suppressed a smile. “Beauty is without purpose,” he said earnestly. “We revere it for itself.”

Aware of his admiration, the Mentor smiled at him. “That is so, of course. Can anyone else contribute?”

The stammerer of the class spoke: Essa’s friend Veramus. “In b-b-beauty there is harmony. Harmony p-promotes g-good feeling and eff-eff-eff. Efficiency.”

“Very good, Veramus.” The Mentor raised her beautifully plucked eyebrows. “Anyone else? Someone else.”

If someone didn’t speak up they would be asked to meditate in silence for ages. Wisdom and Ethics was one of those classes that had no time limit set on it, and Essa was anxious not to miss Mania.

She stood up and said courteously, “Very often that which is beautiful is strong. Like Arcone itself, which has stood for so many centuries like a simple shape of rock, in harmony with the land, granting safety even when the great storms sweep in to assail the city walls.”

Though trite, it satisfied the Mentor. Individuality in thought and character were encouraged only in theory. “Very good, Elessa. Harmony, strength, efficiency. These are the practical benefits of beauty. You express yourself pleasingly.”

Predictably she moved on to debate the absence of beauty. Essa found herself looking out of the window again. Yes, Arcone had all you could ever need or want, but it would be nice to get outside more than once or twice a year.

[image: image]

The long day wore on, unremittingly radiant under a cloudless sky. Kean had wandered on to where the sand took over from the scrubland. This was not true desert like the endless expanse of the Big White hundreds of miles to the north, but unfriendly enough.

When he got back he would get sharp words from Hawkerman for his disobedience. A solitary blue-stripe wasn’t much to show for it. But all was not lost: up on high, four or five gray vultures hovered, so pale in color they were barely visible against the sky. Directly beneath them something must lie dead or dying. If that something was a Wanderer and beyond help, then that person’s goods would be Kean’s by right if he got to him before anyone else did.

He broke into a shuffling jog-trot.

It was an albatross. Its phenomenal wingspan lay open in the most vulnerable way. Its eyes were filming as Kean reached it, and he was the last thing it saw, a young human with pale skin and gray eyes, and hair so fair it was almost silver.

When Kean was sure the bird was dead, he stroked the feathers of its neck and lifted it up. How extraordinarily light it was, for its size … Wanderer lore held that it was unlucky to take anything from an albatross, though Kean would have liked one long snowy feather as a keepsake from the only living thing that was capable of crossing the Big White itself.

The vultures were no lower in the sky, which surprised him; they would normally land by a victim before it had even died. He looked around carefully, reading the situation. It was his eyes that had named him. “He sees keen and long”; it had been recognized and at last he had an identity.

So, then. What was bothering the vultures? Was that tiny dark spot on the landscape a stand of acacia trees? That meant at least a modicum of water—and shade. And shade and water could mean …

He began to run back the way he had come. Not a trot this time but running, with long strides.
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Terrible screams rang out in the Middle Chamber, the most often used of the three immense public chambers built one above the other in the center of the Pyramid. The slightly smaller arena above this one, just below the plastics hothouse, was the Concert Hall, only used on ceremonial occasions or for public celebrations, while beneath their feet was the Measureless Chamber. In here, young people thrashed around on the white floor, squirming singly or together and shrieking at the top of their voices. Some of the sports were organized; the others were simple expressions of chaos, the only rule being that all must involve violent exertion: wrestling, Keep-Ball, Tag Two or Die.

Members of the security force, the Pacifiers, stood in pairs at intervals around the walls. For the policing of the mass hysteria of Mania, they were without the actual electric pacifors. All were large men, over twenty-five years old, with the dark star of justice stamped on their tunics. They would interfere only if blood was spilled.

Essa saw that Veramus needed looking after. Wriggling rather tamely on the floor and shouting as he was meant to, he had been swept up in a game of Keep-Ball. Three girls had stuffed the little round sack of beads down his tunic and had begun to use Veramus himself as the ball, dragging him over to others in their squad. Everywhere players were being grabbed and hurled aside, but the action was naturally fiercest around Veramus. Essa got to her feet and ran at the kidnappers, making herself into a human battering ram. The little pack of players stumbled and fell to the ground. Essa reached into Veramus’s tunic, plucked out the ball, and flung it away from him. One of the girls said, “That’s not fair!”

Essa scrambled to her feet. “You’re not fair. Leave him alone.” She was tall, with dark hair, and she looked dangerous: the girl said nothing more. When Essa walked away, she did not look back at Veramus. He would be embarrassed by her intervention.

She had caught the eye of one of the security officers. Unlike the others, he stood alone, a giant of a man whose uniform was less than spotless. His gray hair was cut close to his heavy head, and his face was bitter and scarred. It was Grollat, Commander of the Pacifiers.

The smallest twitch of his head summoned her, and she went to him.

“Name.” His whisper cut easily through the tumult.

“Elessa of Bonix and also Marran.”

“Ah.” He looked down at her impassively. “Bonix … Maintenance. A citizen now.”

Why wouldn’t he know? Her father had some stature in Arcone these days. Still, Essa was impressed how Grollat could at once bring him to mind. “Yes,” she said, wondering what she could have done wrong.

“You have courage.”

Oh. That was it.

“I don’t like to see people oppressed.”

“Better keep your eyes on the ground then, Elessa. There’s always someone who needs help.” He smiled cynically. But he had not finished with her. “Would you say you have an independent spirit?”

“No. Not at all,” she said quickly.

“You wouldn’t say you have an independent spirit?”

“No, Commander.”

“I would.”

Essa could not resist the urge of her questioning nature. “What are you doing here? I’m sorry—I didn’t mean—”

He was untroubled by her rudeness. “Looking. Looking for new recruits. Shame you’re a girl … Essa.”

He gestured for her to leave him. A hot flush came to Essa’s cheeks, although she was warm enough already. He knew her nickname. Why?

She made herself start screaming again like all the others and ran as far away from the Commander as she could.
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There, at last: a flash of reflected light: the tent. But so tiny in the distance. Kean had been running for minutes. It was becoming hard to breathe. When the shrill barking came, he couldn’t help but look back. A single charjaw stood, one paw raised, pointing the way to him. The others would be along soon. They should pause to rip at the albatross, but there was not enough meat on it to hold them long. How stupid he’d been; where there were vultures, you could expect charjaws to arrive sooner or later. His imagination conjured up a closer image of the creature: its huge head and balding body, the incredibly broad mouth with the curved and ragged teeth that kept the beast’s mouth open at all times. Those terrible teeth that were too big even for a charjaw’s skull.

It called again with more excitement, a rapid series of yelps. Kean ran on; it had seen the others and was guaranteeing them a rich feast if they hurried. Lengthening his stride, he fought to maintain a steady rhythm, one that would carry him all the way to safety without collapsing from cramps or exhaustion. Dehydration was already making him feel lightheaded.

The tent was getting nearer but he wouldn’t make it. His bare feet thudded down on the hot soil, and behind him he could hear a cacophony of increasingly savage calls from the pack of charjaws. He didn’t dare look around for fear of slowing even momentarily. Soon he would be able to hear their paws scuffing the dirt behind him—then the first teeth would crunch into his ankle. He would be down, rolling in the dirt like the greenback deer he had seen brought down and eaten alive. This couldn’t be happening. He began to shout, but his lungs were close to exploding and all that came out was a gasping bark. The sound at least had the effect of breaking the panic which gripped him. He reached into the leather sack on his belt and threw the blue-stripe over his shoulder as he ran. A savage snarling announced that the carnivores pursuing him had been distracted by the flesh and were squabbling over it. Perhaps he had a chance, after all; his strength was renewed, and he found he was capable of sprinting. The tent was getting nearer.

So were the charjaws, enlivened by the little diversion. Now Kean had overstretched himself—he was off-balance, leaning forward, his feet struggling to keep up with his toppling body, falling …

He went down, rolling on bended arm so that he came up running again. Only he was no longer racing alone. Other steps tore into the earth only inches away from him. Fear brought a last burst of speed, and then he was off-balance and fell again. It saved him. The leading charjaw was already lunging at him, but its bite caught only the leather sack as they rolled in the dust together. The beast was winded by the impact of Kean’s body, and he could pull himself away from its jaws. As he staggered back, falling again, Kean saw the dozen other charjaws bounding toward him. He drew his knife and swept it around. The first charjaw gave a hoarse honking cough and fell sideways. Kean had a moment to register something silver sticking out from its bald ribcage.

He turned toward the tent and reeled away from the charjaws. They piled onto their wounded companion and began to eat.

The tent was three hundred yards away, its reflective silver foil leaves dazzling under the sun. In front of it, a small dark figure raised up an object to head height and pointed it. Kean heard no noise as the weapon fired but caught the whistle in the air as another steel dart whizzed past him into the pack of charjaws.

He was down to a walking pace, limping, by the time he reached Hawkerman. The team leader said, “Come nightfall, you go and get my darts. There’s three of them out there.”

“You could have hit me,” Kean gasped.

Hawkerman was a small man, all sinew and lean, hard muscle. His eyes were splinters of blue set in narrow slits, and his face was as dark as the near-black leather clothes he wore, the traditional broad-shouldered jacket and leggings. He slung the compressed-air dart gun over his shoulder, looking past Kean to where the charjaws continued their cannibalism. His floppy patchwork leather Voyager hat lay beside him on the dirt where he had let it fall. He stooped to pick it up. His face under its wide brim was in complete shadow when he responded to Kean’s outrage.

“Either way I was doing you a favor. You owe me.”

Which was exactly what you would expect Hawkerman to say. He walked back to the entrance flap of the tent. “Since you’re awake, you can watch the pot. Only came out to keep it moist.”
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The sexes were separated in the robing rooms, where all was quiet. Women brought scented towels woven from recycled clothing and softened cornstalks. There was no wool or cotton here, only compounds of plant fiber and plastic. Like the Wanderers’ leather apparel, it encouraged perspiration. After so many years on the plains, the Wanderers had adapted to the extent where water loss was minimal, but the more pallid Arconians needed to dry off after exercise. The perfumes were more a luxury than a necessity: left to its own devices, skin eventually emanated only the faintest of feral smells.

Only the highest-ranking citizens were permitted to wash in water. Essa remembered standing near the Prime Conscience, Maxamar, on the occasion when her father was elevated to citizenship. Twice a year the Arconian leader had the privilege of full immersion in the underground reservoir in a ceremony attended by the whole Council. As a consequence of this infrequent dousing, she had been conscious that he exuded a not-altogether-pleasant odor.

The ritual rub-down over, the participants in Mania dressed and returned to the Middle Chamber, where those who had inadvertently injured one another met up to exchange formal apologies. Mania itself was a cleansing process, a renewal of the spirit through physical means. After it you felt gloriously calm.

“What did the Commander w-want?”

It was Veramus. His quick, nervous smile was all the thanks she would get for saving him from a mauling.

“Just said hello.”

“He always looks so dirty. He doesn’t take p-pride in his appearance. Perhaps you can l-look any way you want if you’re him. What’s he like?”

“Kind of nice, really,” Essa said casually. Inwardly her answer was, “Dangerous.”


TWO

After the evening meal, families were reflective. Essa sat silently with her parents. On gaining higher status, Bonix had been given larger living quarters, though many had grumbled that with just one child, he and his wife, Marran, should have stayed in the single chamber that had housed them for so long. Essa herself would have been happy to stay there, the child within her disliking change. Their new quarters were furnished plainly, and Essa’s own tiny room held only a sleeping pallet and a plastic chest for her clothes, along with one of her pictures. Marran was known as an excellent artist, and a few of her larger sculptures had been spared by the judges for long periods. When efforts at art or music notation were examined at the monthly exhibitions, most creations were deemed substandard and were recycled. Ideally a work would speak in some way of the wonder of Arcone.

The little figures Marran made from stiffened scraps of material bored Essa. They were beautifully executed, and every one of them showed a perfectly formed Arconian in a traditional pose, dancing or working. They were hardly visible tonight since Bonix, ever the good citizen, was allowing only a trickle of electricity to charge the phosphor bars on the ceiling. Only the high-ups had apartments on the outer skin of the Pyramid, and this room was windowless and always gloomy. Essa could not see the blunt features of her father, only the top of his grizzled head as he sat in meditation in front of her, tired after the day’s labors.

Beside Essa, her mother was playing the bass flute. Its melancholy tones were made the more plaintive because Marran was practicing very quietly. The walls were thin throughout the living quarters, and she was considerate of their neighbors. She was rehearsing for a concert, playing the classic “The Weight of the Rain.”

Essa was cold. It must be dark outside by now. Freezing. She looked forward to getting under her bed cover. The surprise she had for her father could wait till tomorrow. He was going to smile and smile.
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Hawkerman’s team were still feasting on the contents of the pot. The vessel was made of beaten copper alloy with clasps around the middle so the lid could be tightly fixed, and it held fresh lizard and dried greenback steamed throughout the day in layers of fat and grasses, with the inevitable desiccated pulp from a desert warden. When they were not prospecting, the Wanderers slept through the day while the sun cooked their evening meal outside the tent’s entrance. They trekked during the hours of darkness, unless—like tonight—Hawkerman called a “make and mend.”

The trick with a tent was to have an outer surface that repelled heat. Even inside a good tent, temperatures were so high during the day that sleep was a kind of coma. The sun beat into your brain like a hammer. You breathed so shallowly you were hardly alive.

At dusk the team awoke and prepared to eat. When the temperature had gone below freezing and they were in one of the greener areas, a party would go out to gather sweepings of frost to add to the pot. Tonight Kean had gone with Ax to pick up Hawkerman’s thick steel darts. Having only one arm, it was Ax who collected them, leaving Kean the more delicate task of gathering up teeth and bones and scraps of charjaw pelt. Like the Wanderers, hungry charjaws were not wasteful and had left little to take back to the tent.

There was a residue of the day’s warmth still under the patchwork roof. Tapers burnt in pots of animal fat, casting cozy yellow light on the faces of the team as they ate.

“An albatross … I would have liked to have seen that,” said Barb. She sat next to Ax. They argued passionately but were a couple. Both were strong fighters; Ax with the one massive arm and the weapon that gave him his name, and Barb with the long bow she rubbed and oiled and cherished as if it were the limb her man was missing.

Ax said gruffly through a particularly chewy mouthful of greenback, “It means the winds are starting. It wouldn’t be around here without something to carry it.”

“Winds must be getting strong up there, to get it this far,” said Hawkerman.

“Wonder what it died of,” Barb said. She was a striking-looking young woman with amber eyes and wild, matted red hair.

“Old age. They gotta die sometime.” This was Wailing Joe, the oldest of the team. He looked at least a hundred. Only Kean was unmarked by the rigors of their life; the rest of them looked older than their years. Joe was in his sixties and close to being sunblind. A genius with metals, he was an instinctive engineer who had fashioned Hawkerman’s powerful dart gun. If they came across the right materials again, he would make another one; a small team like this needed powerful weaponry. His name came from his memory for the old songs and legends of the Wanderer life. He made up new songs, too, as he had for the terrible drought which had killed Kean’s parents when he was four years old. Kean remembered nothing of them. The drought had dispatched many who were feeble. He himself had lived because the team had taken him in and made him their own.

The other three members of Hawkerman’s select band were his own partner, Cara, who was herbalist, doctor, and nurse to the group, and the mute twins Wil and Gil, whose faces were riven from nose to chin with gene faults, giving them crooked mouths and stunted tongues. Hardy warriors, they were also fine tailors, keeping the tent sun-tight and making and mending clothes with extraordinary dexterity and good humor.

Cara was very small and slight, well-suited for life on the plains, with the calm of one who is in touch with nature at a deep level. Kean had a notion that if anyone ever mistreated her, Hawkerman’s first thought, for once, would not be what he might get out of the situation.

The team leader’s attitude to life was not surprising when you knew his background. His father had died in a fight over ownership of a small reel of copper wire when Hawkerman was very young. In order to support his mother and younger brother, Hawkerman had learned to barter articles of value before he even knew what they were. Names were bestowed according to character and skills, and “hawker” was a term of high praise in the valley.

The Wanderers were not a fertile race, and even at the Lakes, mortality was high. Hawkerman and Cara had produced no offspring, while Ax and Barb had buried their one child, born dead, a year gone now.

Eating done, the team began the making and mending. Inevitably the terrain had taken its toll on the trailer. Light alloys might be practical, but they tended to buckle, and one of the axles needed attention.

Outside, Hawkerman and Ax wired on a reinforcement to the axle, and Wailing Joe sharpened the team’s weapons, while in the tent Wil and Gil carried out essential repairs to clothing. The leather patches they used were cut from cured hides, which Cara and Barb softened by repeated beating and rolling. The noise of all these activities was loud in the darkness. Kean came out of the tent with the big pot, to scrub it clean with dirt.

“How’s it going?”

Hawkerman grunted, “Nearly done.”

Wailing Joe said suddenly, “Someone coming in?”

They stopped what they were doing and listened through the continuing din from the tent until Hawkerman said, “You don’t hear any better than you can see.”

“Sorry. I just thought, back then …”

He and Hawkerman went back to work. Kean took handfuls of rapidly freezing dirt and scoured the pot. Suddenly he was aware of a different sound somewhere in the rest of them. A clink of metal that had not sounded before.

“Yes—strangers,” he said.

Hawkerman did not bother to stop and listen this time. He ran around to the tent entrance and darted in.

“Threat—all stand by.”

Within seconds the team was armed. Long knives for the twins—the pump gun, ax, and longbow. Despite her small size, Cara hefted an aluminum spear with serrated blades at both ends. They came out of the tent fast and silent. Wil gave Wailing Joe the rusty club he favored, and the old man crept under the low trailer, a surprise package should he be needed.

“Where?” Hawkerman asked Kean.

Kean had been listening and looking the entire time. He pointed. “There for sure. Two men. More to each side, I think.”

The stars shone down on a million little hollows in the terrain, causing shadows everywhere. It was hard to distinguish any life-form unless it moved. Hawkerman stepped away from the tent.

“You out there. You come forward—or do you want to get yourselves hurt bad? I will guarantee you some serious damage if you don’t show yourselves now.”

About fifty yards away, someone laughed.

“Send one into him, Hawkerman!” Ax wanted immediate and violent action. The laughter got louder. “Just aim at the noise!”

“Well, Ax,” Hawkerman said calmly, “I could do that. But I just might hit him. We don’t have much in common, but he is my brother.”

“It’s Fireface out there?”

“It is.”

One of the shadows ahead of them got to its feet. “Hawkerman!”

“Yes. Come on in, if you’re coming.”

“Got twenty more with me. That okay?”

“Since it’s you. We can’t feed you.”

“Don’t need feeding. Be with you, brother.”
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Two battered trailers had been pulled in next to the one belonging to Hawkerman’s team, and Fireface had come into the tent to talk.

He didn’t look anything like Hawkerman. He was taller, with long golden hair and a face that was alive with good humor. He wore a wonderful cloak of the finest animal skins, dyed an uneven red. It was pinned at his neck by a strange brooch crafted from brass and steel cogs, with a shard of quartz at its center. Kean had met Fireface several times at the Lakes and was impressed by his drive and persuasiveness. The raised white weal down the right side of his face was a result of a drunken brawl, in the course of which he had fallen into a fire. These days he didn’t drink and had the zeal of the reformed. He got onto his favorite subject almost at once, speaking to Hawkerman but aiming his words at the rest of the team.

“The Bleachers have everything. We have nothing. It’s just that simple.”

Bleacher was the name given by Wanderers to the citizens of the great Pyramid.

“I got everything I need,” Hawkerman said amicably.

“You do, yes. But hundreds don’t. Not everyone’s as capable as you are.”

“Just takes practice. That’s all there is to it.”

“No. It takes character. If you’d just do the right thing once in your life, Hawkerman … if you joined us, with your team—well … more would follow.”

“Nobody cares what I think. Just like I don’t care what they think.”

“That’s where you’re wrong.”

“Oh yes, that’s always the way with you, isn’t it? You’re right and I’m wrong. Should have named you ‘Preacherman’ these last few years.”

“Wouldn’t bother me one bit. At least I believe in something.”

The exchange ended with the brothers smiling at each other in the warmest way.

“So,” Hawkerman said. “When are you going to get yourself killed?”

“You trust every man and woman in this tent?”

“Absolutely.”

Fireface hesitated and shook his head. “I still can’t tell you. I got a good time planned, and it’s soon. We’re going to rip the Pyramid open and watch it fly away.”

“How many of you now?” Wailing Joe asked.

“A hundred at the Lakes. I been out recruiting, picked up another team. We’re on our way back now.”

“If I were a Bleacher, I wouldn’t be worried,” said Ax.

Fireface spoke harder. “I don’t mind my brother laughing at me. But you, big man—you’re just a simple fool who can’t see past the next meal. We’re all out here dying before our time—and all we ever get from the Pyramid is their rejects, and that is plain not right.”

He was looking at Wil and Gil, children of a malformed mother, expelled from the Pyramid at the age of three. The deformities so prevalent out here in the valley were the product of long-discontinued Bleacher experiments with genes. Over the last two centuries, few freaks of nature had been cast out in this way, because few occurred anymore.

“We’re all rejects, one way or another,” Hawkerman said mildly. “But we get by. Fireface, if you insult any member of my team again, you will leave at that moment.”

“What about if one of them—any of them—wanted to come with me?”

“Oh, well. They could do that. If they wanted to.”

Fireface gazed at each member of the group in turn. In his eyes was such passion and hope that Kean felt swayed for a moment. But you didn’t abandon your team. Loyalty was what kept you alive out here.

“Good team,” Fireface said eventually. “Pity.”

“Want to bed down here?” Hawkerman asked. “We could talk some more.”

“There’s nothing more to say. Where you headed?”

“South.”

“It’s kind of late in the year. Going after your cache, brother?”

Two years ago, the team had found an area of great metal and plastic reserves in the far south. Beneath an accumulation of broken vehicles from some ancient unknown civilization, they had found unmistakable evidence that there had once been a settlement there, when the climate had been more accommodating. They had taken as much as they could carry, and trading had been wonderful at the Lakes. Hawkerman had intended to go back again for more, but events had always been against them. This time he swore they were going to make it.

He was fiddling with a bone toothpick in his mouth. Removed it to answer Fireface. “Yup.”

“Gonna make it back before the Season?”

“Hope so.”

“Might see you, then.” Fireface got to his feet. “We’re in a hurry. Do you have anything to give us? You could do that—give us something to trade with at the Lakes. There’s some men whose loyalty you can buy.”

“What we have, we keep,” Hawkerman said from where he sat. “And you don’t want any man you can buy.”

Fireface grinned. It was wonderfully charismatic, that grin. “It’s war—I want all I can get, any way I can get them.”

He nodded to Hawkerman and left the tent.

When his band had pulled on out, the team was subdued.

“Fine man,” Hawkerman said simply.

“Has he got a chance?” Barb asked. The twins turned their heads to see how Hawkerman would answer.

He sighed. “Oh sure. There’s been no trouble for so long … He could just surprise them.”

Kean said, “But you wouldn’t join him.”

“There’s an awful lot could go wrong. And I don’t join anyone, Kean. I don’t owe anyone anything.” There was finality in Hawkerman’s voice.

Cara said suddenly, “Remember Crazy Skinner?”

Wailing Joe did. “Went missing three years back. He talked a better fight than Fireface, even.”

“He went out over the Gray, didn’t he?” Barb put in. “Heard some story about a big weapon lying out there someplace, went after it, and didn’t make it back.”

“He didn’t go into the Gray. Crazy to do that,” Wailing Joe said.

“Well, that was the story. And he was crazy.”

“It was a story, that’s all,” Hawkerman said with sudden anger. “You ask me, one of his team cut his throat, took his gear, and spread the story. That’s the way he’d have gone.” He calmed down. “What does it matter? He’s with the horses now, whatever happened.”

“With the horses.” Kean liked the romance of that phrase. It was Wanderer slang for death. The last of the horses had died over two hundred years ago; Wailing Joe had a song about them. You’d soon be with the horses if you ventured into the gray wilderness beyond the valley walls. At the northern mouth of the valley, beyond the Pyramid, was the Big White; everywhere else was gray, a wilderness of broken rock and impassable gorges. There was sickness in the Gray, too. One way or another, you did not survive long when you left the valley.

“Maybe … ,” Kean said tentatively, “maybe he got fed up and went over the Big White.”

“No. No one’s done that in years.” All this talk was making Hawkerman restless. “He’d have needed a Waterboy, and there hasn’t been one since Little Jack, forty years ago.”

“Would you have gone into the Big White if Little Jack had been on your team?” Kean asked.

“I’d have sold him.” Hawkerman smiled. “Let someone else take the chance.”

Bit by bit, work started up again. Kean could hear Wailing Joe humming as he sharpened Cara’s spear. The tune he snuffled out through his nose was the one that was used for the song of the camel.

The legend said that way back when the horses were still alive, a man had set out across the Big White, looking for the better life that folklore said existed beyond it. He was a Waterboy, one with the gift of water divination, who could find water even in a desert. Left behind, his woman had settled in with another Wanderer after a year or so. Not very loyal of her, but as Hawkerman was always saying, “These things happen.”

Then a team had gone off a little way into the Big White, where there were always stories about untold riches just waiting to be excavated, simply because it was so inhospitable. And they found the Waterboy. After two years. Recognized him from the knife he carried. People would have said he had died without getting anywhere, except his beast lay beside him. Both had been picked clean by vultures, but one thing was clear. His steed was not a horse. It was an animal with much longer legs—a bigger creature altogether. His widow had sold the bones one by one, and now no one could even guess what the animal had looked like.


THREE

No—I’d love to—really!”

“A girl like you—you deserve to do better for yourself.”

“No, it’s what I want, Bonix.”

In the last year of schooling, students were apprenticed to a trade. For so long Essa hadn’t known what career to apply for; there were so many possibilities, so many choices. A problem with most work within the Pyramid was that you had no freedom of movement—your workplace was the same every day. Like, it would be wonderful to work in the Orchard, the big greenhouse on the top level of Arcone, where the hard angles of the Pyramid softened and curved so that the overall structure of the city was really more of a rhomboid shape than a true pyramid, and where the plastic was all semitransparent to let in light … But you’d be in there day in and day out until you were sick of the sight of the plants you were tending.

Just above the underground reservoir, where the workers were men only, there were the fields of plastic. A vital and highly skilled job, no doubt, but what a dull, sterile environment. And while it was prestigious to work on the massive cooling system that used so much of the Pyramid’s electrical resources, the conditions were even worse. There were an infinite number of jobs in manufacturing and recycling, and all were praiseworthy—and tedious.
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