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For Tash,
 First to join me on this final part of Elspeth’s quest,
 she did not live to reach its end. I have used my pen
 to draw her into the story. In the end we are all
 only the stories we journey in . . .












‘Drink slowly. Your body is unaccustomed to wakefulness,’ said a cool, unfamiliar, masculine voice. Something cold and wet touched my lips and I flinched, opening my eyes to darkness so complete that I could not see the man tending me. I tried to speak, but my mouth would not shape the words. I tried moving but my body would not obey me. Fighting panic, I formed a farseeking tendril, determined at least to probe the stranger’s thoughts for answers.
The effort made my head spin, and the probe dissipated uselessly. I fought down terror at the realisation that I could not use my Talents or move or smell anything. I could hear and feel, I told myself firmly, if no more than the agitated hammering of my own heart. I was stretched out on a smooth, flat, surface; not a bed, but some sort of padded bench.
Yet I had absolutely no idea how I had got there.
Inchoate fears swirled in my mind until my fingers spasmed. That brought a wash of relief, for it suggested my paralysis might be only temporary. But it also told me that it was not merely weakness preventing me from moving. There were bands across my wrists, ankles, hips, chest and forehead, holding me immobile.
I was a captive.
But why would anybody bother restraining someone so weak they could barely lift a finger?
Willing strength into my hands, I stretched out my fingers to their fullest extent. The tips on both sides brushed a smooth curved surface. I relaxed for a moment then stretched out my toes, straining at the ankle bindings until once more I felt the same curving surface.
The touch of a cold metal rim against my lips again startled me and when the band around my forehead loosened, I thought for a moment that I had weakened it. Then a large hand cupped my head and tilted it gently so that I could drink more easily, and I realised my captor had loosened the binding.
I drank greedily, for I was terribly thirsty.
‘Who are you?’ I managed to croak as my head was laid down again, and the band around my forehead tightened once more.
‘I am one of the Tumen that serve God,’ my attendant answered tranquilly.
‘God?’ Fear jolted the word from me, because God was an archaic Herder term for Lud. The thought that I might have fallen into the hands of fanatical Herder priests horrified me, but the sect had been completely overthrown by rebels both in the Land and in their Norseland and Herder Isle strongholds. Effectively there was no Herder Faction any longer. Of course it was possible one or two of the warrior priests remained at large and might have joined renegade soldierguards and rebels who had served the traitorous Malik. All three groups had an avowed hatred of Misfits and might have made common cause.
Yet it was impossible to believe that my serene, meticulous attendant was one of their ilk. But if the man was not a Herder, then why had he taken me captive?
I tried again to think what had happened to me. My last memory was of journeying in the high mountains above the Valley of Obernewtyn with Gahltha and Maruman. I had a clear recollection of the too-thin air in the high passes that had made my ears sing and my head ache, and I could vividly recall the way the icy wind had stung the tip of my nose. But I could not remember my purpose in that journeying.
I felt a movement at my side and gathered myself to ask, ‘Why have you bound me? I am too weak to try to escape.’ Despite the water my throat felt very dry and sore.
‘You are not a captive,’ the Tumen said calmly.
‘Then why am I tied up?’ I growled, nettled by the obvious absurdity of his words.
‘You have proven resistant to the cryopod mechanism and have been immobilised to prevent sudden movements that might result in physical harm before a receptive sleep can be facilitated,’ he answered.
I had no idea what a cryopod was, but once in a past-dream, the Beforetime teknoguilder Doktaruth had spoken of experimental cryosleep pods within which animals and birds fell into a death-like sleep, but one from which they could wake days or months or even years later, unchanged. In my dream, Doktaruth had told Cassy of new human-sized pods. Why anyone would want to put people or beasts to sleep for long periods, I could not guess, but it was quite possible the use of cryosleep pods for humans had progressed to common usage. After all, I had no idea how much time had elapsed between the Beforetimers’ conversation in my dream and the Great White that had ended their world.
But if this was a later version of Doktaruth’s human-sized cryosleep pod, why had the Tumen put me into it?
I shivered at the thought that I had been inside a cryopod, subject to its power to invoke an unbreakable deepsleep. Yet it would explain the long nightmarish period of sleep from which I had fought so hard to wake. In truth, it had been only my ability to draw on the deadly spirit power at the bottom of my mind that had enabled me to break free of it.
I strove again to recall what had happened to bring me into the hands of the Tumen, but there was a wall in my mind obscuring whatever had happened between my travels in the high mountains and my waking here. Dragon’s subconscious had built a wall in her mind to protect her from the memory of her mother’s brutal death, and I wondered uneasily what terrible thing might have happened to provoke my mind to do the same.
As if in answer, a vision came to me of Dragon lying with her eyes closed fast, her beauty striking as ever, but marred by a dark rainbow of fading bruises and healing cuts. Her eyes opened, and the corners of her swollen lips lifted in a smile before the vision faded, leaving me bereft and utterly confused. There had been love and recognition in the girl’s eyes, though my last clear memory of Dragon was of her glaring at me in uncomprehending fear and hatred after I had broken down the wall in her mind to bring her out of her months-long coma, only to discover she retained no memory of her years at Obernewtyn or of our friendship. She had known me only as the person responsible for the pain she experienced when she remembered her mother’s murder. Ironically, the memory, long suppressed, sank once more when she regained consciousness. All that remained to her had been the long, lonely, feral years of her childhood, haunting the Beforetime ruins on the West Coast.
The futuretellers and empaths had insisted her lost memories would return and were merely temporarily submerged by the trauma of assimilating her mother’s betrayal and death. But Dragon had disappeared before that could happen, and we had searched high and low to no avail. The only news of her since had come obliquely from the Westland where the futureteller Dell had seen a vision of Dragon returning to Oldhaven, which had been the Beforetime ruins she had inhabited for so long. But she had been frightened away by the work being undertaken there before anyone had spotted her.
After the first stab of sorrow, I found the vision of Dragon awake and smiling lifted my spirits. Whether a memory of something I had forgotten, or a glimpse of the future, it meant that Dragon had remembered me and all I had been to her, or would one day. And if it was a future vision, then it meant I had a future beyond this suffocating darkness.
Determinedly, I immersed myself in the memory of travelling in the mountains in the hope that I could learn how I had fallen prey to the Tumen. When I was so deep in the memory that I all but felt the wind whipping at my hair, I experienced a sense of solemnity that convinced me I had travelled to the mountains for some specific and important purpose. Given there were no human settlements in the taint-streaked heights, the most likely reason for my journey would have been to consult the Agyllian Elder, Atthis. The ancient bird dwelt in an eyrie atop an inaccessible stone tor in the high mountains, and the only time I had gone there, I had been carried in a net, delirious and near death. But I might have set off anticipating that Atthis would foresee my need and send fliers to fetch me. Or she might have summoned me, in which case fliers would have been waiting for me.
Another vision came to me of a queer, domed building, white and radiant atop a high ledge bathed in sunlight. It was obviously a Beforetime building and the mountain peaks rearing up darkly around it told me it was almost certainly somewhere in the high mountains. Perhaps the Tumen dwelt in some secret mountain enclave, and I had stumbled on it. I had a fleeting memory of scaling the high cliff beneath the white dome, but even as I tried to coax it out, I experienced the sickening sensation of falling. Then nothing.
Was that what had happened? I had seen the shining white building and tried to climb up to it, only to fall? A blow to the head might well have affected my memory and blinded me, and if the building was inhabited by the Tumen, might they not have found me unconscious and injured, and brought me inside? But why put me into a Beforetime device and try to make me sleep?
The question finally opened a crack in the wall of forgetting, allowing three disconnected memory fragments to blow through my mind like leaves carried on a gust of wind: I heard Maruman bidding me look, and when I obeyed, I saw the Herder-bred guard dog Darga on the misty path below my turret window; then I was crouched beside a shining, steam-wreathed pool surrounded by dense greenery, a silver-white wolf gazing balefully at me across the water. In the third vision, I was standing on a slope of eroded rock, capped and gloved against the icy wind, snow flying over me from higher peaks in a glittering arc, the Sadorian tribesman, Ahmedri, beside me.
The crack closed, but the disconnected visions had made one thing clear. Darga’s presence meant that I had not travelled to the mountains merely to consult Atthis. I had been summoned to leave Obernewtyn to begin the final stage in my long quest to find and disable the Balance of Terror weaponmachines that had destroyed the Beforetime, for Atthis had told me the Herder dog would reappear only when it was time for me to leave Obernewtyn forever. This had seemed a macabre riddle, for Darga was thought to have perished in the firestorm that killed his beloved human companion, Jik. But the Agyllians had saved my life when I was near death, so Atthis must have intervened to save Darga. But why had she not simply said as much? As to why Atthis might want to see me, that was clear now, too. She had long promised we would meet and talk one last time before the final part of my quest, and I must have been on my way to that meeting when I encountered the Tumen.
But where did the Sadorian tribesman fit in? Picturing Ahmedri’s handsome, sullen face, I wondered if the answer lay in the task set him by the overguardian of the Sadorian Earthtemple: to find his brother’s bones and return them to Sador. The overguardian had told him I would lead him to his brother’s bones and so he had insisted upon accompanying me whenever I left Obernewtyn. Perhaps he had simply followed me up into the mountains.
This thought roused a memory of my furtive departure from Obernewtyn, under the cover of night and a thick, white mist, mere days before I was to depart for the Red Land as part of the expedition being mounted to prevent an invasion foreseen by the futuretellers. I felt a stab of pain, for I had left like a thief in the night because Atthis had commanded that no one must know I was leaving.
I recoiled from the memory and turned my attention to the four ships that journeyed to the Red Land on a quest to protect the Land, Sador and the Norselands from the Gadfian horde that had invaded and enslaved the Red Land. Neither the Sadorian overguardian nor the futuretellers offering this prediction had said how a mere four ships could stop the Gadfian horde, but the obvious answer had been that Dragon would accompany the expedition. As the long-lost daughter of the queen who had once ruled the Red Land, she was the natural heir to the throne, and her striking resemblance to her mother seemed to fulfil a prophecy that the Redlanders would win back their freedom only when the Red Queen returned. Seeing her, they would rise up and overthrow their invaders.
I had intended to accompany Dragon to the Red Land, for aside from my affection for the girl, I had come to believe that the fulfilment of my own quest lay in that hot and distant land. Despite leaving Obernewtyn so secretively, I had still anticipated joining the expedition, for the futuretellers had seen Dragon and me together there. But some time after my midnight departure from Obernewtyn, Maruman had told me that I would not travel to the Red Land with the four ships. I would never return to Obernewtyn or the Land again.
Even as Dell had foretold, I had left all I loved when I set off to fulfil my quest.
Certainly I had not loved the dour Ahmedri, and I could clearly remember my fury when he insisted on following me around in the belief I would lead him to his brother’s bones. Yet the fragment of memory I had of us in the mountains together meant we must have come to some sort of accommodation.
With a shock, I remembered that the tribesman had not been the only one to follow me. The Twentyfamilies gypsy leader Swallow had come to the mountains too, accompanied by the wilful daughter of the cruel and corrupt Councilman Radost who had dominated the Council that once ruled the Land. And there had been dear, blind Dameon and the strange young enthraller, Gavyn. They and their beast companions had been waiting for me when I arrived at the Skylake, deep in the high mountains, all save Ahmedri claiming to have been called to accompany me by a voice that had spoken to them in their dreams.
That voice could only have belonged to Atthis.
Now memories came thick and fast. I saw the human-hating Brildane arrive at the Skylake, pouring over the lip of the moonlit valley in a swift and furious silvery tide. The leader of the pack had sent me there to await his decision as to whether they would join me on my quest, but the wolves had come without their leader and Rheagor had arrived just in time to thwart a coup and stop one of the older wolves killing me. I had been profoundly relieved when he had announced that the pack would accompany me, for although I had never desired the company of the Brildane, Atthis had told Maruman my quest would fail if I could not convince the wolves to go with me. Characteristically contrary, Maruman had refused to explain why I needed the wolves. Nor would Rheagor tell me what had made him decide to allow the pack to go with me, save that it had involved the mysterious practice of seliga, which enabled beasts to look into the future.
The wolves led us from the mountains to an enormous subterranean Beforetime pipe they called the graag, which would enable us to pass safely beneath an expanse of virulently tainted Blacklands lying across the way we must go. Maddeningly, I could not recollect why we had needed to go beyond the Blacklands nor could I recall what happened after we had entered the graag. I strove fiercely to remember, and was rewarded with a flashing vision of Gavyn staring fixedly upward, his filthy face lit by a greenish yellow glow. His customary vagueness had been replaced by an intent eagerness that completely transformed him, but before I could try to widen the memory, the Tumen loosened the restraining band about my forehead, breaking my concentration.
‘Where . . . where are my companions?’ I croaked after he had trickled more water into my mouth.
‘They have been resurrected,’ he answered, as the band again tightened about my head.
The words froze my heart, because the Herder Faction used that term to describe a person who, having confessed and repented their wickedness, was burned at the stake. The thought of my friends being tortured and given to the Herder flame roused the horrific memory of the burning of my parents. I had not seen their execution because my brother Jes had clasped me to him, pressing my face to his chest to prevent the dreadful vision being scoured into me. But the stench of charred flesh and my parents’ screams of mortal agony had seared themselves into my brain.
I thrust the appalling memory from me, telling myself that I would hardly be treated so gently if my companions had been burned. The word resurrection must have some other meaning for the Tumen. Most likely the others were sleeping in cryopods and the term was connected to that. Since none of them had the dark spirit strength I possessed, they would have been unable to wake themselves. But imagining them trapped in sleep was a good deal better than imagining them dead. At least if they lived I could rescue them.
But first, I must rescue myself.
I considered my captor. It was impossible to believe he should have no interest in his captive, and yet the Tumen had asked me nothing. Perhaps I had been interrogated before being put to sleep. Torture could have affected my memory, though it was hard to imagine the passionless, pleasant Tumen torturing anyone. Of course another more violent Tumen might have performed that service, but it seemed more likely to me that the blank spots in my memory were the result of my time in the cryopod.
The question that needed answering was why the Tumen was trying so hard to make me sleep, given his claim that I was not a captive. If I knew what he wanted, I might be able to muster an argument that would make him free me. Failing this I would have to escape or coerce him. Before I could do anything, however, I had to regain my strength. Fortunately, no matter what was wrong with my body, its self-healing capacity would tend to any injury in time. My inability to produce a stable farseeking probe was more worrying, though most likely it was simply the natural outcome of my use of spirit strength, which always drained me.
All at once I felt the heaviness of exhaustion, and I wondered if the cryopod was trying to draw me back into its power. I would heal far more quickly if I gave in to sleep and there was no need to fear it now that I knew I had the power to wake myself. The only problem was that evoking spirit power would drain me all over again, leaving me conscious but in the same uselessly depleted state.
I decided to question the Tumen, since he appeared willing enough to supply answers, and for the moment there was nothing else I could do. The more I learned about him and his people, the better my chance of finding a way to free myself. If only I could see his facial expressions, for his polite serenity seemed like another kind of wall and I needed to discover what lay behind it.
I made an effort to establish his whereabouts in the room. This was only a passive use of my Talent so my weaknesses ought not to matter, but strangely, I could feel nothing. The Tumen must have slipped out while I was lost in thought. I decided to take advantage of his absence and used as much physical force as I could muster on the bond about one wrist to test its strength.
‘Do not struggle,’ advised the Tumen.
I started violently and tried again to locate him, but either my mind was weaker than I had thought, or he was wearing a device to deflect my Talents, for I could not discern his presence at all. The idea that he might be shielding himself frightened me because it meant he knew what I was, and Herders had a fanatical hatred of Misfits. But my initial fear quickly cooled – I was far from convinced that my dispassionate attendant was a Herder. More likely I was too weak to exert even passive Talent.
The Tumen cupped my head to lift it and feed me water again and this time I strove to use the physical contact to reach his mind. Still I could feel nothing and the uneasy thought came to me that perhaps my time in the cryopod had affected more than my memory.
‘Did you put my companions into cryopods?’ I asked.
‘All viable human specimens entering the catchment zone are put into cryopods,’ the Tumen said.
I relaxed slightly at having one guess confirmed. ‘What of the animals that were with us? Did you put them into cryopods, too?’
‘There are a limited number of cryopods suitable for animal specimens available at this facility,’ the Tumen said. ‘Eden is the designated repository for animal specimens. When the current program was activated, animal and bird specimens entering the catchment zone were acquired, but when there was no response from Eden to repeated requests for collection of specimens, their acquisition was discontinued.’
So he and his people had no interest in capturing Maruman or Gahltha, which meant they must be free and waiting to hear from me.
I wondered incredulously if he could possibly be talking about the same Eden that Doktaruth had mentioned in my Beforetime dreams. It seemed very likely, given she had talked of it as the destination for cryosleep pods containing animals.
I would have tried to farseek Maruman then and there, but since I was too weak to make even passive contact with the mind of someone touching me, I knew I would have no hope of reaching the old cat’s singular mind. In any case, he might be far away. Had I not dreamed of him prowling through a ruined Beforetime city in the midst of a white desert as I slept?
Unless I was in that city!
The thought opened another crack in the wall of forgetting and I remembered that we had left the high mountains seeking such a city. I had been following in the footsteps of the Beforetimer Jacob Obernewtyn, whose dreams of this city had led him to abandon his lonely vigil at Obernewtyn in the hope of locating other survivors. Unfortunately for me, he had taken Cassandra’s key, given to him for safekeeping by Hannah Seraphim. She had obviously not foreseen that he would leave Obernewtyn, forcing me to follow him to retrieve it, because it was vital to my quest.
The thought that I might have reached the city of Jacob’s dreams thrilled me. Certainly we had entered the graag on the way to seeking it, led by a wolf pack whose ancestor had been captive there; maybe this Tumen who had taken us prisoner was an inhabitant of that city. I could not imagine he was one of the ‘shining beings’ that inhabited Jacob’s dream city, referred to in his journal. More likely the original inhabitants had died out and the Tumen had happened on the city and taken up residence there.
‘Where am I?’ I wondered, only realising I had voiced the question aloud when the Tumen answered.
‘You are in a cryopod base unit on the lowest level of the Galon Institute in the Pellmar Quadrants.’
The name Pellmar Quadrants was familiar, though for the moment I could not place it. More importantly, the Tumen had not said we were in a city. He had spoken of a facility, which as far as I understood it, was the word Beforetimers used to describe a settlement dedicated to a particular purpose. ‘What is the Galon Institute?’ I asked. ‘What is it for?’
‘The Galon Institute is a complex created by the government to develop a program for preserving viable specimens in the wake of a major catastrophe,’ he answered.
I was astonished to think I might be imprisoned in a place built by the same organisation that had kidnapped the Beforetime Misfits from the first Reichler Clinic. But it was hard to believe an organisation that would ally itself secretly with weaponmachine makers would care enough about the aftermath of conflict and destruction to want to find ways to rescue survivors. Unless the govamen people had realised that they too would have to survive, whatever befell their world.
Or maybe the people behind the Galon Institute were different from those who had kidnapped the Beforetime Misfits. Garth always insisted the govamen organisation had been vast, with tentacles stretching into all of the main Beforetime powers; he had reasoned that since each of the five great powers differed radically in their ideology and methods, it stood to reason that the govamen in each might diverge as well. It was even possible that there had been a conflict of ideals and purposes between different govamens.
I had a sudden vision of Rushton scolding me for pondering the machinations of a long-dead Beforetime organisation while I was a helpless prisoner. He would tell me that I ought to be concentrating on how to free myself and continue my quest. He had always possessed the ability to concentrate single-mindedly on the needs of the moment, and in any case he believed that delving into the distant past was a waste of time. I did not agree. Yet it was true that there were times when one must concentrate on the present, and this was undoubtedly such a moment. I could not just get up and free myself, but I ought to prepare a plan, and essential to that plan was an understanding of my captors.
‘How did you know where to find us?’ I asked aloud.
‘God identified your whereabouts when you entered the catchment area,’ the Tumen said. ‘Do you wish to converse with God?’
‘No,’ I snapped, irked by his mockery.
The Herders had always claimed that Lud spoke inside their minds, bidding them do this or that, but I did not believe they had obeyed anything save the voice of their own corrupt will. It might well be that the god of the Tumen was a less vicious and venal god than the Lud of the Herders, but I had no doubt that it would prove just as silent, were I to bespeak it.
I yawned and realised it was becoming harder and harder to think clearly. As I felt myself slipping into unconsciousness it struck me with the force of a slap that the last mouthful of water had left a bitter flavour in my mouth. And I knew that bitterness. It was the aftertaste left by a draught of sleep potion!
I forced myself to be calm, knowing my self-healing capacity would burn away the effects of any potion, but what if the Tumen administered another and another dose? Would I be able to wake myself from the sleep imposed by the cryopod if I was under the sway of a sleep potion, even if I had regained my strength? I tried desperately to weave a coercive net to entrap the potion flooding my senses, but to my horror, my mind would not obey me. Abandoning the effort I simply concentrated my whole will on resisting sleep. If the Tumen could be made to think the drugs had failed, he might cease giving them to me.
‘Your delta waves show an unusual level of activity,’ the Tumen observed, his mild voice sounding far away. ‘This pattern of activity occurred during your initial rejection of cryopod deepsleep, and in the delta waves of the first anomaly. Do you feel pain or discomfort?’
I did not waste energy trying to answer him. It was taking every ounce of the strength I had to fight the sleep potion. Despairingly, I felt myself beginning to give way.
You must fight, a voice inside my mind urged. If you sleep now you will fail your quest.




‘Who speaks?’ I demanded.
‘I am Astyanax of the eldar,’ the voice responded immediately, urgently.
Shock splintered the glassy downward drift of my mind into unconsciousness. ‘You are one of the fliers Atthis sent to fetch me when I was dying in the White Valley!’
‘I am,’ he answered.
And in that moment, I remembered Maruman telling me Atthis was dead. The ancient bird had perished before we could have the long-promised meeting; she had used the last of her strength in helping me to save Rushton when he might have died on Norseland. ‘There will be a price,’ she had warned, and I had sworn to pay it, never knowing that it was Atthis who would pay.
And yet it seemed that I, too, would pay, for I must now try to complete my quest without the guidance of the ancient bird.
‘You are not alone,’ Astyanax said calmly. ‘I will help you.’
‘How?’ I asked dully. ‘Atthis was my guide.’
‘Atthis was your guide because she encompassed the oldOnes and so was the Elder of the eldar,’ Astyanax answered. ‘I now strive to encompass the minds of the oldOnes. It was in the doing of this that I saw a vision of your plight and knew I must try to reach you. You must fight this sleep, ElspethInnle, for if you give way now, unprotected, the machine will claim your mind again, and though you will wake eventually, you will not do so in time to complete the quest appointed to you. The world will fall to final darkness.’
Hope faded as I saw that he had nothing to offer me but words. Yet some impulse made me ask a question that had long puzzled me; something I had meant to ask Atthis. ‘How can the Destroyer succeed in using the weaponmachines if I never find Sentinel? Ariel has always said he needs me. If he is right, then without me, the Destroyer will also fail.’
‘The Destroyer will fail if you do not pursue your quest beyond this place and time, ElspethInnle. But after you are both dead, others will seek out Sentinel and evoke the destructive powers it controls and there will be none to stand in their way. Only if you pursue your quest in this time, engaging and defeating the Destroyer, will you ensure that no funaga can ever evoke these forces. So saw Eldest.’
‘Eldest?’
‘He that was first of the eldar and the first Elder,’ Astyanax said. ‘His mind, too, have I tasted as I strive to encompass the oldOnes.’ There was wonder as well as fatigue in the young bird’s tone. Then I realised what he was saying. If Astyanax succeeded in encompassing the combined spirits of the oldOnes, he would be the new Elder of the eldar!
‘I thought the Elder were all female,’ I said.
‘All Elder have been female, save Eldest,’ Astyanax answered. ‘And me, if I succeed. Some spoke against me because I am male, but they could not prevent me attempting to encompass the oldOnes because Atthis chose me as her successor. Yet this striving is difficult. Far more so than any who have not attempted it can understand. The oldOnes are not passive, nor joined in desire or intent. Without an encompassing mind, they quarrel and pull in different directions. Some dislike being taken into the mind of a male. They oppose me as females of our kind oppose the mating conquest of a male. Some test me to be sure I am the correct vessel. I do not know if I have the strength to encompass them all, yet I must, for though they pull and push at one another, they are merged. If I fail to encompass one, all will be lost.’
‘Have you . . . absorbed Atthis?’ I asked, and heard the longing in my voice.
‘She was the first and the easiest, for she was willing. It is her memory links to your mind that enable me to speak to you. Now, Seeker, you must tend to your striving as I must tend to mine. Do not sleep unprotected.’
Becoming aware of myself again, I realised with horror that I was sinking deeper into unconsciousness, and yet there was no sign of the mindstream below me. Dangerous as it was with its endless siren call to merge, this thick sticky blackness into which I was now descending felt far more deadly, for I sensed it was a bottomless abyss and I would fall into it forever, never coming to the natural end of life that was the release of the spirit from flesh, embodied by the mindstream.
‘Help me,’ I begged.
‘You are ElspethInnle!
You must fight your battle even as I fight mine.’ Astyanax said, his words sharp with admonishment, and yet muted too, as if I were now entering a realm he could not reach. Ever more faintly I heard his voice, and this time it seemed I could hear Atthis’s voice, joined to his. ‘When you wake, seek the grave of Jacob Obernewtyn. There will you find Cassandra’s key.’
Jacob’s grave? I thought confusedly, thinking of the empty crypt with Jacob Obernewtyn’s name on it, which the teknoguilders had discovered on an overgrown path beside the greenthorn maze at Obernewtyn. There had been no body in it, only the journal Jacob had left in the vain hope that Hannah would come to read it and follow after him. That journal had revealed that Jacob left Obernewtyn to seek the city of his dreams. In it, he had scribed of his recurring dream of the city and its shining denizens, and it detailed his preparations to journey thence, intending it to serve as a guide for Hannah. But Hannah had never come, and I had used the journal to follow in Jacob’s footsteps.
I remembered something else.
While travelling through the high mountains, I had found other words left by Jacob for Hannah, carved into the stone floor of the shining white observing house. He had scribed his belief that the city of his dreams was the settlement of Pellmar Quadrants where once Hannah had gone! That was where I had encountered the name of the settlement before.
Once more, against all odds, I had come to exactly the place my quest required me to be and this realisation brought with it the same strange bonelessness that assailed me whenever I was confronted with proof that my life was subject to some greater force than my own will or even the vagaries of fate. This had sometimes angered me, but I was beyond that now. Had I not accepted that I was the Seeker? Perhaps if I had turned my back on my quest the first time Atthis had spoken of it, all would have turned out differently. But I had accepted it, and it would be foolish and cowardly to weep that I had not understood what it would mean.
No. I was the Seeker and despite all the forces that had conspired to bring me here, I was not a powerless pawn. I was trapped, however, and if I did not find a way to free myself, my quest would fail. Therefore my will mattered, my ability to act.
‘Astyanax!’ I cried, but there was no response.
For a moment, I felt only blank terror. It was the thought of falling forever into black nothingness that gave me the strength to halt my downward drift, but I had no way to wake myself, and knew I could not stay motionless for long.
I thought again of Astyanax, fighting his own battle, and knew I could do no less, with the world and all its creatures at stake. Had I not sworn an oath, facing out onto the endless Blacklands visible from the high mountains, that I would make sure that could never happen again? Yet what could I do? I had too little strength to reach down into my mind to draw on the dark spirit-force I had used to help me wake the first time.
I thought of Rushton, then, as a drowning person might grasp at an outstretched hand, remembering how his mind had wrested mine from the grasp of the Zebkrahn machine. There had been others with him, but his mind had encompassed their merge, steadying and strengthening it, so that they had been able to drag me from the avid grasp of the machine. He had saved me and it had been this memory as much as love and longing that had made me seek Rushton’s mind again when I had been trying to wake from what must have been the deepsleep imposed by the cryopod. Rushton had been impossibly distant, and at sea besides, but the golden spirit cord that loving had forged between us had let me find him. To my dismay, he had been near death, his ship having foundered after a storm when he was already ill. But his deepest mind had opened to me and I had found his battered spirit there and begged him to live so that I would have the strength to go on and complete my quest.
I did not know if he lived yet, but the memory of his gallant determination to cleave to life because I asked it renewed my flagging courage, and all at once I knew what to do.
Astyanax had not urged me to wake, but had only bidden me not to sleep unprotected. That meant I could sleep if only I could find a way to protect my mind from the cryopod mechanism. I sloughed off despair as if I were shrugging off a rain-sodden cloak, and summoned up the image of the black sword. I concentrated my will on the power gathered in the sword and imagined a coercive sheath. Dark threads of spirit matter spun out from the sword, surrounding me in a glimmering cocoon.
Too spent for subtlety by the time it was complete, I infused the cocoon with pain and commanded it to wake me if I slipped deeper into sleep than a shallow doze. This would prevent the cryopod gaining control of my mind, whether or not I was given more sleep potion. Unfortunately it would also prevent me sleeping properly. I would wake over and over, but eventually my mind would adapt to sleeping lightly and I would be able to gather strength enough to transform the rough cocoon I had woven into a more complex armour that would enable a proper deepsleep. Once I was recovered enough, I would wake myself again. That would weaken me of course, but I would be healed physically, and likely my Talents would be restored.
The disadvantage of the plan was that it would take time, but truly there was no alternative.
I sank like a stone into sleep, only to be roused immediately by a stab of fierce pain. I gasped, knowing it was just the beginning, but I was so tired that I was already drifting back to sleep.
I slept and woke a hundred times, or so it seemed later when I looked back on that period of feverish, broken sleep. Over and over, I woke to pain, heart racing, skin damp with sweat. The only good thing was that, upon each waking, more of my memories resurfaced.
I remembered walking along a high narrow ledge that had turned out to be the remnant of a Beforetime road, and gazing down from it into a jagged black flint vale. I saw Analivia’s brother Moss, eyes glittering with pain and madness as he held the battered Dragon as a shield in front of him, knowing Atthis had led them to one another, in order that Moss should bring Dragon to me. I remembered being buried alive when part of the graag collapsed, the nightmarish taint-mutated rhenlings held in thrall by Gavyn while the rest of us escaped the Beforetime pipe. I saw a wolf lying dead beside a tumble of broken stones, eyes and throat agape, after the pack leader, Rheagor, had slain him in harsh lupine mercy.
Sometimes I drifted closer to consciousness, and became aware of the Tumen speaking. No doubt he was sorely puzzled by the fact that my slumber never became deep enough for the cryopod to take control of my mind. But the pull of cryosleep was unmistakable – an occasional deep painful tugging, as if something sought to pull the marrow from my bones. I was grateful for the cocoon of spirit matter protecting me.
At last – at long last – I garnered enough miserly scraps of sleep to transform the rough coercive cocoon into a supple, intricate armour that would protect me from the cryopod no matter how deeply I slept. But before I could allow myself to fall into the longed-for sleep, I became aware of a fluttering movement beneath my body, or to be more precise, under my legs. At the same time it struck me that I could not feel the cryopod pulling at me, nor was there any residue of sleep potion coursing through my veins.
I forced myself to wake completely, suddenly certain the Tumen had given up trying to force me to submit to the cryopod. I tried and failed to open my eyes. Heart beginning to pound, I tried to speak to the Tumen, but I could not make my lips move. I could not even move my fingers or toes. Fighting to stem a rising tide of panic, I told myself firmly that whatever had been done to me, I would find a way to fight free.
Something sharp was driven simultaneously into the soft inner elbow of both arms and I would have screamed had I been capable. Fighting a surge of mindless hysteria, I suddenly remembered the tiny hollow needles trailing slim plast tubes through which food and water had been fed into the deeply unconscious coercer Domick. Taking deep, slow breaths, I told myself that the Tumen knew something about Beforetime technology and so it was reasonable to assume the needles had been inserted to feed and water me.
It was harder to remain rational when needles stabbed painfully into the heels of both feet. Especially when the needles at my elbow had not been removed, but the ones driven into my heels were immediately withdrawn, only to be thrust into the tender arches of my feet. Then they were withdrawn and pushed mercilessly into the soft pad between the biggest two toes. The pain of each needling brought tears to my eyes and the wetness seemed to dissolve the resistance in my muscles.
I opened my eyes.
It was an incredible relief to find I could move even this much, but there was nothing to see save the same blackness as when I had first woken. The stabbing needles progressed painfully in a line along the back of each of my legs. Given that I was lying on my back, the needles must be coming directly out of the bench. When they reached my buttocks, I felt a strong urge to relieve myself and wondered with fleeting revulsion how this aspect of my care had been managed. I smelled horrible but not as vile as if I had been left to lie in my own waste.
Still unable to sense the Tumen’s presence, I was nevertheless sure he was close by, watching me dispassionately. Driven by anger and frustration, I fought the reluctance of my body and croaked, ‘Why . . . are you doing . . . this to me?’
The same voice as before responded. ‘Your muscles have withered from inactivity because you did not attain deepsleep stasis. They will require intensive electro-physiotherapy and manipulation before they can support you. God has devised a series of injections of serum to stimulate your nerves and muscles.’
The stabbing needles were now piercing my back in several places at once as they moved gradually upward. This process was astonishingly painful, and I had nothing left with which to weave a coercive net, yet I took comfort from the Tumen’s talk of stimulating my muscles, for surely this treatment meant I would eventually be permitted to stand and move about. The best thing in the meantime would be to sleep, but there was one thing I had to ask first.
‘Before, you told me my companions had been resurrected, but then you said all new specimens were put into cryopods.’
‘All new specimens are put into cryopods to undergo deepsleep. After healing, data collection and evaluation of biological viability, acceptable specimens are resurrected within Habitat, as required by Revision Protocol Seventeen.’
‘What is Habitat?’ I asked.
‘A synthetic environment devised for the containment of a live pool of viable rescued specimens, as defined in Article Ten of Revision Protocol Seventeen,’ answered the Tumen. ‘Approved specimens remain in Habitat until death. Once expired, a specimen is removed for evaluation and final data collection before the body is returned to Habitat for the social ritual of burial.’
I must have made some dismayed sound, for the Tumen asked, ‘Do you feel pain?’ His words were solicitous but his tone indifferent.
Trying to keep fear and anger from my voice, I asked evenly, ‘Why am I here if my companions have been woken in Habitat already?’
‘You are an anomaly,’ the Tumen answered. ‘You woke spontaneously from cryosleep and even after strong sedation you have achieved sleep only in the alpha and high theta range. You did not reach the low theta or delta states required for return to full immersion cryosleep. As with the first anomaly, your alpha and theta waves spiked well above the normal range on the Hertz-Kraagan Index before you awoke. God requires all anomalies to be fully investigated and documented. Equipment is now being assembled for the acquisition of supplementary data during waking state.’
Most of the Tumen’s stiff words were incomprehensible but I understood well enough that he regarded me as an anomaly because I had woken myself from cryosleep. Given that Jak had told me data was a Beforetime word for knowledge, it seemed the Tumen wanted to learn more about me. But what was the ‘God’ he referred to? If I was right that the Tumen were not the original inhabitants of Pellmar Quadrants – Jacob’s ‘shining people’ – they had obviously dwelt here long enough to learn how to use the Beforetimers’ machines. Why they would trouble to learn to use them to try to fulfil the instructions of a long-dead people I could not guess, but as far as my quest was concerned, it mattered not. Given my attendant’s talk of the need to stimulate my muscles, it seemed safe to assume I was soon to join my companions, which would have reassured me, except for the fact that the Tumen had spoken of specimens dying in Habitat.
Needles began to prick the tender flesh on the underside of my arms and I gritted my teeth, telling myself grimly that pain was the price for restoring control over my body. Blinking tears away, I asked, ‘Do all . . . who go to Habitat die there?’
‘All specimens placed in Habitat remain there until death,’ answered the Tumen.
This was an ambiguous answer. It meant either that Habitat was so inimical that people did not long survive there, or that anyone put there would remain captive until their natural death. Neither prospect appealed but it was the pleasant ruthlessness of the Tumen’s tone that chilled me more than the content of his words.
Before Misfits joined with rebels to free the Land from the Herders and the Council, unTalented people had spoken in the same calm unfeeling way of killing beasts. They had not felt anything about what they did because they had not regarded beasts as thinking, feeling creatures, only as a resource to be used, perhaps because unTalents were unable to communicate with them. The Tumen could speak to me and understand my words, yet it seemed that the indifferent gentleness with which he tended me and answered my questions was no more or less than the care exerted by a man tending a cow he meant to slaughter for her meat or hide. All he wanted from me was information, and his gentleness merely made his task easier. If so, it seemed unlikely the Tumen would simply agree to free me, no matter how eloquently I pleaded.
A needle driven into the base of my neck caused excruciating pain and I was on the verge of willing myself to sleep to escape it when it struck me that my muscles could not possible have withered so badly from the inactivity of only a few days. With a chill, I remembered Doktaruth telling Cassy of animals being induced to sleep in cryopods for years on end.
‘How long have I been asleep?’ I asked, and heard the trepidation in my voice.
‘You have slept three cycles since the last waking,’ the Tumen answered.
I gritted my teeth in frustration at the incomprehensible terms, and asked, ‘How many hours are there in a cycle?’
‘One cycle is divided into seven hundred and twenty hours,’ the Tumen said.
Pain was momentarily submerged in icy shock. ‘That means I have been asleep for . . . three months!’
‘Your heart rate is unacceptably high,’ the Tumen observed. ‘Specimens showing signs of stress must be subjected to a renewed cycle of deepsleep. Given your resistance to sedation, an airborne nerve agent will be administered.’
‘What? Wait!’ I cried unsteadily, as a soft snake-like hiss filled the air.
Catching a whiff of something sharp and unpleasant, I held my breath, but the potion fell like light rain on my exposed skin, and my flesh grew numb, the numbness deepening and spreading inward. After a moment of panic, I realised it did not matter if I was drugged, since my mind was still encased in the coercive armour I had woven, which would protect me from the cryopod mechanism if the Tumen tried to use it on me again. I forced myself to breathe naturally, taking in the peppery dampness in the air; the relief of relinquishing control was indescribable.
I sank through the levels of my mind without resistance, passing swiftly and easily through the layer just under consciousness, where dreams and memories drifted like great soft jellyfish. Usually I had to be very careful not to be absorbed at this level if I wished to retain awareness even as my body and conscious mind slept, but the armour of dark residue seemed almost to ward off memories, so that they could not draw near enough to absorb me.
I continued to descend, moving from my subconscious mind into the darker and more mysterious realm beneath. Here grey amorphous matter roiled and floated, waiting to be shaped into something that could rise to the subconscious as dream or vision or to consciousness as a thought. This was as it had always been, but when I reached the bottom of the unconscious level I became mired in a thin dense layer of sediment I had never encountered before, possibly something reacting to the spirit armour I wore. Unable to remove the armour without making myself vulnerable to the cryopod, I fought to pass through it.
Immediately I felt it quicken about me, then I was on the deck of a ship on the open sea, a dazzling blue sky arching above. At the edge of the deck, staring gravely outward, was the mute farseeker, Gilaine, whom I had not seen in life since escaping from her father’s secret encampment in the White Valley years before. She had been a girl when last I had spoken to her, and little more than that in my occasional glimpses of her in dreams of Matthew, but in this dream she was a slender, lovely woman with silvery blonde hair bound in a complex and rather fanciful structure of intricate loops and coiled plaits. I could not see what she was looking at, because I could not widen my vision. Giving up the struggle to see more, it occurred to me that I had seen her several times in true dreams of Matthew in the Red Land, but never so clearly as now. That was because I was not, I realised, looking at her through Matthew’s eyes. Gilaine was the focus of the vision.
Her expression was troubled, if no less sweet than I remembered, and I wondered if she had been sold. What I could see of the ship told me it was not of the Land, nor of Norseland, and neither did it have the characteristics of ships built by Gadfian or Sadorian shipwrights. Even the wood it was made from, ghost pale with streaks of smoky lavender, was unknown to me. Yet it was undeniably beautiful. It had been intricately carved, and there was a tracery of inlaid silver visible here and there – a technique I had only ever seen applied to jewellery and costly ceremonial weapons. The sails were lovely, billows of violet silk slashed here and there with bold black symbols. Gilaine’s clothes were made of silk too, grey and pearl hues that perfectly set off her moon-pale colouring. Her tunic had a pattern of embroidered feathers picked out in silver thread that flashed when wind rippled the cloth, and she wore a pearl suspended on a long delicate silver chain about her neck. I had never seen her so richly clad in any of my visions of Matthew. If she had been sold, it was to someone of wealth who valued her.
She lifted a hand to tuck a long pale strand of hair behind her ear after it escaped its braid, her expression grave, but she did not look afraid, nor did she look ill used or unhappy. Merely worried. Without looking down, she reached beneath the neck of the tunic to draw out a small beaten metal disk on a leather thong and ran a thumb over it. I guessed that she was not conscious of doing it; indeed she was so deep in thought that she did not stir or react when two people moved across the deck directly behind her. They wore trews and a tunic like Gilaine’s, but the cloth from which they were made was rough, and both wore their hair in tight, waxed queues, as did many shipfolk from the Land. They paid no more attention to Gilaine than she did to them, but when an old man stepped from a door they stopped and bowed respectfully to him. He acknowledged the courtesy with a slight inclination of his head before coming to stand at Gilaine’s side. He was so small that he barely reached her shoulder and he had snow-white hair bound into a long tight braid. His skin was an unusual yellow-gold hue, and his eyes were striking – steeply slanted up at the outer edge and slitted so that the iris was no more than a dark glitter between the lids. He wore no jewellery or mark of rank, but even without the respect the shipfolk had showed him, I would have known him for a man of power, for he carried himself with an unmistakable authority.
Was he Gilaine’s owner?
It struck me as I studied him that I had seen others like him; two diminutive acrobats performing at a moon fair long years past, and the defective Okan, brought to the Healing Centre in Sutrium by his dying foster-mother. Was Gilaine being taken to their land?
The man turned towards her and shook his head. Gilaine’s shoulders slumped and she glanced down at the pendant she was holding. She regarded it for a moment and then tucked it under the neck of her tunic with a sigh.
‘I am sorry that I cannot do what you have asked,’ the old man said in a courteous musical voice. There was sincerity as well as regret in his tone, which made me wonder if he had bought her after all. Somehow I could not imagine that anyone who owned another person would treat them with gentleness or courtesy. Gilaine had turned to him and now he took her hand and continued, ‘The sole purpose for my long journey was to keep you safe and to ensure you come to the appointed place at the appointed time. Nothing can come before that.’
A woman joined them then, not much older than Gilaine, but also small of stature and gold skinned. She, too, wore trews and a plain tunic, but these were the same midnight black as the heavy mass of her hair, drawn into a great glossy knot high on her head. Only two flat blades of darkness had been left to hang either side of her face. The style exaggerated the length and delicacy of her neck, but still she did not look fragile. Indeed there was a catlike smoothness to her movements that reminded me of the lithe strength of the Sadorian tribal leader, Jakoby, and her pale-blue eyes held the same steadfast confidence.
Having greeted Gilaine, she turned to the man, bowed very low and said respectfully, ‘Greetings, Chodan Sangmu. Chiya Pema and Rabten have prepared a bath and beg you to make use of it while the water is hot.’ Her voice had the same musical quality as the old man’s.
He sighed. ‘Thank you, Chiya Dawa.’ He turned to Gilaine again. ‘I am afraid these old bones need some attention if I am to stand strong in the days ahead. I will leave you in the Chiya’s competent hands. Do not fret too much. We are all servants of the world and it will use us as it must.’
‘It is her friends,’ Chiya Dawa told him, giving Gilaine a slanting look of mingled complicity and compassion. ‘She is worried about what they will do when the Gonpo Dron tells them she has been given to you as a gift.’
‘And I have told her that too much is at stake to risk contacting them to explain. In truth, no less than everything is at stake.’
The dream changed abruptly. I was looking at Gilaine again, but now she was younger. Even if she had not been, I would have known this for a past-dream because Matthew, who was with her in a dark, grimy-looking hut, was little older than the boy I had seen marched aboard a Herder ship in Rangorn so long ago.
‘It were her, I tell ye, only her as a futureteller might see her years from now,’ Matthew was saying, running dirty fingers through his unruly brown hair, making it stick up in all directions.
‘You are a fool,’ snapped a tall, sour-faced Landwoman standing nearby. ‘That is no vision of the future but a carving of the last Red Queen of this land, and she is long dead and buried in her brother’s crypt.’
‘There are many carvings of her throughout the Red City,’ said a younger woman in a kinder voice. ‘No doubt you have seen one of them and that is why the carving in the Infinity of Dragonstraat seems familiar to you. It is a wonder to me that the slavemasters have not had them destroyed as they did the queen’s garden and the fire races, for all Redlanders looking upon the likeness of their queen will remember the legend that says she will return and help her people to drive out the invaders.’
The older woman gave a braying, unpleasant laugh. ‘Why quash a story that keeps Redlanders passive and biddable as they wait for a queen who can never come?’
‘What happened to her? Do ye ken?’ Matthew asked.
The sour-faced woman shrugged. ‘Of course I know. It was long ago, but to hear the Redlanders talk it might have been yesterday. The queen was betrayed to the slavemasters by her prime consul. They had been coming to the Red Land since one of their ships limped into harbour during a storm. Then they discovered there was a rich and fertile city on the edge of that vast barren land. They were respectful at first. Small trade delegations came, speaking of the possibility of mining, pretending to be interested and impressed by the way the subterranean streams were harnessed to water crops and the fabulous fire races that once graced every street and bower. And the slavemasters were lavish in their admiration for the queen of a land whose people adored her. That ought to have been a warning to her, for it showed they came from a place where rulers were not beloved. So maybe she was not quite as clever as her people claim. Nor can she have been so, for she was seduced by the admiration of the slavemasters and listened when they begged her to let them take houses and stay so that they could learn how she managed things.’
‘She is said to have been trusting and kind,’ said the younger woman rather reproachfully, and she continued the tale, adopting the slightly formal cadences of a professional teller of tales. ‘The slavemasters hid their teeth behind their smiles until they had the measure of the Red Land and its ruler. Then one night, they bribed her prime consul to leave open the gate to her private garden so that they could creep in and take her captive when there were no guards to defend her. She was shattered when she realised who had betrayed her and she cursed him and told him to serve his new masters henceforth. Her people would do nothing for fear of bringing her to harm, so great was their love for her. The slavemasters had learned well and so they had no fear of retaliation, so long as they had the queen. They marched her through the streets until she swooned from loss of blood, and then one of the slavemasters carried her aboard the ship that bore her away, leaving her daughter to weep and run at his heels.’
‘Her daughter!’ Matthew echoed, a queer note in his voice.
The women looked at him and then at one another in puzzlement. ‘She had a daughter,’ said the taleteller, forgetting her careful cadences. ‘The stories don’t say much about her other than that she was taken away on the ship with her mother.’
‘Aboard a ship?’ Matthew exclaimed. ‘What ship? Where was it bound?’
The older, sour-faced woman took up the story, seeming to relish the tragedy of her tale. ‘The ships, for there were three of them, journeyed to that distant place from whence the slavemasters came, and from whence the coup had been planned, to report on their success. As to whether they truly intended to bring the Red Queen and her daughter there as they said, no one knows. Maybe they meant all along to throw her into the sea to drown, or to sell her at the Spit. But whatever they intended, the ship carrying the Red Queen foundered along with all of the greatships that had accompanied it. Only one small ship boat survived to limp back to Redport, bearing three men and their story of a storm and rocks and terrible giant ship fish. There was no doubt the Red Queen perished, for all three men saw her drown. No doubt the slavemasters would have suppressed the truth, but too many heard the tale and in no time it swept through the city. The slavemasters took many hostages and used their weapons readily and wrought much bloodshed, for they expected to be overthrown, but to their amazement, the Redlanders did not rise up.’ Her final words were said with a sneer, and with an expression of disgust, she made a gesture to the young storyteller, who took up the tale once more.
‘The legend that the Red Queen would return was already being whispered among the enslaved people, for she had sworn it as she was led through the streets. “Do not resort to blood and violence to free yourselves, my beloved people, for all things have their purpose, even this. Know that no matter what happens now, your queen shall come again and in that joyous moment, you will know it is time at last to throw off your shackles and be free.” So great were the love and faith of her people that even when news of her death was known to all, still they believed the Red Queen’s promise that she would return.’
‘She dinna say she’d come again,’ Matthew muttered cryptically. He looked at the sour woman. ‘What of th’ daughter?’
The older woman gave her harsh laugh. ‘Have you eaten the dreams of these foolish, docile Redlanders even as you broke bread with them? The daughter was a child, little more than a toddler. She would have drowned or been eaten.’
‘But if she survived? If she were swept ashore somewhere far away and lived?’ Matthew asked, almost trembling with eagerness.
The older woman gave him a look of scorn and stalked away leaving the younger to follow, casting an apologetic look back at Matthew and Gilaine. When they were alone, Gilaine reached out to lay a hand on Matthew’s shoulder, her expression eloquent with questions. He came out of the trance into which he seemed to have sunk, his eyes burning.
‘Dinna ye ken? Dragon mun be related to th’ Red Queen,’ he said intensely. ‘Th’ resemblance ’twixt her an’ the Red Queen is too great for there not to be blood between them, an’ mind how Elspeth found her in a ruined city on the West Coast. An’ she’d a mortal fear of water . . . Ye should ha’ heard th’ caterwaulin’ th’ first time Kella tried to get her in a bath.’ He rose then, saying, ‘Do ye ken what this means?’
Gilaine shook her head, looking bewildered.
‘It means Dragon is heir to the throne, which means the Red Queen can return. Ye gods, maybe her mam had a future vision that showed it to her, an’ that was why she told th’ Redlanders she’d return when they were bringin’ her to th’ slavemasters’ ship. The madness is that, had she not bade them wait till their queen returned, they might have fought fer their freedom and overthrown the slavemasters at once.’
Gilaine must have farspoken him, for now Matthew frowned and looked startled. ‘Aye she said so, but I dinna expect she actually meant there were a purpose in th’ enslavin’ of her people beyond the low purposes of the slavemasters.’
The dream changed again and now I was looking into a small, crowded tavern. It was night and ill lit so that I could hardly see the faces of people sitting and talking or moving about carrying mugs. It was clearly a Land tavern, however, though it seemed to me I could see Norse and Sadorian attire, which suggested I was dreaming of the present, or of a period not much removed from it. But what had summoned it to me? I had no control over what I was seeing in this dream, and it was not until a servant bearing a tray laden with food went to a table in an alcove, that I saw Rushton’s face; the past then, for he could not possibly have returned to the Land yet. Steadying the tray on her hip, the serving girl placed a lit candle in the centre of the table and I saw that Jakoby sat opposite Rushton. The girl finished setting out their meals and departed, promising to return with mugs of ferment.
The tribeswoman waited until she’d left then said grimly, ‘I am sure.’ She leaned across the table and added, ‘The spice purchased by Councilman Kana did not come from Sador, even if Daffyd is right about Salamander being of my race.’
‘It is true,’ said a Sadorian man seated beside her. He leaned forward into the light too, and I recognised Hakim, who had been with us on Norseland when we entered the Beforetime portal in Ariel’s demesnes. He bore a scar high on one cheek, the result of the explosion triggered by the opening of that portal. ‘I spoke to those who were part of the trade in Halfmoon Bay. The spice was brought by Herder ship after a deal was struck between Councilman Kana and Ariel.’
‘If Ariel was part of it, then Salamander was involved,’ Jakoby interrupted. ‘The point is that the spice received by Councilman Kana was red. Spice from Sadorian groves is yellow. So this spice came from some other grove, only there are no other groves in Sador. Nor can spice grow anywhere in the Land. The weather is too damp.’
Rushton frowned. ‘What are you saying then, that it came from the slavemasters’ land? Elspeth always believed there was another Gadfian stronghold, and now that we know the slavemasters are Gadfian, it is clear she was right. You know that she thinks Salamander comes from that place?’
‘About the stronghold she is undoubtedly correct, but about Salamander, she is wrong,’ Jakoby said. ‘Nor did the spice come from the Gadfian stronghold either, unless the Gadfians have chosen to dwell somewhere cold, which I doubt. Spice grows red only where it is cold, and unlike yellow spice, it must be kept out of direct sunlight after being harvested if it is to remain potent. When Hakim questioned the dreamweed makers, they told him they were given clear instructions that the spice be kept cool lest it spoil.’
‘Maybe the Gadfians do live somewhere cold,’ Rushton said. ‘Even if they hate the cold as you say, they were fleeing their homeland after the Great White. Perhaps the only land that they could find that would support life was cold. Look at how the other Gadfians settled on tainted land. Or maybe their stronghold is mountainous, and spice is grown on the coldest heights.’ Rushton sounded impatient. ‘I do not see why it is so important. It is not as if anyone in the Land blames Sador for the dreamweed trade, least of all Chieftain Rolf, who had to clean up after it.’
‘According to the overguardian of the Earthtemple, the seeds of the plans to invade both our lands sprouted in the place where the red spice grew,’ said Jakoby flatly.
The dream frayed and, released, I descended to the deepest layers of my mind. Hearing the haunting song of the mindstream, I looked and saw it below me, a glimmering thread of silver. A vague anxiety arose in me that the coercive armour I had woven would prevent me balancing the pull to merge against the pull to rise, but I need not have worried. I was able to engage the opposing forces to hang in balance above the mindstream, as I had done so many times before.
But my presence, armoured in spirit matter, produced a stronger effect than usual. The mindstream grew agitated, roiling and bubbling directly below me, until a wavelet bulged and detached itself, to rise towards me.
It engulfed me and I found myself looking at a smoke-filled hallway. The light filtering through the fug was dim and bloody. There was an explosion in the distance and two dark figures came hurtling towards me. Another more distant explosion stopped the pair, who were panting hard. One of them was the Beforetimer Cassy. Her companion was a tall, lean man with a frightened expression and skin even darker than Cassy’s molasses colouring.
‘What’s happening, Ishmael?’ Cassy cried, coughing.
‘It the beginning of the end, what else?’ her companion answered in a despairing voice. He drew a white cloth from his pocket and motioned her to hold it over her mouth, lifting the end of his shirt to cover his own.
‘It can’t be!’ Cassy sounded aghast, ignoring the kerchief. ‘Hannah didn’t warn us!’
‘Ain’t no use saying no to what is,’ the man said. ‘As to Hannah, Lavender say she wants us in t’other wing, now.’
‘Hannah is here?’ Cassy cried. ‘But how did she know . . . how did she get in . . .?’
‘Hush girl, it obvious,’ the man chided in his deep musical voice. ‘She musta foreseen this an’ used her powers to get into the complex. Lavender say she with the animals now and gonna need my help to get them free.’ He smiled a white almost mischievous smile, incongruous in the chaos.
Cassy seemed too distraught to take in what he had said. ‘If it has truly begun, it is too late for all of us, even if Hannah is here.’
‘Lavender tell me Hannah say things ain’t what she thought. She say there is shelter here for all of us. But first we got to free the animals . . .’
Cassy stiffened, eyes widening. ‘The flame bird! I have to go to him.’
She snatched the kerchief, pressed it to her mouth and set off at a run along the smoke-filled passage. She had not gone more than a few steps when a door opened and a young woman with paper-white skin and hair like a crest of black thorns stepped out through a door. I recognised her as a Beforetime Misfit coercer I had seen in another past-dream. She had entered Doktaruth’s mind while mindlinked with Cassy when they had been trying to learn more about Sentinel. She was clad in the same plain blue heavy trews and soft white shirt as on that other occasion, but there was something green and glittering smeared around her eyes, and a tiny black bead was fixed above one brow like a drop of hardened sap. She was clearly startled to see the others, but she lifted her hand to show them what looked to me like a memory seed.
‘Got it!’ she said in triumph. There was another explosion somewhere and she scowled. ‘Pity it’s too late to be of any use.’
‘No,’ said Ishmael. ‘Hannah is here and she says there is a way for us all to survive. She wants us to come to her, but Cassy . . .’
‘I have to free the flamebird,’ Cassy said urgently. ‘Maybe he can still fly fast enough to get away.’
The young woman shrugged, said, ‘All right, princess, I’ll go with you to free the bird. Ish, I got this. You go to Hannah.’ She pressed the memory seed into his hand, bidding him fiercely to give it to Hannah the minute he saw her. ‘I’ll let her know when we’ve finished and she can guide us to the rest of you. Tell her to stay open to me.’ Cassy set off again.
Ishmael caught hold of the other girl’s arm as she would have followed, saying fiercely, ‘Never you mind that bird, you take care of her, Violet. Seeker gonna need Cassy more’n any bird or memory seed, far as I can tell. Hannah seen a whole slew a new stuff and she say without Cassy, the Seeker ain’t worth shit. They two halves of the whole and who gonna use dat memory seed if she not there to make sure it come to the Seeker’s hand in time.’
‘Wake Elspeth,’ said a soft, familiar voice, and the dream dissolved.




I woke to find the surface under me hard and cold. This and the lack of restraining bands told me I had been moved. I was relieved to find that I could open my eyes but I could see nothing more than the dark cloth lying over my face. There was light enough beyond for me to make out the rough weave and I tried and failed to lift my hand to push it away. My inability to move frightened me, but perhaps I had made some movement, for the cloth slipped from my face and a terrible, blinding radiance speared painfully into my eyes. I would have screamed and clapped my hands over them, if I could. As it was, the only thing I could do was to close my eyes again, and even then, they burned and watered.
‘She is awake!’ It was Dragon’s voice, full of yearning and love.
Despite the wild rush of joy I felt at hearing her and knowing she was awake and safe, I did not dare open my eyes again, for I could see the intensity of the light through my eyelids. But I longed to see her and to ask her what had happened to her and how she had come to be here.
‘I know you are anxious about her, Dragon, but we must be patient,’ Analivia said kindly as the cloth was laid over my eyes once more. ‘The fact that she slept longer than us means she will likely take longer to wake.’
‘I thought she was awake,’ Dragon said, sounding disappointed.
Though I could not speak to either of them, I was elated to find them alive and unharmed. But why was I unable to move when the Tumen had told me the painful treatments I had been subjected to would restore my muscles?
‘She is weeping,’ Swallow said.
Three of them, I thought, and felt a soft breath fan my cheek.
‘Elspeth, if you are awake, try to speak or move something, but whatever you do, don’t open your eyes,’ the Twentyfamilies gypsy urged softly.
I wanted to laugh and say his warning had come too late, but my body remained leaden and unresponsive. I heard Swallow sigh and then warm, strong fingers clasped my limp hand.
‘You are right, Dragon,’ Dameon said, his dear voice pitched low. ‘She can hear us.’ My heart leapt because of course he would know I was awake, especially with physical contact to enhance his empathy. He went on in his gentle cultured voice, ‘Elspeth, be calm. This is nothing. We have all endured the numbness and weakness you feel and we are all recovered. For now, only rest and know that we are so very glad to find that you, too, were chosen.’
Chosen? I thought, and wove a farseeking tendril to ask what he meant, at the same time, marvelling that it had not occurred to me to do so at once. To my delight, the tendril formed easily and I revelled in the supple strength of my mind as I reached out to Dameon.
‘It is good to hear your voice, my dearest friend,’ I farsent him.
Hearing his grunt of discomfort I realised that I had forgotten to temper the force of my sending. I was sorry to have hurt Dameon, but I could not help relishing my Talents and having the full use of them again, if not of my body. Only now could I admit to myself that I had been deathly afraid that the Tumen or his people had permanently damaged my mind.
‘Dameon,’ Swallow’s voice was sharp, ‘there is no way you can know if she is awake.’ Which was odd, because of course there was.
‘I meant only that I could hear before I could speak, when I was resurrected,’ Dameon responded smoothly. ‘So maybe Elspeth can hear us, too, even if she cannot respond.’
I was confounded by his words, because I had responded and he had heard me. I was about to farseek him again to ask what the hell was going on when I felt the fleeting touch of a finger on my lips, an unmistakable warning to be silent, and since I had not uttered a word aloud, I must take it as a warning not to farseek.
The thought that revealing myself as a Misfit would endanger me sent a chill down my spine, but how could anyone know I was exerting a Talent save the recipient of a sending? Unless the Tumen had a Beforetime machine that could detect the use of Misfit powers. Certainly the govamen had been interested in Misfit powers, but so far as I could remember from what the Tumen attending me had said, his machines had registered only that I had woken from cryosleep when I ought not to have done. He had not accused me of using Misfit powers to resist the cryosleep pod. He had said I was an anomaly, and that God required anomalies to be thoroughly investigated. He had spoken of assembling the means, even as he had drugged me to sleep again. So perhaps there was some sort of device trained on me that had the power to detect Talent, and that was why Dameon had warned me not to farseek him. Perhaps the contact when I had farsought him had been too brief to register. Dameon had used his empathy, too, but it might be that the device was focused solely on me, or that it could not detect the use of empathy. Certainly the Herders’ demon bands had not blocked empathy. Dameon claimed this was because empathy worked at some deeper level than coercion and farseeking. He had been sure that futuretellers would not be affected by demon bands either, though there had been no safe way to test his theory.
Whatever the truth of it, I would restrain myself until I could learn more of our situation. At least I could make passive use of my Talents to learn something of my surroundings. It did not take me long to discover that, far from being outside in the blinding sunlight as I had imagined, I was in a small, high-roofed chamber with Ana, Dameon, Dragon and Swallow. This meant the light that had blinded me must be unnatural. My senses told me there was no one in the chamber but me and my friends, unless the Tumen really did possess the ability to shield their minds.
‘Elspeth?’ Dragon cried suddenly. My other hand was taken in a hot sticky grip and pressed to a warm, damp softness. It twisted my heart not to be able to respond physically or mentally to the girl, but even if I dared to risk farseeking her, it would be pointless given the powerful unconscious shields her mind always threw up.
‘Go gently, little one,’ cautioned Analivia. ‘Remember how hard it was when you woke.’
‘We need to tell her . . .’ Swallow began.
‘We should tell her something of Habitat,’ Dameon interrupted, with an urgent authority that surprised me. ‘Even if she is too confused to take it in, the sound of familiar voices will reassure her.’
‘Very well,’ Swallow said stiffly. ‘You start.’
I thought he had addressed Dameon, but it was Analivia who spoke.
‘Elspeth, we are within a high wall that encircles a settlement the size of Guanette. It is very hot and dry here, for it never rains, but there are heavy morning dews and three wells with plenty of fresh water. There are no true trees growing within the wall, but there are good crops and a grove of strange plants the size of small trees. Water must be hauled up in buckets . . .’
‘Many hands make light work,’ Swallow interjected in a grimly cheerful voice.
‘As far as we can tell,’ Analivia continued, ‘the water supply is free of taint. Certainly all of the vegetables and fruits we recognise are normal-sized and, as you know, outsize growth is one of the first signs of taint.’ There was a little pause during which I imagined her looking around at the others, questioning. Perhaps one of them nodded to her to go on, for she did so. ‘None of us was conscious when we were brought here so we have no idea exactly where we are or what is outside the wall around Habitat. But there are no scraper ruins visible beyond it, nor any mountains or high ground. The people here say there is nothing but poisonous white desert on all sides.’
People? I thought and willed Analivia to speak about them, but she began describing the crops growing inside Habitat. My thoughts turned to the city Jacob Obernewtyn had spoken of in his journal. He had described it as rising up from a white desert but he had said nothing of that desert being poisonous. Of course he could not have known such a thing from a dream. Later, he had scribed of it as Pellmar Quadrants and the Tumen had said Habitat was in Pellmar Quadrants. But if we were in Jacob’s city, surely scrapers would have been visible beyond the wall around Habitat. Certainly the scrapers I had seen in my dream of Maruman would have been visible above any wall.
All at once it struck me that the Tumen had not said Habitat was in Pellmar Quadrants. He had said the Galon Institute was in Pellmar Quadrants. I had assumed Habitat must be close if captives were put there to wake, yet it might be far from Jacob’s city.
I thought of the things Rheagor had said of the Beforetime city where his ancestor had been held captive, and wondered if he had not escaped from Pellmar Quadrants, but had been released because the Tumen had decided there was no use gathering animal survivors when Eden did not send anyone to collect them. Ana was still speaking, and realising that she had begun to talk of the other inhabitants of Habitat, I listened intently.
‘. . . inhabitants of Habitat call themselves the Speci,’ she was saying. ‘None of them knows any more than we do what is outside the wall, because all but seven are descended from the first Speci chosen by God generations back. Six of the seven who are not descended from Speci inside Habitat were resurrected as children too young to have any memory of their lives before. There is only one man here who was resurrected as a youth, but that was more than seventy years ago, and his mind is clouded with age. Almost all of what the Speci think about the world beyond Habitat comes from things told to them by a woman they call Naha. She was not among the first comers, but Habitat had only existed for a couple of generations when she was resurrected. She is long dead of course, but the Speci revere her because they say it was she who convinced God to save enough of humanity to repopulate the world again. That is what she told them and she knew everything about Habitat, even the names of the Speci and things no one but God could know about them. She told them that beyond the walls surrounding Habitat was a ruinous wasteland where nothing could survive. She told them they had been chosen by God to be saved, so that when the world was clean again they could go forth and reinhabit it.’
Frustrated that Ana had segued into mysticism and superstition, I mustered my will and managed to croak, ‘Others . . .?’ My throat felt as if I had swallowed broken glass.
‘She spoke!’ Dragon cried in astonishment.
‘That is impossible!’ Ana muttered. ‘None of us could speak for days and days after waking!’
‘Get some water,’ Dameon commanded with uncharacteristic sharpness. He released my hand and my head was lifted, a mug pressed against my lips. I drank, reminded irresistibly of my Tumen attendant.
‘Not too much at once,’ Analivia cautioned, in a gently authoritative voice, and I had a fleeting, vivid memory of her talking with wretched self-loathing and grief about her treatment at the hands of her foul brother, Moss, whom she had slain to save Dragon. There was no trace of that broken woman in Ana’s voice now, though.
‘It is better not to speak yet,’ Dameon advised me so firmly that it was clearly a warning. ‘As to your question, we do not know what became of the beasts that accompanied us. But there are no animals within Habitat.’
He had not mentioned Gavyn or Ahmedri, though he must know I had been asking about them as well as about the beasts, and there must be a reason for his reticence. Of course I knew as well as the others that the world beyond the walls was not a poisoned wasteland. Ahmedri and then Gavyn and Rasial had left the camp we had made, which must have been within the catchment area the Tumen had mentioned. The likelihood was that Ahmedri and Gavyn had gone beyond it, and so had escaped detection and capture. Perhaps the Tumen would go a-hunting if they learned of their existence. ‘How long . . . have you been . . . here?’ I asked.
The silence that met my question was profound. I was about to reassure them that I knew I had slept for three months, when Swallow spoke.
‘I was the first of us to wake in the Hub a six-month and two sevendays past,’ he said. ‘I feared the rest of you dead, so you can imagine my relief when Analivia turned up almost a month later with no idea how much time had passed. It was the same when Dragon appeared and then with Dameon. And now, you are here.’
I could barely take in that I had been asleep for over six months! But why had the Tumen told me I had been asleep three months?
Swallow went on heavily, inexorably. ‘The thing is that there is no way of judging how long I slept before being awakened. I have no memory of what happened before I was . . . chosen, and I had no sense that more than a day or so had passed, but it was the same with the others, even Dameon who came almost two months after Ana.’
My stomach lurched as if I had stepped off a cliff as I remembered that the Tumen had told me I had been asleep three cycles since the last waking.
‘This is too much and too fast,’ Dameon said, and I guessed he felt my panic.
There was a silence in which I could imagine an exchange of looks between Dameon and Swallow, then the gypsy said firmly, ‘If I were Elspeth, I would want to know everything there is to know. It near drove me mad lying there aware and awake, with no idea of what had happened to me or where the rest of you were.’ I heard the sound of movement and when he spoke again his voice was closer. ‘When I first woke, I couldn’t move at all of course, but the Speci tending me told me it was always like that in the beginning, when people are resurrected. When I could speak, I asked how long I had been unconscious and I was told that I had been asleep since the death of the world, and that I lived only because God had chosen to save me. When they said everything beyond the wall around Habitat was poisoned, I told them it was nonsense. Where I came from, many people had been born since the end of the Beforetime. They dismissed my memories as dream gibberish, saying many resurrected adults awoke with minds confused by imagined pasts. They insisted that the world beyond Habitat had been fit only for fell mutants for many hundreds of years and that I was one of the few who had been chosen by God to be saved when the end came, and that if the world were habitable, God would have opened Habitat so the Speci could go forth and multiply, just as the Covenant promised. I did not argue for I could see they were speaking the truth as far as they understood it.’ There was a slight emphasis on his words, reminding me that like many Twentyfamilies gypsies, Swallow could literally see the energy given off by people and animals, and long experience had taught him to recognise the changes that occurred when someone lied. However a person could say a wrong thing and seem to be telling the truth if they believed what they were saying.
‘I asked why I should have been saved and not my friends,’ Swallow went on. ‘They told me that perhaps God had saved my friends, and if so, they too would eventually be resurrected in Habitat. They could not say when, though they did say that in recent generations almost all of the resurrected had been children or babies.
‘You can imagine my relief when Ana came, and of course we both hoped that meant the rest of you had been taken . . . ah, chosen as well. I was bidden explain life in Habitat to Ana, just as it had been explained to me, and I obeyed. The Speci were fascinated that we knew one another, but when Dragon and Dameon arrived, and it was clear that we all knew one another, it unsettled the Speci badly. Some of the younger Speci see it as a sign that the time of the diaspora is near, but the Committee of Elders regards it as some sort of testing of the Speci’s faith and obedience.’
‘Could . . . not have slept years . . .’ I rasped.
‘I felt the same,’ Swallow said quickly. ‘When I insisted the world beyond the walls of Habitat was not an endless Blackland, the Speci merely reminded me that the resurrected are often confused. They always believe they have not slept long. To begin with, I did not believe them and spent all of my spare time trying to work out how to escape Habitat. I had no idea who had taken us prisoner, but I was damned sure we were prisoners and I knew it was not the Speci who had taken me captive. For all their talk of being chosen by God, they were as much captives as we were. I thought there must be a group of people outside Habitat who had captured us and were keeping us prisoners. The trouble is that if there were generations of Speci, then there must be generations of captors, and what possible use could anyone have for keeping another group of people prisoners for so long?’
Despite my shock at discovering how long the others had been in Habitat, it struck me all at once that none of the others knew anything about the Tumen because they had not awakened from cryosleep before being put into Habitat.
‘I resolved to learn who our captors were,’ Swallow continued, as if sensing my interest – indeed he could probably see it in my aura. ‘The Speci are very passive and peaceable, and had done me no harm, so I resolved to share the truth about Habitat and their keepers, with them, when I discovered what it was. I believed my thoughts and plans were well concealed until one day a member of the Committee told me bluntly that if I persisted in wrongful thinking, it meant I was not a good Speci, and I would be judged so and punished.’
‘He . . . threatened you?’ I croaked.
‘It was a she and she was warning me,’ Swallow said. ‘I did not take her warning well. In truth I was shocked by their acuity. I asked rather belligerently what the Committee would do if I refused to believe what the rest of them believed. She assured me that no Speci would dishonour themselves with violence, for the Covenant forbids one Speci harming another. It was God who would punish me. I was not overly worried until one day a while later the horribly mutilated body of a man was found in the crops and I was told that God had punished him for being a bad Speci. From the glimpse I got of his body, it looked more like he had been cut to pieces by a dagger-wielding maniac than cold-bloodedly executed. I had less sympathy for him when I learned that he had raped a woman.’
‘One of the Speci must have killed him,’ I rasped, unable to equate such a killing with my tranquil Tumen attendant.
‘No Speci would harm another,’ Swallow said pointedly, reminding me to guard my tongue. He went on, ‘The man was killed during a thanksgiving ceremony conducted on the darkest night of darkmoon. This is when God traditionally strikes down bad Speci. I was weak from my resurrection during the first thanksgiving celebration, so I did not attend, then Ana arrived just before the second darkmoon, so I was with her when the man was killed. Ana and I attended the third thanksgiving, while Dragon remained with Dameon, who was newly awake. The ceremony involved copious amounts of a hellishly potent ferment brewed especially for the occasion. One mug and I had trouble standing, let alone walking, and I was a good deal less affected than the Speci who never touch a fermented drop save for during the thanksgiving celebrations – that, by the way, is also when bondings are celebrated,’ he added rather irrelevantly.
‘In short, all of the Speci would have staggered to their beds and slept like stones till dawn on the night the man was murdered,’ Dameon said. ‘And I, too, can vouch for the strength of the ferment they drink. No one taking a mug would have been physically capable of murder let alone –’
Dragon urged Swallow to tell me of ‘the sisters’.
I heard him sigh. ‘One day about a week after murder,’ he said, ‘I was assigned to a field crew when an older Speci began rattling on about some resurrected ancestor of his who had woken in the Hub seventeen years after her twin sister had been resurrected. The long-sleeping sister had some foul sickness that God had to heal before she was safe to enter Habitat. He said the sister was astounded to wake and find her twin almost two decades older.’
‘Older?’ I echoed, uncomprehending.
Dameon spoke then, his words measured, but all the while he emanated caution so strongly that it made my head ache. ‘The story told to Swallow, and which he later told us, made it clear that those chosen do not age while they sleep in God’s care. No matter how long that is. That is how a woman resurrected seventeen years after her twin could waken to find herself seventeen years younger than her sister, though to her, it seemed as if only hours or a few days had passed.’
‘She slept without ageing for seventeen years!’ Dragon reiterated, a combination of wonderment and horror in her voice. ‘It means we could have done the same and not know it.’
‘I do not know how a person could not age and yet heal, but the old Speci who told the story about the two sisters believed it,’ Swallow said. ‘Of course, this happened generations ago in the very early days of Habitat, and maybe some details of the tale have been left out. But given that each of us woke without any sense of more than a day or so having passed, we came to believe the Speci were right and the world we knew is long gone.’
For a brief, dizzying moment I wondered if it was possible that we had slept for generations. Then I remembered my dream conversation with Astyanax. The Agyllian had warned that I would fail in my quest only if I allowed the cryopod to take me again, and I had not done that. Astyanax had also confirmed that I would have to defeat the Destroyer in order to fulfil my quest, which meant Ariel must be alive. So the very longest I could have slept was fifty years or so. That I might have lain unconscious for fifty years was a frightening thought, especially as it would mean Rushton would be an old man if he lived, but it was not so terrible as having slept for hundreds of years like the maid in Miky and Angina’s empath song.
‘No . . .’ I began, then a wash of caution so strong as to verge on coercivity stopped my mouth, and Dameon squeezed my hand once, hard, then released it.
‘I understand your disbelief, Elspeth,’ Dameon said. ‘We all felt it to begin with, but like the rest of us, in time, you will come to see that the Speci have the right of it, and the world we remember is only a mishmash of what once was and is no more. Then you will rejoice as we have done, knowing you were chosen by God. Until you attain understanding, however, it is best not to dwell on your life before you were resurrected. What matters is that you adapt quickly to life in Habitat, for as Swallow said, so many of us being resurrected close together has disturbed the harmony of Habitat. That is of great concern to the Speci because it is a requirement of Covenant that the Speci live in harmony. Many Speci fear that too much disharmony will lead to God punishing all in Habitat, not just those judged to be bad Speci.’
He had ceased to empathise when he released my hand, but I thought of the body found mutilated in a field and understood that I had been warned to pretend to believe what I had been told. And given what Swallow had said about the woman who warned him, I had better pretend well.
I would do what needed doing, yet I knew more than my companions and, it seemed, more than the Speci, because I knew that it was the Tumen who had put us into Habitat. Oddly, the beliefs of the Tumen did not differ overmuch from those of the Speci, given what the others had told me. True, the Tumen believed their purpose was to collect and preserve the Speci and acquire information from them, while the Speci thought they were God’s attempt to preserve humanity, but those goals were not incompatible, and both groups believed those within Habitat would be freed once God decided it was time, though the Tumen believed that would happen only when the govamen contacted God. I had no idea why the Tumen had brought God into things, but it did explain why, knowing the world was not an uninhabited wasteland, the Tumen nevertheless continued to keep the Speci captive – the govamen had not sent a message to release them. As to why the Tumen did not reveal themselves to the Speci, that was obvious – their existence would give the lie to the Speci’s belief that the world beyond Habitat was uninhabitable.
‘You should know that the Committee has charged all of us with your instruction, in order that you attain enlightenment speedily,’ Dameon said.
I felt a surge of impatience but I merely nodded, knowing I would have to trust that the others would do their utmost to contrive a way for us to communicate. ‘I will . . . think on what you have said,’ I croaked meekly, at last. There was a profound little silence in which I imagined the others darting glances at one another, then Dameon squeezed my hand, emanating gentle approval. ‘Tell me . . . about the Committee.’
‘It is made up of twelve of the eldest Speci,’ Swallow said, sounding relieved. ‘With God’s guidance, they decide things that affect the whole Habitat community, assign workers as needed and ensure a fair division of labour. When you are able to move about and speak properly, they will come to make sure you understand what it means to be a good Speci, then you will be permitted to pledge yourself to the Covenant and that will make you a proper good Speci. All of us have done it. In the meantime, nothing is expected of you but that you concentrate on getting well. When you can walk, we are to help you familiarise yourself with Habitat and explain how things work here. Then when you are strong enough, you will be given work to do.’
‘Do not be afraid,’ Ana said, in a hard, bright voice that suggested exactly the opposite. ‘God requires only that you open your mind. The truth will fall into you like light into a dark room.’
I said nothing, startled by her ability to spout what was surely Speci dogma with convincing passion. If I had not known her, I might have believed she had been converted. But I did know her. I knew that her ability to pretend was a survival skill she had learned in childhood.
Reasoning it a permissible question from one so newly awakened, and determined to get what information I could, I asked, ‘Do any of you remember . . . being chosen?’
‘None of us remembers anything,’ Swallow said flatly enough that I found myself believing he spoke no more than the bald truth. ‘One minute we were hunkered down in a sandstorm the Speci say was part of the end of the world, the next I woke in the Hub with no idea of how I had got there or what had happened to the rest of you.’
‘It was the same for me,’ Analivia said, ‘except when I woke I had Swallow to explain things to me. We hoped the rest of you would be resurrected, and when Dragon came, we were sure of it. I told her how things were and she did the same for Dameon when he came. Traditionally, the last resurrected instructs the newly resurrected, though that was not possible when Swallow woke, because the last resurrected was still too young. So the Committee appointed an adult to explain what was needful for him to know.’
‘Do the Speci know why most of the resurrected in recent times have been children?’ This was not something the Tumen had spoken of and truly I could not imagine how they could have found children and babies in the catchment zone. Unless they had already been in Pellmar Quadrants in cryopods, but if so, who had put them there and why?
‘It is not for the Speci to know the will of God,’ Ana said piously. ‘We do know that in the beginning, all Speci resurrected in Habitat were healthy, fertile adults in the prime of life. But there were many deaths in the early days because of maladjustments and confusions. The Speci were endangered by their memories of how things had been before the world fell. It was hard for them to accept the perfection that was Habitat. They kept wanting to do things in ways that belonged to a world that no longer existed. One after another died and ever more Speci had to be resurrected to ensure the numbers in Habitat remained stable. Then came a time when, though Speci continued to die, none were resurrected. As the numbers in Habitat dropped lower and lower, the Speci that remained began to fear that God had abandoned them. That was when Naha came – she whom the Speci call God’s daughter. She appeared in the Hub like any other resurrectee, but when she woke, she was neither stiff nor confused. It transpired that she knew everything about Habitat and the Speci. She said that she had been sent with a Covenant they must all pledge to obey if they wished to know God’s purpose. Once all Speci had pledged, Naha told them the world they remembered was gone – it had been swallowed by fire and poison and that they alone lived because God had created Habitat and resurrected them to live in it until the world cleansed itself. The Speci then pledged to live by the Covenant Naha had brought, and soon after, new Speci began to be resurrected, but now, most were babies or infants. Naha said this was because adults carried too many memories of the old dead world, which caused them to struggle to adapt to life in Habitat. The few adults resurrected thereafter often went the way of the early Speci, but those resurrected as children or babies did well and those born in Habitat thrived, though they were few.’
‘I think it is the fact that we are all grown, save Dragon, that most troubles the Speci,’ Swallow put in. ‘That we know one another only adds to their unease. They fear we will cause disharmony, which is why we strive constantly to be good Speci.’
‘This Naha . . .’ I began.
‘The Speci revere her still, though she is long dead, not only because she brought the Covenant and dwelt among them until her natural death, enriching them with her wisdom, but because she spoke with God,’ Ana said. ‘Anyone can speak to God, who hears all that is said in Habitat, but it is said that God answered Naha. Speci make pilgrimages to her grave marker when they want something very badly, because it is believed that her spirit might intercede with God on their behalf.’
I thought it highly likely that Naha had been one of the Tumen, though I could not imagine why she would enter voluntarily into the benevolent captivity that was Habitat.
Tell me more,’ I croaked.
‘Naha established the first Committee,’ Swallow said. ‘She chose the eleven eldest Speci to serve on it with her, and since then older Speci have always made up the Committee and served on it until they die, or grow incapable for one reason or another.’
‘Some of the Speci believe that we were resurrected so close together because births in Habitat have dropped,’ Dameon offered mildly. ‘Resurrectees have proven rather more fertile than those born in Habitat, and adults can bear children sooner.’
‘How many . . . Speci are there?’ I rasped.
‘At present three hundred and seven, counting us,’ Swallow said. ‘In the beginning there were five hundred, comfortably accommodated.’
‘We ought to let Elspeth rest,’ Ana said, a warning note in her voice.
‘Yes,’ Dameon said. ‘Elspeth, we can talk more when you are stronger. For now, simply rest and recover.’
I said nothing, realising that I was as exhausted as if I had ridden for a day, yet I had only been awake a short while and had done little more than listen. I was weary enough that I decided to sleep on what I had learned instead of gnawing on it, as was my wont. This thought reminded me of seeing Maruman prowling through the ruins of a Beforetime city, and I wondered if Gahltha and the other beasts had found him, and Ahmedri and Gavyn. A normal person would give up on us after waiting months, but Gavyn, whose spirit was merged with Rasial’s, was far from normal, and Ahmedri was an abnormally stubborn man. Commanded by the overguardian of the Earthtemple to remain with me until I located Miryum, I had no doubt he would do just that.
‘Sleep,’ Dameon murmured, and he began empathising serenity so forcefully that it was easy to see the Talent shared the same root ability as coercion. Unable to muster the will to resist, I wondered drowsily at what point empathy actually became coercion.
‘We will move you to the hut,’ Swallow told me. ‘The bed there is far more comfortable than this altar.’
Altar? I wondered, but had not the strength to say the word aloud.
‘Let’s keep her here until the sun moves off her,’ Analivia said, sounding far away. ‘Sikoka told me all those resurrected are sun-starved. I am sure that is the reason for the opening in the Hub roof right over the altar.’
Sun? Opening? I thought muzzily.
‘Sleep,’ Dameon commanded and my mind floated away into unconsciousness like an untethered boat carried from the shore.




Each waking restored more of my memories, but this time I woke in a deep darkness that felt like night, still unable to move a muscle, with three clear convictions.
The first was that Miryum had been taken captive by the Tumen, and even now lay sleeping in a cryopod in the Galon Institute in Pellmar Quadrants.
Even before leaving Obernewtyn, I had been struck by the similarity between the description of a sleeping Miryum in dreams set down in the Coercer guild’s dream-book and my own past-dream of Cassy, waking from sleep inside some sort of transparent container. I had dismissed the similarity at the time, for the idea of there being any connection between two women separated so widely in time had seemed absurd. Now it was utterly clear to me that both women had been enclosed in cryopods at some point. All I had learned of Miryum during my strange encounter with Straaka’s spirit fitted. He had said Miryum left the mountains seeking a city she had dreamed of, where she had imagined she would find Beforetimers with the power to resurrect him from the dead. His only access to the world of matter had been through the coercer’s senses, and as she had become ill and then fevered, her perceptions had grown confused and distorted. Straaka had said nothing of the Tumen because he would not have seen them if Miryum had fallen unconscious and had been brought to Pellmar Quadrants and sealed into a cryopod without ever waking. Straaka had spoken of a period in which she had been unreachable, then she had communicated with him in spirit-form, first begging him to help her because she could not wake, and then later, asking him to help her die. That she had not been resurrected in Habitat probably meant she had taint sickness. The story Swallow had told of the twin Speci sisters made it clear that a sick person would not be resurrected in Habitat until they were well, and according to Pavo, even the Beforetimers had been unable to cure taint sickness. Perhaps a person who could not be made well would never be wakened . . .
I shivered and tried again, uselessly, to move, before retreating again into my thoughts.
Despite everything it was still difficult to accept that the coercer had managed to bind the tribesman’s spirit to hers, thereby preventing it being drawn into the mindstream when his body died. But given what had happened with the spirits of Miky and Angina, not to mention the story Rasial had told of the merging of his spirit with Gavyn’s, I could hardly doubt it. Besides, it was Straaka’s striving to free Miryum that had enabled him to reach me in my dreams, even as the overguardian of the Earthtemple had foreseen.
Originally I had assumed the overguardian’s prediction meant Miryum had been taken captive by someone in the Land, but if I was right and the coercer had been taken by the Tumen and put into a cryopod, she was no less a prisoner than if she had been locked in a cell. Even aside from Straaka’s insistence that she had some part to play in my quest, I could not leave her in the Galon Institute trapped in undying, unageing sleep. I felt a visceral horror at the thought of such a fate, not to mention the knowledge that Straaka’s spirit would share it.
My second realisation, though less immediately important, was that Hannah had been with Cassy at Inva when the Great White ended the Beforetime.
I ought to have guessed it at once when Analivia described her Beforetime dream of two women who could only be Hannah and Cassy, gazing at images of devastation on the vision screen of a computermachine. How else should they have been looking at images of destruction wrought by the Great White if they had not survived it? And how could they be together if they had not been together when it happened?
If I had needed proof, Jacob’s journal offered it. He had scribed that Hannah was far from the Land when the Great White occurred. My most recent Beforetime vision offered even more compelling proof, for the man Ishmael had spoken to Cassy of Hannah being at the Inva complex where the Beforetime Misfits had been held at the very moment when the Great White had begun. He had said that she must have foreseen what was about to happen, which suggested she had not foreseen it before, or at least not exactly when it would occur. According to the teknoguilders, Beforetime people had occasionally experienced visions of the future, but for the most part they dismissed or ignored them. Hannah had been an exception, seeing both forward and backward in time, like futuretellers.
As to how she and the others could have survived the Great White, that was my third realisation. They had taken refuge in the human-sized cryosleep pods Doktaruth had mentioned being installed at the Inva complex. Ishmael had told Cassy that Hannah dreamed of a way they could survive and I knew from other past-dreams that animals inside cryosleep pods had no need of food or air or water beyond what the cryopod could supply. I was sure I had dreamed of her waking in what I now understood to be a cryopod and it was all too easy to imagine Cassy releasing the flame bird then racing back to Hannah who would propose they close themselves into cryosleep pods in Doktaruth’s chambers. Had all of the Beforetime Misfits done as Hannah suggested? It was hard to imagine the tough, hard-eyed Violet submitting herself to an endless sleep, moreover a sleep at what had been the very centre of destruction, if I was right about the original experimental Sentinel being the cause of the Great White. Of course I had no idea how Hannah would have managed to operate the cryopod mechanisms. The obvious answer seemed to be that she had left it in the hands of a machine. Certainly I could imagine Ines calmly and efficiently obeying the order to close Hannah and Cassy and the Beforetime Misfits into cryopods and to wake them when the earth and air were clean again, yet how terrifying to give control of your life to a machine.
But had not the people of the Beforetime done exactly this when they developed Sentinel?
The only reassuring thing in all of this was that, following a long period in a cryopod, Cassy and Hannah had presumably recovered, even as Ana and the others assured me I would recover.
Abandoning yet another fruitless attempt to move, I tried to picture those final hours of the Beforetime, Hannah meeting the Misfits for the first time since they had been taken from the original Reichler Clinic. Ironic to think their kidnapping and imprisonment by govamen had probably saved them, for otherwise they would surely have perished with the millions said to have died during the Great White or in its dreadful aftermath. But what had Ishmael meant by saying to Cassy that Hannah had got something wrong? Presumably it was something important – maybe that the end was nigh and that she was not at Obernewtyn. There must have been some time, though, for Hannah had contacted Jacob and they had spoken long enough to spare him the terrible fate of their friends, leaving him to live out his life alone at Obernewtyn, until one day he decided to leave.
To come here, I thought, where I had come countless years later . . .
But where did Analivia’s vision of Cassy and Hannah looking at scenes of destruction on a computermachine screen fit in? The words the women had spoken and the fact that both women had long hair – though it had been short in my recent vision – suggested that their conversation had taken place after they were free of the cryopods. But would hair grow during cryosleep if a person did not age? Unless they had been free of them for some time before leaving the complex, the visions might after all be long past events captured by machines.
If I was right, it explained much that had been incomprehensible to me before: how Cassy and the Beforetime Misfits had survived after the Great White; how so much time could have passed between the Great White and their arrival in the Land at the end of the Age of Chaos.
I wondered with a stab of pity if Hannah had known when she entered the cryopod that Jacob would be dead before she emerged. If so, she had not told him, for he had never spoken of it in his journal.
After they had been awakened, Hannah had almost certainly travelled with Cassy and the other Beforetime Misfits to the Red Land. Oddly, I had only recently speculated that both women might eventually have made their way to the Land, and had wondered if they had ever met again. It had never occurred to me that they might have travelled to the Land together and yet it now seemed obvious that Cassy and the others had been guided first to the Red Land and later to the Land by Hannah’s visions.
Swallow had never spoken of Hannah making the journey with the D’rekta and his Twentyfamilies ancestors to the Land, but perhaps the gypsies had some other name for her. Swallow had once told me that pureblood Twentyfamilies went by a use name, keeping their true name for those of their blood and as a gift to be given in profound love. He had told me that his father and mother had never exchanged truenames, but that his father had given his name to Iriny’s mother. It might also be that Hannah’s name had been forgotten because she and Cassy had parted company immediately upon reaching the Land. I knew that Cassy had settled at Stonehill for a decade or so with the Beforetime Misfits, raising her son and building her sculpture school, creating messages and instructions for me that would survive the passage of time between her death and my birth, but Hannah might have set off at once for the highlands, drawn by the memory of Obernewtyn. Though she must have known by then that Jacob was lost to her forever. Perhaps she had dreamed of the journal he had scribed as he prepared to leave Obernewtyn, and had hoped to find it. But she had never done so, else the journal would not have been in the crypt for the teknoguilders to discover.
After finding she could not get to Obernewtyn, she might have settled in the highlands, as I had surmised, eventually bonding with a highlander and giving birth to a child from whom Rushton was descended. She would have been old to give birth, but women in the Beforetime had apparently been far more fertile than those of us who lived in the aftermath of the Great White. And Rushton had told me of an ancestor of his mother’s who had been visited from time to time by Twentyfamilies gypsies. That would fit if the woman had been Hannah, for she would surely have stayed in contact with Cassy. According to Rushton, the old ancestor had eventually vanished, rumoured to have wandered up into the deadly high mountains. That, too, would fit with her being Hannah.
I shook my head, imagining Rushton’s impatience at my considering such questions at such a time, but what else could I do but think when I could not move a muscle? Belatedly it struck me with mingled shock and elation that I had moved. I had shaken my head without the least bit of effort! As I lay there, trying to muster the courage to try again, I heard someone moving about nearby.
‘Elspeth,’ Dameon said.
I turned my eyes towards his voice and realised I could see him, a dark man-shape against what looked to be a window fitted with narrow horizontal slats set close one above the other, save for two that hung slightly crooked, letting in thin wide shafts of bluish light. Moonlight, I guessed.
Dameon came closer and I heard the sound of something creak as he sat down.
‘Where . . . am I?’ I croaked. My mouth was very dry.
‘You are in bed in the hut assigned you, in Habitat,’ the empath answered. He leaned forward, lifted my head and gently pushed some pillows in behind it. I heard the sound of water being poured and wondered uneasily how long I had slept this time. I drank thirstily when he brought a mug to my lips.
‘Sip,’ he cautioned, reminding me again of my solicitous Tumen attendant. Then he took my hand up and pressed it to the mug, wrapping my fingers around it. ‘Hold it,’ he urged. ‘It is not that your muscles are too weak to hold the mug, but that your will does not understand you are capable of it. Here is Tasha, who will help your body to remember itself.’
I saw a slight figure behind Dameon and realised this must be one of the Speci.
‘I am Tasha,’ said a soft, diffident voice. It was the voice of a child and yet it seemed too possessed not to belong to an adult.
‘I feel . . . terribly weak,’ I croaked.
‘It is an illusion,’ Dameon said firmly. ‘I know it feels real because I felt it too. But your body is perfectly able to do anything you would ask of it.’
‘How long . . . have I slept?’ I asked. ‘Feel so tired . . .’
‘Only three days,’ he said reassuringly. ‘You will sleep a good deal to begin with. It is paradoxical to be tired after being asleep for so long, but you will need plenty of normal sleep to recover.’
‘Do not be afraid,’ said Tasha, drawing off the covers that had been laid over me. Then to my astonishment, she spilled cold liquid onto my bare belly, making me aware that I was near enough to naked. Tasha, no more than a shadowy form still, took no notice of my gasp and began to rub the liquid into my skin with strong, pressing circular movements, and suddenly I remembered Kella’s description of the healing touch of the strange gold-skinned Okan. Surely Tasha was using the same healing process, for the liquid she had poured onto me was not water but some sort of oil, which she gradually worked over my chest and shoulders and along my arms, kneading me somewhat as if I were a slab of pastry. Kella had told me that Okan used oil, too.
‘Have no fear,’ Dameon murmured, a smile in his voice. ‘Tasha’s lesson is not unpleasant.’
Not unpleasant at all, I thought, as the small strong hands moved down to my legs. Not exactly pleasant either, for those fingers found places that made me wince and wince again. But there were a certainty in them that came of knowledge and as my body began to feel loose and heavy, my mind began to surrender, too. Perhaps he had been waiting for it, for all at once, Dameon began to speak of Habitat in his beautiful cultured lowland voice.
Another lesson, I thought, and tried to pay attention.
‘This temporary hut was assigned to you by the Committee. It is where all the resurrected live to begin with, save babies and very small children. You will remain here until you are judged fit to take up your duties as a good Speci. Then you will be assigned a two-person hut, or you can request an empty hut and ask someone to share it with you. That can be a person of either sex, but you cannot cohabit without seeking the approval of the Committee to make a blood offering to God. If a child is born of the union, it will remain with you and your cohabitant until it is five years old, then it will be transferred to the childhouse. A baby or child that is resurrected is given to a couple chosen by the Committee to care for as if it were their own, until it turns five, then it will go to the childhouse, too. Tasha was just such a child.’ He paused a moment, perhaps expecting me to speak, but in truth I did not know what to say. Obviously Habitat society was complex, but I had no intention of remaining in it long enough to need more than a superficial knowledge. Dameon must know that my entire focus would be on getting out of Habitat, so why was he giving me so much detail? Was it for Tasha’s sake, because he could not talk about escape in her presence, or was it merely to while away time as the girl performed her ministrations? Or was it for the sake of the machine monitoring me, assuming it was still doing so? There was no way to tell in the darkness and I could not think of a way to ask innocently.
‘Will you help me to turn her?’ Tasha asked Dameon, and between them, they shifted me onto my belly. Despite the fact that he could not see me, I was embarrassed at being handled by Dameon when I was almost naked. Feeling his shields strengthen, I realised he felt my mortification and sought to spare me and I told myself not to be such a ninnyhammer.
The Speci girl began to massage my back with a good deal more force than she had so far used and I groaned when she pressed down on my spine hard enough to elicit a loud crack.
‘When a child is nearing puberty,’ Dameon continued with relentless calmness, ‘they move from the childhouse to the communal boy or girlhouse and remain there until adulthood, when they can move into a two-person hut with another, or request to live with someone else who is amenable. They – we – can live with whomever we like, but the rules about who we can cohabit with are strictly observed because it is a matter of Covenant.’
Covenant was the charter the woman Naha had brought to Habitat, I remembered. Obviously it was a list of rules or laws devised by the Tumen, or by the Beforetimers who had set up Pellmar Quadrants, but it must be very explicit if it controlled who could bear children together, and what had Dameon meant by people having to make a blood offering to God?
‘Is it possible to refuse to partner someone who wants you?’ I asked, recalling how I had been ordered to bond with the loutish gatewarden Relward when I had been Henry Druid’s captive. I had been saved from that fate only by escaping.
‘It is unwise to refuse,’ Dameon said tranquilly, but his empathy gave me a distinct nudge of caution, which told me that however irrelevant this lesson seemed, there was something in it that I needed to understand. ‘Aside from our duty as Speci to beget as many healthy children as can be managed, the Committee prefers adults to pair, partly because unpaired adults are more likely to cause disharmony.’
‘The Covenant requires the Speci to breed?’ I asked bluntly, beginning to have an uncomfortable feeling about where this talk might be leading.
‘Like Landfolk, Speci do not breed easily or often, but obviously there is more chance of it if a couple is cohabiting,’ Dameon said, and now I thought that his voice was not quite so calm. ‘The thing is that a match between a Speci born in Habitat and a resurrectee has a higher chance of producing a child.’
‘What are you telling me?’ I demanded, feeling a rush of revulsion at the idea that I might be forced to bond with someone in order to increase the fertility of the Speci! I noticed that Tasha’s hands trembled and wondered why.
Dameon said nothing for a time, perhaps experiencing some emotion from the girl, or merely marshalling his thoughts, but at length he said, ‘Swallow and Ana have asked the Committee if they can make a blood offering to God, so that they may cohabit.’
I was startled to hear this, but given what Dameon had been saying, it made perfect sense for them to pretend to want to cohabit. By this reasoning, it would be wise for Dameon and I to do the same. Was that what Dameon had been leading up to telling me? Surely he would know that I would see the wisdom of such a solution? I did not much like the idea of a blood offering but it could not be life threatening if the couple were capable of cohabiting afterwards.
Then a dismaying thought struck me. What if Dameon had already made some sort of offer to keep Dragon safe? I would be glad of it for Dragon’s sake, but that meant I would be the only resurrectee available to be bonded to a Speci.
‘Light?’ I rasped, suddenly wanting to see the empath’s expression.
‘It is better to expose your eyes to as little light as possible to begin with,’ Dameon said soothingly, and once again I felt a nudge of empathised caution. ‘Eyes are very sensitive to light after resurrection and too much exposure too fast can cause permanent damage. If I were you, I would not worry too much about trying to see anything yet. You will see all there is to be seen soon enough.’
I took his words as a warning and clenched my fists. Realising I had done so easily, I forgot my unease about what Dameon had been saying and tried to flex my feet. To my delight, they responded, though less willingly now that I was thinking about moving them. ‘How long before I can . . . walk?’
‘Technically, you could walk now,’ Dameon assured me. ‘Your muscles are capable of it and indeed the exercise would help you to reconnect more quickly with your body, but your eyes would not tolerate the light.’
‘You could take her out at night, while it is still darkmoon,’ Tasha suggested diffidently.
‘That is true,’ Dameon said so smoothly that I guessed he had anticipated what the girl would say. This implied we were being monitored and since I could feel only two people close by, it must be that I was still being watched by a machine. Or maybe this Tasha was to report to the Committee about her visit.
‘Can I go out now?’ I asked, eagerly.
‘It is very soon after resurrection,’ Dameon said. ‘Tasha, what do you think?’
‘She is moving her hands and feet and her head, and her muscles are surprisingly supple. I think she might manage a short walk and it would help her to regain the use of her body more quickly. That would please the Committee,’ Tasha added.
‘I want to try,’ I said firmly, ‘Can we walk to the Hub? I would like to see where I was . . . resurrected. You could both help me.’
‘No,’ Dameon said quickly, even as Tasha said, ‘That is too far. And it would be better to wait until full dark. I have work assigned to me after supper so you will need to get someone else. Perhaps Ana and Dragon if they are free. The Committee did say all of you should work together to ensure that Elspeth is fully resurrected as soon as possible. If you wish, Dameon, I will speak to them at supper and send them to you.’ She pulled the bedding back over me. ‘You should bandage her eyes just the same, because of the nightlights.’
‘Very well,’ Dameon said, a smile in his voice.
‘I will need clothes,’ I said, but realised she had gone. I waited for Dameon to speak, but he did not. Irritated, I said tightly, ‘Can you at least tell me more about how Habitat looks while we wait.’
‘I can’t, truly,’ Dameon said rather stiffly.
‘Oh Dameon, I am so sorry!’ I cried, mortified. ‘Forgive me, my dear. I was only snarling without thinking. It is just so maddening having to lie here and rely on other people for everything. Tell me whatever you can as we wait.’
‘It is nothing,’ Dameon said lightly, but it was impossible to tell if I had wounded him with my carelessness. No one could hide emotions better than an accomplished empath. But thinking of his blindness made me wonder what the Tumen had made of it. That he had been resurrected meant they must not regard a person blind from birth as being sick. Or perhaps they had no way of measuring such a thing in a sleeper.
‘You mentioned the Hub,’ Dameon said, and his tone told me that we were not able to speak freely, despite the departure of the Speci girl. ‘I can tell you a little about that. It is a round, free-standing building shaped like an upturned bowl and said to be formed from a single great boulder hollowed out and set down by God. It is not hard to believe, for how else should such a massive thing be set down here? The Hub is where the chosen are traditionally resurrected and it has but one door and one window in the roof.’
‘Above the altar,’ I murmured. ‘How are the chosen brought to the Hub?’
‘They are placed there by God,’ Dameon answered.
I blinked at this. Obviously the Tumen brought sleepers to the Hub after removing them from cryopods so this must be accomplished in some way that prevented them being seen by the Speci. ‘I don’t understand,’ I said, trying to think how to frame my question so as to enable Dameon to answer it more fully. ‘They just . . . appear there?’
‘The Speci have a saying: God minds God’s business,’ Dameon said. ‘Our business is to strive to deserve our resurrection by being good Speci.’
‘What makes a Speci good?’ I asked.
Dameon shrugged, a soft movement in the darkness. ‘A good Speci is one who observes the Covenant.’
Suppressing irritation, I thought for a little then said, ‘Tell me of the Covenant.’
‘Covenant was a Beforetime term for an agreement with God,’ Dameon said, a wryness in his tone that told me he had felt my irritation. ‘What Naha delivered to Habitat is essentially a list of rules for us to live by until God receives the signal from the govamen to free the Speci when the world is renewed.’
I frowned. I wanted to ask how the govamen were supposed to be able to signal God, and how God was then to release the Speci, but Dameon was speaking again. ‘Swallow says in his dreams of the Beforetime, the D’rekta of the Twentyfamilies used the word covenant for the agreement she made with those who left the Red Land with her. Of course his dreams of the time before his resurrection are very confused and there is no way to know what is true and what is false.’ He added this last dismissively, and gave me a jab of empathised caution, making it clear that we must not talk about the past, save as muddled dreams.
Dameon fed me more water and though the empath’s touch would have allowed easy access to his mind, I did not attempt it because his mindshields were rigidly thrown up. Since he had empathised me, I could assume he had no fear that his Talent would be detected, which again suggested that either the machines of the Tumen could not pick up empathy, or I alone was under scrutiny. Either way, I kept my Talent to myself and said as a way of prolonging the conversation, ‘So, God built Habitat?’
‘It is said to have been built by the Tumen at God’s behest,’ Dameon answered carelessly.
‘The . . . the Tumen?’ I echoed, shocked because I had been certain that no one in Habitat but I knew anything about the Tumen. Then I wondered what the Tumen would make of my reticence about them, given they knew very well that I had woken and spoken to the Tumen attending me, and that he had answered my questions freely, telling me things that diverged from Speci beliefs. ‘The Tumen serve God,’ Dameon said, obviously taking my silence for a question.
‘You have seen them?’ I asked.
‘No one sees them though it is said they worked alongside the first Speci in Habitat, shining with God’s grace, but some time before the coming of Naha they ceased to show themselves. It is said they will come again only when it is time for diaspora.’
‘Shining people,’ I murmured, wondering if I had been wrong about the Tumen not being the original occupants of the city – Rheagor’s efari. Had I been wrong in thinking them newcomers? Perhaps they were the descendants of the original Tumen.
‘Do not trouble yourself with such matters,’ Dameon said, and though his voice was mild, the empathic prod he gave me was not. ‘You must concentrate on learning the Covenant and understanding how Habitat works, so that when the Committee come to speak with you, you can show yourself willing and able to become a good Speci.’
‘Am I permitted no time to adjust?’ I asked peevishly.
‘A very little time,’ Dameon said. ‘As Swallow mentioned the other day, our resurrections have given rise to disagreements among the Speci, and the Committee are of the opinion that this is a form of disharmony, and may result in our being judged bad Speci.’
I shuddered inwardly, thinking of a man cut to pieces in a field.
‘There is another reason to be accepted as speedily as possible,’ Dameon said. ‘The ease of your transition is like to be taken into account when the Committee decides whether to permit Swallow and Ana to seek the approval of God for their union. There are some who argue against resurrectees being allowed to bond to one another, despite the fact that there is a higher likelihood of them bearing children than a resurrectee matched with a partner born in Habitat. If they are not granted permission, then Ana will have to make a blood offering with the Speci man who asked to cohabit with her.’
‘I don’t understand . . .’ I said.
‘It is simple. Swallow sought the permission of the Committee to cohabit with Ana at the same time as one of the Speci men. She chose Swallow and while the Committee prefers a chosen match to an enforced one, your resurrection has made everyone uneasy and there is a very real possibility that Ana and Swallow will be refused permission to make the blood offering.’
I drew a long breath, understanding clearly now why they had spoken so much about cohabitation, and why Swallow had offered for Ana. It was to protect her from a specific match. Given what had happened with her brute of a brother, I could imagine that a forced cohabitation would be even more abhorrent to her than it was to me, and I loathed the idea.
‘What is the blood offering?’ I asked.
‘That is a matter known only to Committee members,’ Dameon said.
‘What of Dragon, then?’ I asked.
‘Like Tasha, who shares the same communal sleeping hut, Dragon is not regarded as full grown so no man can offer for her. But it will not be long.’
‘How long?’ I asked.
‘Perhaps the next darkmoon ceremony,’ Dameon said flatly. ‘Ultimately it is the Committee’s decision to raise a child to adult status.
I thought of the way Tasha’s hands had fumbled when Dameon had raised the subject of cohabitation and wondered if the Speci girl was any more enamoured of the idea of enforced cohabitation than I.
‘Of course, even if she were to come of age tomorrow, it would take some time for the Committee to consider the offers. Then there would be another gap of time between the making of the blood offering and the granting of God’s approval. Or not. And if not, it starts all over again.’
‘I see,’ I said, both relieved and determined that we would all be well away before Dragon or I were truly endangered. But it might be as well if Dameon offered to cohabit with me, just the same. I would have suggested it, but I was not sure of how such matters were handled in Habitat. It was also possible that some Speci woman had already expressed a desire to cohabit with Dameon. Certainly he was a handsome, well-made man with charming, gentle manners, and many had shown an interest in him at Obernewtyn. He had always seemed immune to their attractions, and it had never come to anything. Ceirwan had been convinced Dameon used his empathic Talent to steer women away from making an approach or declaration in order to avoid any sort of painful confrontation. If so, he would have done the same to Speci women.
Dameon’s thoughts had moved in a different direction. ‘When the Committee come, you will be asked to recite the Covenant. If you manage it and can answer all of their questions satisfactorily, they may ask you to pledge then and there. Otherwise, they will wait until the darkmoon ceremony to have you make a formal and ceremonial pledge in front of the whole of Habitat.’
‘I will do my best,’ I said, though I had no intention of being in Habitat a sevenday, let alone a full moon.
Dameon began speaking again, this time about the sort of duties I might be given, and my mind drifted, until I sensed someone else enter the hut. It had grown darker, I noticed, so that there was no light visible through the uneven window slats.
‘Elspeth,’ Swallow said. ‘Tasha told me you are eager to try walking. It is very early but it will show the Committee that you are eager to become a good and useful Speci. Ana and Dragon will be along in a moment with clothes and sandals.’
When Analivia and Dragon entered moments later, Swallow and Dameon went outside to wait. I could not see their faces but Dragon embraced me fiercely, though she did not speak. When she released me, Ana squeezed my hand and kissed my cheek, but her words of greeting were very calm and almost indifferent, reminding me that we were being observed. Between them, they pulled and heaved me into a sitting position and wrestled my weak limbs into loose trews with a drawstring waist, a long sleeveless shift and flat sandals. They had not lit a lantern or candle in deference to my eyes, and the feeling of being tended by shadows was enhanced by the fact that they did not address me other than to utter vague encouraging noises. I might have resented being treated like a mindless doll, if I had not been assailed by violent nausea the moment they got me upright. This resolved into a clamminess that made me fear I would faint or vomit. It was will alone that enabled me to do neither, nevertheless my head was spinning by the time they got me to my feet. Ana and Dragon held me upright, supporting my weight between them. I was dismayed by the extent of my weakness as we moved across the chamber, but I drew a deep steadying breath and assured myself it was only to be expected, given how much time had passed since I had last used my legs.
I had expected to be led outside, but they brought me to a chair, sat me down and began dressing my hair in some elaborate way that kept it from my eyes but allowed a portion to hang down my back. From what I could make out, their hair was bound up, too. They took so long that I began to collect myself, and by the time they tried to fasten a blindfold on me, I felt less unsteady. I waved it away, saying I would close my eyes when the light was too bright. Even so I could not help them as they positioned themselves either side of me again, and manoeuvred me through a rattling curtain of what felt like hanging reeds fastened to the lintel above the entrance. Though I could see it was dark outside, I closed my eyes instinctively as I passed through them.
The first thing I was aware of, stepping down from the hut, was the indescribably lovely feel of a cool breeze against my bare skin. The second was the sweetness of the air, which carried the scent of growing things. I had longed for this when I woke to the blank darkness of the Galon Institute, and I felt an almost unbearable euphoria when I lifted my head and opened my eyes. The dark sky glittered with the pinprick brilliance of a million stars, visible only because there was no moon. Their distant sparkle did not hurt my eyes, so I dared to lower my gaze and look around.
It was very dark, and though I was frustrated not to be able to see Ana and Dragon clearly even now, I could make out the hut I had come from, which was white, as were those either side of it, and those lined up opposite. All were identical, each with a dark rectangle of an entrance and a single square window. No light showed in any of the huts, which ran away in two rows until the darkness swallowed them, but there were glowing transparent tubes protruding from the ground a little distance away, either side of a stony path of crushed white stone. Perhaps I flinched at the sight of them, for Ana squeezed my arm and said gently that I need not be afraid of the nightlights here for they were dim enough not to trouble my eyes. It was the far brighter lights around the common buildings and in the fields, to enable Speci to make their way to night work, that I would need to avoid.
Swallow and Dameon rose from a narrow bench under the window in front of the hut, and as they came to us, they passed close enough to the tube lights that I could see they looked little different from my last clear memory of them coming to greet me in the valley of the Skylake. Dameon’s hair had grown just long enough for it to be bound back in the same way as Swallow’s.
‘Here,’ the gypsy said, stepping smoothly forward to take Ana’s place at my side. Then Dragon relinquished her place to Dameon. Both men were tall enough that after I had passed an arm around their shoulders and they straightened, my feet did not touch the ground. I protested that this would deprive me of any benefit from the walk, and they adjusted their grip so that my feet just touched the ground. Then Ana came closer and looked searchingly into my face. We had moved closer to one of the dim blue nightlights, and for the first time I could see her face. I was reassured to see that she was the same tall, wiry woman with bright yellow hair who had prevented her father’s soldierguard from beating me long years past. Like Dameon, her hair had grown slightly and the cloud of pale buttery waves and coils had been tightly braided at the top into a sort of intricate cap.
‘Elspeth are you well enough for this?’ Ana asked sternly. Without waiting for an answer, she glared at Swallow. ‘See how pale she is. You should have waited until she had got used to –’
‘No,’ I croaked, cutting off her accusation. ‘Too much time . . . wasted already . . .’
Dameon squeezed my waist and gave me a warning prod of empathy and I wondered irritably if he really imagined that some device was listening to us outside the hut. Then Dragon drew closer. I was relieved to see that all evidence of the violence done to her by Moss had long since healed and that she had put on much-needed flesh. There were other, subtler changes but the one thing that had not changed was her extraordinary beauty. Despite the quelled hair and long, drab tunic she wore, all but identical to Ana’s, I experienced the same wonderment I always felt at the perfection of her features, the deep lovely clarity of her eyes accentuated by thick, long dark lashes and arching brows, the astonishing wealth of hair.
‘I am . . . glad to see you . . . safe,’ I said.
‘Oh Elspeth, I was so afraid I would never see you again!’ Her eyes shone with tears and she rushed at me with such force that I would have fallen flat on my back without the two men to brace me. As it was they staggered a little and we all laughed and suddenly the constraint between us was gone. I had no arms free to return Dragon’s exuberant embrace, so I kissed her hair and laid my cheek on her head, vowing fiercely to myself that I would get her free of Habitat untouched and unharmed, for it was my fault that she was here. Dameon must have sensed something of my oath from the surge of my emotions and once again I felt the insistent pressure of an empathised warning.
I repressed the urge to snap at him that I understood I was to be careful, and asked brightly, ‘Where will we walk?’
‘Elspeth, it may truly be better to wait until you are stronger,’ Ana said. ‘You are only just resurrected and none of us moved about so soon.’
‘I am a fast healer,’ I said pointedly, willing her to remember that my body had the capacity to heal itself. Yet even as her eyes widened in comprehension, I wondered if she might not be right. I was aware of a light nausea and a pressure behind my eyes that might turn into a headache.
‘We will only go to the common and Elspeth can lie and rest for a time there before we bring her back,’ Swallow said persuasively to Ana, but he flicked a pointed look at me and something in it made my heart quicken.
‘Yes,’ I said, adding that I was truly sick of lying abed. Ana shrugged her surrender with a brooding look that told me her doubts about the wisdom of the walk were real enough, but Swallow gave me a rakish, reassuring smile, a brief flash of white in his dark face.
He and Dameon set off, striding along the path of crushed stone that ran between the rows of huts, carrying me with them. Although my feet were touching the ground, they were carrying almost the whole of my weight and it was impossible to make my legs move fast enough to keep up even a semblance of walking. No one watching would believe this walk was meant to exercise an invalid, which told me the others feared being overheard, but not being seen. No doubt sensing my confusion, Dameon leaned close and murmured to me to relax and let them do the work. I nodded, now certain that the purpose of this walk was not to exercise me, but to get to a place where we could talk freely.
So I hung between Dameon and Swallow like a sack of oats and concentrated on fighting nausea and a sickening dizziness, only wondering whether all of the Speci were obediently abed with their lights out, meek as a new intake of novices in the Farseeker wing.
None of the others made any attempt to speak as we walked, so I held my tongue, too. Ana and Dragon were ahead of us and I noticed that the garments they wore, for all their similarity to the Beforetime clothes I had been given at Oldhaven, lacked their impossible symmetry. The cloth looked to me to be woven on a simple loom and I guessed, given the little I had taken in about life in Habitat, the Speci had woven it and made the clothes. But the huts we were passing were so exactly alike they had assuredly been built using Beforetime technology.
‘How do you feel?’ Swallow broke into my thoughts, panting slightly.
I turned my head to assure him I was well enough, and he gave me a dry half-smile that doubted it and I realised he and the others must have endured the same weakness and lack of control. But we did not slow until we were approaching a hut with a drooping bush growing before it.
‘That is the hut I share with Dameon,’ Swallow murmured. ‘I planted the bush so I need not count huts every time I wanted to find my way to my bed, but it troubles the Speci because they see conformity as harmony, so the desire to be different is regarded as a tendency to disharmony. They find it hard to believe that the bush was merely a practical solution to a small problem.’
‘Better to destroy the bush than risk troubling the harmony in Habitat,’ Ana said, turning to glare at him. I could not tell if she was really angry or if her words were part of the ongoing magi play they had all performed to some degree or other since my awakening.
‘It may be wiser to err on the side of caution,’ Dameon murmured tranquilly.
‘I do all that is asked of me, willingly and well,’ Swallow said, and though his tone was light, his grip around my waist tightened involuntarily. ‘After all, I am still a man even if I am a good Speci. I have a mind of my own.’
‘You would do well to exercise it now and then,’ Ana said tartly.
I lost interest in their quarrel when we reached the end of the row of huts and I saw that the darkness before us was not the vague star-pricked black of night but an immense wall. It had to be the one surrounding Habitat, I thought, marvelling at the height of it, which must surely exceed that of the wall surrounding the black city on Herder Isle. No wonder there was nothing visible beyond it. Even a scraper would need to be close by to be seen, let alone trees and lower buildings. That meant Habitat might be on the outskirts of Pellmar Quadrants after all.
I wondered how thick the wall was, and if there were any rooms or tunnels constructed within it, as in the wall about the black city. It was far too high to throw a grappling hook up, if one could be made, and climbing it would be a frightening business even with a rope, let alone without one. A better target would be a gate, though for just this reason they were likely guarded or protected by some sort of formidable weapon.
I frowned, wondering suddenly if any of the others had attempted an escape. Surely Swallow had tried, before Ana had been resurrected and he had to accept that the rest of us might follow. Unless an escape attempt would lead to a person being considered a bad Speci. I thought again of the man found cut to pieces in a field and felt a knife of ice slip between my ribs. That he had been a loathsome raper did not lessen my horror at the strange secretive brutality of his death.
There was a slightly raised smooth grey path running along the base of the wall. There were no lightpoles illuminating it, but there was enough light from the ones near the huts for me to see the wall was formed of some dense, grey material that might be stone but was more likely a Beforetime material. Certainly it was too smooth and slippery to climb without hacking out foot and handholds, and given the strength of Beforetime building materials, it was quite possible that even an axe would make no impact.
Swallow and Dameon carried me with them onto the path and went left, following in the wake of Ana and Dragon who had gone a little ahead. I gathered myself and asked, ‘Where . . . are the gates?’
‘There is no gate,’ Swallow answered. ‘When the govamen signals God that the world is clean, the Tumen will open the wall.’
I thought I must have misunderstood. ‘How are the resurrected brought into Habitat if there is no gate?’ I asked.
‘God needs no gates,’ Dameon said flatly.




As we moved along the wall, we passed row after row of huts, all facing one another across crushed-stone paths lit by dim blue lightpoles. No wonder Swallow had spoken of the difficulty of finding his hut.
‘How much further?’ I asked, only to have Swallow bid me hold my tongue, adding that it would be inconsiderate to wake the Speci sleeping in the huts.
Ana turned back to frown at him, before assuring me gently, ‘It is not far now, Elspeth.’
I had given up trying to work out if the abrasiveness between them was real or pretence, but Ana had spoken truthfully, for moments later the path we had been following came to an abrupt end at the edge of an expanse of ground. Another path ran left to a group of large and more complex huts, several of the doors and windows of which glowed with the unmistakable warm yellow light of natural flame – cooking stoves or lanterns, I guessed, but I could not look at them for long. Even at a distance, the brightness of them made my eyes water.
‘They are the public huts,’ Dameon said. ‘It is very late but there are always people assigned to work through the night, and some of the Speci will be in the bathing hut.’
‘We won’t go closer than this tonight, for the sake of your eyes,’ said Swallow. ‘We will just go onto the common and you can rest a while.’ As if it had just occurred to him, he suggested Ana and Dragon go and see if they could beg a bite to eat from the kitchen. ‘We will take Elspeth over to where the shrubs grow to wait for you. Their scent is very pleasant.’ Ana produced a shawl from her basket and gave it to him, suggesting he stretch it out so that I could lie down on it, then the two women hurried off towards the lighted huts.
Clearly they had plotted the whole expedition in advance, including the little additional quest for food, and I wondered how they had managed it when they could not speak openly. Then I wondered again who they thought was listening and if there truly were machines or devices about that would pick up Talents. Certainly I had seen no sign of anything on our walk that looked like a Beforetime machine. But I held my tongue as Dameon and Swallow struck out across the dark expanse, bearing me with them. I was astonished to realise that the smooth expanse of ground was actually a springy carpet of grass or moss. The green smell of it was intoxicating.
Dameon murmured that we needed to bear further right, and Swallow obeyed without a word. A few steps later, an enormous shaggy shrub loomed up before us. It was nothing but an unruly black shape in the black night, but its scent was strong and sweet. Swallow let Dameon bear my weight a moment while he spread out Ana’s shawl and then they lowered me onto it. The moment I was lying flat, the sick dizziness faded.
The two men remained standing, and I saw that they were looking back the way we had come. I turned my head and could just make out the lit windows and doors of the public huts, far enough away not to hurt my eyes.
‘The hut nearest the path we were on is the bathing hut,’ Swallow said, squatting down and pointing. ‘There is a well between it and the cookhouse which stands next in the row. The big hut beside that is where meals are eaten, though it is also permitted to carry food out to eat on the common. The little huddle of huts next to it are food-storage sheds. Then comes the washhouse where there is another well. Next to that are the dye house and pottery. You can’t see from here, but nearest the far wall is the healing hut and alongside that is the meeting hut of the Committee. Ordinary Speci are forbidden to enter the meeting hut, and are not permitted to go into the healing hut, save if they are brought in with a serious illness or injury by one of the Committee. Lesser hurts are generally dealt with in the bathhouse or in sleeping huts. There are others but that will do to be going on with. Try to remember all of the things we have been telling you so that if anyone asks, you can say we were instructing you on the layout of Habitat tonight.’
Before I could think how to ask if it was safe for us to talk openly, Swallow gave a piercing whistle that made me jump, then I heard Ana’s muted cry. Before long, she and Dragon arrived carrying a basket from which they unpacked a very small replica of the lightpoles near the huts. It was dark until Ana pushed it into the soft ground, whereupon it began to give off the same mild, painless blue lume as its larger siblings. It lit up the faces of my companions, and I saw with a thrill of excitement that all their expressions were alive with a combination of excitement and apprehension; all save Swallow, whose face positively blazed with triumph.
It was he who sliced a look at me, and said the words I had longed to hear: ‘Now we can talk.’
I opened and closed my mouth but found it too dry for me to speak. Laughing a little, Ana produced a water bottle from the basket, and as she fed me a mouthful, Dragon spread a cloth and began removing and opening parcels of food. I coughed and spluttered at the bitter, unfamiliar taste of the water, but Ana shook her head and patted my hand soothingly.
‘Have no fear,’ she assured me. ‘It is merely laced with a herb that will stimulate your mind and senses, otherwise you will fall asleep and this opportunity will be wasted.’
‘We can’t stay here too long,’ Swallow explained.
Ana gave him a level look. ‘It would have been wiser to wait a few days until she is stronger.’
‘No,’ I rasped, trying to marshal my thoughts so that I could ask the questions I most wanted answered before we ran out of time. ‘Why is it safe to speak here, but not in the hut?’
Swallow gave me a glimmering flash of his old sardonic smile. ‘You do wake with your wits about you, don’t you?’ Then he sobered. ‘There are only one or two places in Habitat where it is safe to speak, and this is one of them. Anywhere else, God hears every word we say.’
‘God,’ I echoed in flat disbelief.
Untroubled by my tone, Ana handed out rounds of some sort of flat bread that the others accepted with surprisingly little enthusiasm, though they ate readily enough.
I shook my head when Ana offered one to me and said, ‘Surely you don’t mean you are actually afraid God will hear us!’
‘Elspeth, it does not matter who listens – the Speci say God is listening but the point is that any words spoken in Habitat are heard,’ Swallow said shortly. ‘Unwise criticism of the Committee or the Covenant or curses against God – blasphemy the Speci call it – are all heard. We know it because the Committee always knows when something is said that ought not to have been said. They claim that God tells them and then they mete out punishments for minor wrong speaking. In the case of larger transgressions, God acts directly. In the same way, wishes spoken aloud to God, if they are reasonable, are usually answered.’
I gaped at him. ‘Wishes?’
‘The Speci call such wishes prayers – they are spoken aloud for God to hear – and God responds to them . . . most of them, anyway. If I want a new ploughshare or a stone to sharpen it, I need only pray aloud, to find it delivered a few days later to the Hub.’
I was so dumbfounded by his words that I could not think of a single sensible response.
‘We found this place by wishing,’ Ana said, a rare mischievous glint in her eyes. ‘We went about wishing for this and that, until we found a place where wishes went unanswered. It would have been too dangerous to speak curses or blasphemies, but eventually we found a place where we dared to utter mild curses and then terrible blasphemies, and the Committee knew nothing of them.’
‘Two places,’ Swallow said mildly. ‘This is the easiest of the two to reach, but we cannot afford to come here too often as a group because it is visible from the public huts. And aside from the fact that the Committee are not comfortable seeing us together, God might notice. Mostly Ana and I come here together, pretending it is our favourite place. The rest of the time we use signal speech to communicate anything dangerous.’
‘What . . . where is the . . . other place?’ I asked.
‘It is right at the end of Habitat beyond the crops, near the burying field. It is more private to meet there, but it is difficult to find the time to go there because it is far and we do not have much free time.’
‘This is the first time we have all met to talk in ages,’ Dragon said, beaming at me.
‘I don’t understand about God granting wishes,’ I said.
Ana would have answered but Dameon cut in to say with gentle authority, ‘Let us try to be orderly, for there is a lot to tell. Swallow, you had better explain this.’
The Twentyfamilies gypsy nodded. ‘Elspeth, I have heard prayers uttered in a field of wheat, with not another soul to hear but me, and a few days later, what has been requested appears in the Hub.’
‘God answers their prayers?’ I asked sceptically.
‘Well, someone does,’ Swallow said. ‘Our captors, is my guess. We believe that whoever built Habitat must have laid a web of Beforetime listening devices into the ground and buildings.’
‘None of this place is natural,’ Ana said. ‘Look at this grass. It never grows any longer than this and despite the barren stony ground about the huts, the dirt here and under the crops is rich and loamy. There is a place for everything and everything is in its place. You can see why the Speci believe Habitat was God’s doing.’
Swallow stiffened and hissed at the others to be careful, for voices carried at night. He was looking back the way we had come and I turned my head to see a little cluster of lights moving towards the wall path we had come along.
‘It is only people leaving the bathhouse,’ Ana said, but softly.
‘They will see us if they look in this direction.’ I nodded to the small blue lightpole Ana had pushed into the ground.
‘Our being here is no secret,’ Ana said. ‘You would be surprised how many eyes watched from darkened huts as we passed. But it does not matter because all know the Committee has charged us to work together to bring you to fitness and full knowledge as soon as may be, and the newly resurrected are often walked on the common at night when their eyes are still too sensitive to endure daylight or even a full moon.’
‘Even so, we must not stay here long,’ Dameon said.
‘How dangerous are the Speci?’ I asked, thinking of Tasha.
‘I do not think them dangerous at all,’ Swallow said flatly. ‘They are passive and peaceable, but from time to time, a Speci will die a horrible, violent death, like that man I told you about, and everyone accepts that he was a bad Speci.’
‘The Tumen . . .’ I began, but Swallow cut me off with a cold bark of laughter.
‘The Tumen are as much a myth as God,’ he said. ‘The killings are the doing of our captors, or of the Committee obeying their command. The Committee believe it is God issuing the commands of course. That much is clear in their aura. I would give much to get inside the Committee hut to see what means they have to communicate with God. But the closest I have managed is the healing hut.
‘And for that he had to all but cut off a limb,’ Ana said sharply.
Swallow shrugged. ‘I cut my leg deeply enough to produce a river of blood, so that there would be an excuse for me to be taken to the healing hut. I was in no danger.’
‘You could have bled to death, you fool,’ Ana snapped. ‘And all for nothing. I told you that there was no way to get from the healing hut to the Committee meeting hut and how were you to do it when you could not walk in any case?’
‘I may have been more impatient than wise,’ Swallow admitted wryly.
‘And all the bodies of the dead are found in the same place?’ I asked.
‘Always in the crop fields,’ Swallow said, all trace of humour gone from his face.
‘I found one not long after I woke,’ Dragon said in a subdued voice. ‘At first I could not even tell if it was a man or a woman . . .’ She shuddered.
‘It makes no sense,’ I muttered, thinking of the cool and tranquil Tumen who had fed me sips of water. ‘What use would there be in committing any murders, let alone such violent ones?’ I looked at Dameon. ‘How often do the deaths occur?’
‘Not often,’ Ana said. ‘But people talk about them so much you feel they happen all the time.’
‘The Committee encourages gossip about the murders,’ Dameon said. ‘People who are afraid are more biddable.’
Was that it, I wondered – the Tumen killed some of the Speci horribly to keep the rest docile, the mutilations being object lessons, rather than an expression of sadism or rage? But from what the others said, the Speci were already a docile and obedient lot. The long-dead Naha and her Covenant had seen to that.
‘Look,’ I said, and heard the edge in my voice. ‘You’ve all been here long enough to become enmeshed in what goes on, but the fact is that I have a quest to fulfil and that means I have to get out of here.’
‘You think I didn’t try?’ Swallow snapped. ‘It was all I thought about before Ana woke.’
‘I am not blaming you,’ I said firmly. ‘But you said we didn’t have much time, and I need answers to some specific questions.’ I wanted simply to farseek them, but none of the others had raised the subject and if there were devices that could detect Talent, they would likely operate throughout Habitat. That left words spoken aloud. ‘First, what is your last memory of Gavyn and Ahmedri?’
‘Ahmedri was going off to look for water and some sign of the city we were seeking,’ Dameon said. ‘He took Darga with him in case she could sniff out the wolves. Then the storm came and after it was over, you said you were going up to see if you could farseek him. That is the last thing I remember.’
The others agreed that their last memories were of the storm, or of waking half buried in sand under a collapsed tent. I told them about Rasial and Gavyn going after Ahmedri just before the storm struck.
‘They must be together then,’ Ana said. ‘Waiting for us.’
‘They were not together before the storm struck, and even if they met up afterwards, would they wait all these months in the hope we would come to them?’ Swallow asked. I drew a deep breath, and looked around at the others, mustering my strength to tell them my own not inconsiderable tale. ‘Why do you really think we are here?’ I asked.
‘Not because we are the chosen of God,’ Swallow sneered and there was a bitterness I had never heard in his voice before. It struck me that enforced captivity must be far more irksome to a gypsy than to the others. It would explain the tension in his face, his rash attempt to get into the Committee meeting hut. He went on, ‘We did not choose to come here and yet we are not permitted to leave. Certainly prayers are answered here and nothing seems to be wanted of us but obedience to the Covenant, which has the health and welfare of the Speci community at its heart, but we know the world is not a blasted wasteland where no one can survive, so it is not for our good that we are being kept here. There is no question that we are prisoners. The only thing we do not know is why, save that it must be the same reason these Speci have been held captive for generations.’
‘Do you have any thoughts about what our captors want?’ I asked, to get their impressions untainted by what I knew.
‘They truly seem to want nothing beyond the mindless placidity and conformity demanded of us by the Covenant,’ Swallow said. ‘Yet how can that serve them?’
It would serve them well, if their aim were simply to keep their tame herd of Speci in good order, I thought. It all fitted.
‘Elspeth, it no doubt looks to you like we have turned ourselves into obedient Speci, and so we must appear to be safe,’ Dameon said coolly. ‘But do not think for a moment that we have given up searching for a way out. The trouble is that there is no way. So we have begun to dig into the stories behind this place, the mysteries here, in the hope that this will lead us to a way out.’
‘Elspeth will find a way, now that she is here,’ Dragon said with earnest certainty.
Swallow shot me a sardonic look, reminding me that he knew all there was to know about the burdens of being a leader who was supposed, miraculously, to be able to solve every problem. Yet there was a glimmer of desperate hope in his eyes, too, before he smiled at Dragon and said, ‘I pray you are right, little one.’
‘I don’t know enough about Habitat yet to form a plan,’ I said. ‘Help me sit up. There are some things I need to tell you.’
Analivia and Swallow helped me into a sitting position then regarded me expectantly. I looked at Dameon whose expression was still cool and asked, ‘Why did you stop me farseeking you when I woke up?’
He shrugged. ‘A good many stories about the Speci who were killed suggest they were Misfits, which means that whoever set up Habitat likely has some way of detecting the use of Talent.’
‘Do the Speci know about Misfits?’ I asked them.
‘They do not use the word but the Covenant describes a good Speci minutely, and anyone who does not fit this description is considered an aberration – a bad Speci,’ Dameon said. ‘And before you ask, they regard my blindness as a misfortune that befell me, so it does not disqualify me from being a good Speci.’
‘You were using empathy on me when I woke,’ I said.
‘I have been using it from the first, and since no one has tried to murder me, I thought it likely that any device that existed was unable to detect it,’ Dameon said, with a touch of satisfaction. ‘Then I discovered that I was not the only empath in Habitat.’
I stared at him. ‘There are other Misfits here?’
‘Empaths,’ Dameon said. ‘Three, and coincidentally – or maybe not so coincidentally – two are on the Committee, but none of them know what they are. One regards it as no more than an extension of ordinary empathy, and she exerts it only occasionally and incidentally. The other is Sikoka, the spokesman of the Committee and its unofficial leader. He is definitely aware of his ability to influence others but regards it as natural leadership, which he exerts consciously, drawing on his empathy to enhance it.’
‘And the third?’
‘Is little Tasha,’ Dameon said, a smile in his voice. ‘She uses it unconsciously when she is engaged in healing manipulations, but I think she is beginning to suspect she is an anomaly. At any rate, she has seemed edgy and unusually reticent of late. I had thought you might sense it about her.’
I remembered that the girl’s hands had trembled but I had attributed this to our talk of enforced bonding. Besides, I had been shielding my emotions for Dameon’s sake. Then something else struck me.
‘You called her an anomaly . . .’ I murmured, thinking of my Tumen attendant telling me that God wanted all anomalies investigated, by which I had assumed he meant the govamen had wanted all anomalies investigated.
The others were regarding me with varying degrees of confusion and concern. I drew a deep breath and told them about waking myself from deepsleep to find I had been in a cryopod and about my conversations with the Tumen who had tended me, concluding with the fact that he had called me an anomaly. When I stopped, they were all silent, staring at me.
At last Dameon spoke. ‘It sounds like the Speci and these Tumen believe the same things.’
‘I think the Speci believe what the Tumen have led them to believe,’ I said. ‘What this Naha led them to believe, by bringing them the Covenant and living among them till she died. I think she was a Tumen as well.’
‘So this . . . this whole mad place is just something left over from the Beforetime?’ Swallow growled. ‘Why in hell do these Tumen bother?’
‘That I don’t know,’ I said. ‘Yet.’
‘But how does Lud come into it?’ Dragon asked. ‘I mean, God?’
‘My best guess is that the Tumen came from somewhere to Pellmar Quadrants, and for some reason decided to go on with what the Beforetimers had done. The thing that puzzles me is how they managed to work all of the Beforetime machines. The only other possibility is that they are the degenerate descendants of the Beforetimers that set this place up. Either way, there would have been great gaps in their knowledge and understanding of what they found here, and that’s probably where Lud comes in. Whatever is unknown is God’s affair.’
‘But they know the world is not all Blacklands,’ Ana protested. ‘Why would they keep the Speci prisoners like this?’
‘Maybe they came from a place where everything was ruinous, and when they got here, they thought God had guided them and simply went on doing what had been done here before out of gratitude and reverence,’ Swallow said.
‘But what about the babies and children?’ she demanded. ‘Where did they come from?’
‘As to the little ones, maybe they are the children of the Tumen put in here for safety, until they get an all clear from the govamen,’ Dameon suggested.
‘It matters not,’ Swallow said suddenly. ‘Elspeth is right. All that matters is getting out of here so she can get on with her quest.’
‘You entered the mind of the Tumen that tended you?’ Dameon asked.
I shook my head. ‘I tried but I was too weak from waking myself up and he may have been using some sort of blocking device. He called me an anomaly, and given what you have told me, I am certain that he meant Misfit. What I did not discover is how the Tumen regard Misfits. They are clearly interested in them, but maybe only because the govamen was interested in us. He suspects me of being one, but I made sure he does not know I can use my abilities consciously. The fact that I am alive might mean that they only kill people who use Misfit abilities.’
‘I wonder why the Tumen let themselves be seen in the beginning but not now?’ Dragon murmured.
It was a good question and one to which I had no answer. ‘I can only suppose the reason lies in whatever Beforetime directives they are following.’ My voice cracked and Ana offered me the flask, but while I managed to grasp it, I could not lift it to my lips without help.
‘I hate to say it but we need to get Elspeth back to the hut; she needs to sleep,’ Ana said, then turning to me, ‘especially since the Committee may come by your hut in the morning.’
‘So soon?’ I echoed, aghast.
‘It is not usual but no doubt they are curious,’ she said, making a gesture to Swallow who stood and hauled Dameon up beside him. They had just got me into a sitting position when Dragon, packing up the food, suddenly froze, her expression suffused with astonished horror.
‘What is it?’ I asked her.
‘I remember,’ she whispered, sounding stunned.
‘Remember what, little one?’ Dameon enquired gently, no doubt thinking she was remembering some part of her ordeal with Moss.
She was looking at me, and she spoke to me. ‘I remember what happened after the storm. I saw you get up, Elspeth. I was still half asleep, but I followed you. When I got to the top of a dune, you were looking at something sticking out of the sand and a man came up behind you. He was very tall but he moved very fast and he was so quiet you did not hear him. He was dressed in silver and he wore a silver helmet and mask. I called out and you turned and saw him. Don’t you remember?’
I nodded slowly as the memory unfurled and swallowed me.




When I woke, it was with a clear memory of the silver-clad man who had stunned me using the light weapon embedded in his shining helm. Of course I knew now that he must have been one of the Tumen sent out to collect us, but why had he worn a helm and suit? They reminded me of the plast safesuit Jacob had left for Hannah in his false grave, which made me wonder if the Tumen actually believed the outside world was still poisonous. Or perhaps they were afraid that we carried some of the fell sicknesses the Beforetimers brewed for weapons.
In any case, the gleaming plast suits and the helms with their embedded light weapons explained why Jacob and the wolves had called them shining people. The odd thing was that the Tumen must have worn the same attire when they had moved among the Speci in Habitat in its first days else they would not have been called shining beings.
I had no memory of anything that had happened after Dragon saw me attacked by the Tumen. Obviously I had passed out, partly from shock and partly from exhaustion. I was not sorry, truly, to have been spared the journey back to the hut, though I felt guilty that I had been a burden to the others, for they would have had to carry me. My only memory of the return was a fogged recollection of Ana and Dragon undressing me and bundling me into bed.
I looked around. The thin chilly darkness seemed to indicate very early morning. Opening out my senses, being careful to keep them passive, I was startled to discover there was someone seated in the chair by the bed. I suppressed the impulse to use coercion, but before I could speak, there was a rustle of movement and the sound of water being poured.
‘Not too much at once,’ cautioned the softly spoken Tasha, lifting my head and holding a mug to my lips.
I forced myself to sip, wondering if passive empathy or common sense had told her I was awake.
‘I have been sent by the Committee to massage your limbs,’ she said when I had finished the water. ‘How do you feel?’
‘Better than the last time I woke,’ I said, guessing the others would have avoided mentioning my faint. In truth I felt surprisingly refreshed, and my body, other than being weak, was now reassuringly obedient to my will.
‘It is no wonder,’ Tasha said. ‘You have been asleep for three days since your collapse on the common.’
I suppressed a groan at the realisation that I had lost my chance to pledge to the Covenant quickly and get it done with.
‘Were the Committee angry?’ I asked.
‘Why should they be?’ Tasha laughed a little. ‘You are just resurrected and the newly wakened sleep a great deal.’
‘I thought they were to come here to speak to me,’ I said.
‘They came but they decided you are not yet fit to be tested,’ she said. ‘They are impressed that you were so determined to exercise that you went to the common on your first evening awake. But they felt you had been allowed to get up too soon. Dameon, Swallow and I have been reprimanded for irresponsibility.’ My heart sank and no doubt her empathy detected it, because she added quickly, ‘Do not worry – the Committee understands your friends erred only in their eagerness for you to become a proper Speci.’
‘And you?’ I guessed.
‘I ought to have known better,’ she said.
‘I’m sorry if I got you into trouble,’ I said.
‘It makes no difference,’ she said flatly, and before I could ask what she meant, she drew back the bedding to manipulate my muscles. As she kneaded and pressed, I concentrated and this time I felt her empathy. She was using it unconsciously but channelling it with her hands. Did she need to be touching someone to empathise, I wondered. Certainly that improved the use of any Talent and some empaths could only work by touch. Dameon had no need of touch to empathise a person of course but he was both powerful and experienced.
‘Your friends are at the pulpul harvest,’ Tasha said suddenly.
‘What is pulpul?’ I asked, wondering if the Speci girl had a touch of farseeking Talent, too, for it had been on the edge of my mind to ask about the others.
‘It is a fruit,’ she answered absently, her mind clearly intent on her healing. ‘Unlike the other crops, it ripens suddenly, and must be harvested that same night, for the sun spoils it. It is very nourishing so everyone helps bring it in if they can, so none is wasted. Even Dameon was summoned to the pulpul field.’
There had been a barely perceptible softening in her voice when she spoke of the empath master, and it struck me that her empathy made her all the more receptive to his. Which might also explain the legendary and almost fanatical devotion Dameon’s guild had always had for their master. But was it the potency of his Talent that drew people to him, or his gentle nature and kindness? I was inclined to think the latter, though all empaths possessed some degree of charisma. It was no wonder that two of the three empaths in Habitat were on the Committee.
Tasha said she needed to turn me and I gave her what help I could as she heaved me onto my stomach. She began industriously to press my back, and I thought how odd it was to be handled so intimately by a person I did not know. Eventually I drifted off to sleep again and this time when I woke, I was quite alone. The Speci girl might have been a dream, save that my body felt light and wonderfully loose.
It was still dark but a glance showed me dark curtains were now draped over both the entrance and the window. The few needles of light that penetrated the dense weave to illuminate slow-moving dust motes were clearly daylight. I resisted the temptation to see if I could cross the room without help, and resolved to go over everything that had been revealed the night before to see if there was anything that might add up to the beginnings of an escape plan. A memory came to me of the teknoguilder Fian telling me that I was good at planning farseeker rescues because I hated being trapped. That distracted me into wondering what was happening at Obernewtyn and brought me to the chilling fact that none of us knew how much time had passed since we had been taken captive by the Tumen. What if it really had been fifty years? Fian would have grown from a cheeky youth to a full-grown man verging on old age. And Rushton, if he lived, would be a grey-haired ancient.
‘But why would we be kept asleep for so long and then suddenly released within months of one another?’ I muttered to myself. I realised that I had spoken aloud, but I had not said anything significant. And what if I had? Impossible to believe there were really Tumen listening to every word I uttered – to every word that every one of the three hundred or so Speci in Habitat said. It would require a massive number of listeners, unless listening devices stored words spoken in Habitat even as the memory seed left for me in the Earthtemple had done, and the words were listened to later. But even this would be a massive job. Would the Tumen really devote so much time and attention to the inhabitants of Habitat? Surely they had other things to attend to – their own lives and families, for instance.
I wondered suddenly why Atthis had not warned me to be careful not to get myself imprisoned in Habitat.
Unless her untimely death had prevented it, whispered an insidious voice.
Scowling, I reminded myself how fiercely I had always rejected the idea of myself as a pawn of fate. Yet here I was wishing to have been forewarned. Well, it had not happened and so here was a moment when I could prove my mettle, had I will and wit enough to solve the puzzle box that was Habitat. And was I not Guildmistress of the Farseekers, architect of a thousand successful and wily escape plans? In one way the problem was simple. We were captives in a settlement surrounded by a high wall with no apparent way in or out. Anything that entered Habitat came via the Hub, which, from its description, did not sound as if it contained any hidden doors leading to the outside.
Yet the Tumen had got me into Habitat and into the Hub, as well as all of the people resurrected here over generations, so there must be a way in and presumably it was not far from the Hub. Its location might most easily be discovered by watching the Hub until something or someone was delivered there, then following the deliverer to see how they got out of Habitat. But aside from the fact that I was too weak to follow anyone anywhere, Swallow would assuredly have tried this. He would also have examined every inch of the wall surrounding the settlement for openings and weaknesses, so the entrance must be very well hidden.
Perhaps the Tumen came over the wall using some sort of Beforetime device. Could they manage that without being seen, especially when they were bringing in someone to resurrect? It seemed highly unlikely, but they might do it in dark clothes at darkmoon when the Speci were absorbed in their ceremonies, their senses afflicted by the ferment they drank. If that was it, then the only way out would require us getting our hands on a Tumen and commandeering his means.
If only I could coerce the individual Committee members. Clearly they were the keepers of whatever power there was within Habitat, and if there was more to know, they would know it.
Swallow had obviously considered the Committee might hold the key to escaping Habitat, and this had led him to attempt to infiltrate the building they used for their meetings. It made sense that it would contain secrets, given that the building was forbidden to ordinary Speci. But his attempt had failed, which was not to say he was wrong, merely that he had been unable to prove what he suspected. A better plan might be to lure one of the Committee members to the remote place the others had discovered, where prayers to God went unheard, and coerce all we needed from them before inducing them to forget the encounter.
But that would have to wait until I was stronger. Besides, I had to find out if there really was some means by which the Tumen could detect the use of Talent in Habitat.
There was no telling how long it would be before we got the chance to talk openly as a group again. That meant the best I could hope for were individual meetings, but for my sake, even these would all have to take place in God’s deaf spots since I had almost no grasp of signal speech, having never needed it to communicate with beasts. What an irony that I should find myself in a place where there were no beasts and no farseekers, and where I could not even speak freely aloud.
I was suddenly tired again, and when sleep once more claimed me, I did not fight it.
I dreamed.
I was near the enormous black gates just inside the walled city on Herder Isle. It had once been a sombre place inhabited by masters and their slaves, and ruled by silent, dark-clad Herder fanatics and their insane leader, and I could remember being led across this very square by Hedra. But now the gates stood open wide, and busy, contented-looking Norselanders were bustling hither and thither with a good sprinkling of Landfolk and even a few Sadorians in their midst looking no less busy and contented. Where once there had been nothing but black and grey stone, there were now flags of coloured cloth and many clumps of green, and instead of oppressive silence, the air rang with the sounds of talk and laughter and music.
A powerful-looking woman with short-cropped hair suddenly flung an arm companionably about the shoulders of a slender woman with whom she had come through the gate. When the latter offered a laughing smile in response, I was startled and delighted to see that it was the shadow, Cinda. Then I recognised her companion as Ursa, who had once offered herself unarmed as a shield against a murderous group of brutal Hedra. Remembering their determined courage when they had risen against the Herders, I felt humbled anew by the way she and the other shadows had defended me, and how ready they had been to fight for their freedom; to die for it if that was what was required. After it was all over, Ursa had called me sister, and I saw with pleasure that the Norse woman was wearing the little cloak pin I had given to Cinda for her as a gift, the last day we had spoken together. Cinda alone had known I meant to leave Obernewtyn forever. I had not told her. Atthis had forbidden me to tell anyone about my secret quest to find and destroy the weaponmachines left by the Beforetimers, but Cinda had seen my intent in my mind. In retrospect I realised I might have denied it or coercively altered her memory, but I had not considered it. I had not known Cinda long and yet the intensity of the experiences we had shared on Herder Isle had made me feel very close to her. That I was dreaming about her confirmed that closeness. She bent her head to look in the basket she carried on her arm and I noticed that she was wearing the silver comb I had given her as a gift, fastened securely into hair that was a good deal thicker and longer than it had been when she visited Obernewtyn with Elkar. Almost as if she felt my thoughts, Cinda lifted a slender hand to touch the comb.
‘It is strange but I dreamed of her last night, too,’ Ursa said, touching her pin. ‘No doubt it was all that talk between Yarrow and Harwood about her in the Beforetime cavern on Norseland. In my dream she was staring at one of those computermachines the Teknoguilders are so hungry to wake, though the goddess knows why. She was sitting there all alone and then there was the sound of a wolf howling. Then the dream changed and she crouched down in a field, only now there was someone with her and it was clear they were in great danger because she kept looking up fearfully, and the whole time I could hear wolves.’
Cinda made a few urgent, fluid hand motions, which I recognised as the signal speech devised by the shadows to communicate without the knowledge of their punitive masters.
‘Wolves in the sky?’ Ursa said, frowning. ‘Well that is odd and no mistake, but what kind of dream is that anyway? It makes no sense.’ Cinda made a downward curling motion and tapped her cheek with her knuckles, her eyes sad. Ursa shrugged. ‘I do not know how you or she can be so sure you will never meet again. The fact that you dream of her so often makes me feel certain you will see her again.’ Cinda made some more hand motions and Ursa shrugged. ‘Well, you told me that she said she would not return to Obernewtyn or the Land. But Norseland is not the Land, and it may be that you and Elkar will travel to the Red Land. He seems to think there will be more books there that will help them to get their infernal machines to talk to them as that computermachine is said to do in the Westland. Myself I doubt much reading and scribing goes on in the Red Land.’
Cinda made some further motions. I tried to enter her mind coercively, as I would have done in life, for I wanted very much to know what computermachines they had found on Norseland, but in the dream her mind was impenetrable.
Ursa was looking puzzled. ‘What do you mean? She was to travel with the four ships to the Red Land.’ A pause. ‘But how could anything be more important than keeping slavers from our shores?’
‘Cinda!’ A piping voice called, and both women turned to smile at the lad skipping along the street towards them. I recognised the tall boy approaching them as the blue-eyed child, Mouse, who had been cared for and hidden away from the Hedra and their masters by the mineworkers after his mother died. He was not so much older than I remembered, but the dark circles beneath his eyes and the chalky skin told their own story. Despite the efforts of the men who had cared for him in the mines, he had spent too much time near tainted material. I felt a weary sadness both for the boy and for the sorrow his death would cause his father, the renegade Herder Sabatien, who had helped orchestrate the uprising that defeated the Herders. Yet the boy’s bright spirit seemed entirely undimmed, and when he hugged Cinda, he smiled into her face with his whole heart in his blue eyes. Then he turned and urged someone to hurry up. Moments later a plump and panting boy I did not recognise came running up.
‘What are you two wildlings up to?’ Ursa sounded amused.
‘Guess what!’ Mouse demanded. ‘Babick knows what happened to that boy Erit the Landfolk were looking for ages back. Remember they thought he stowed away on one of the ships that came over here from the West Coast?’
‘Oh yes,’ Ursa said.
‘Babick overheard his da and mam talking about it! Turns out he stowed away all right, but on one of the ships going to the Red Land to fight the Gadfian slavers.’
‘He took a dog!’ said the other boy, as if this were the most astounding thing of all.
‘Ye gods,’ muttered Ursa, casting a look that was both amused and appalled at Cinda. ‘I hope Lark didn’t have aught to do with this.’
Cinda moved her fingers and Mouse nodded eagerly.
‘One of the Landfolk who came over for the opening of the library saw it in a dream,’ he said, obviously answering her question. ‘Him and a dog sneaked aboard when no one was looking, and hid in the hold. I wish I could stow away!’
‘We would all miss you too much, rascal, and think what a hiding this Erit got when he was discovered,’ Ursa growled and swooped on him to his shrill delight.
I woke quite suddenly, to find Dragon sitting in the chair beside my bed watching me anxiously. ‘You were dreaming,’ she said.
‘Of Herder Isle,’ I croaked, wondering if it had been a true dream, and if the pert urchin who had led me to Stonehill really had stowed away on the Land ship, for surely that was the ship that had foundered in the storm. I wanted to ask if any of the others had dreamed of the foundered ship, or knew if it had been repaired, but the thought of Rushton lying ill was too unbearable, and what if they had seen something worse befall the castaways? Besides, I was supposed not to talk of the past. I mumbled something about it being mere dream gibberish. Dragon went to get me water and belatedly I realised I could see her lifting the jug because there was a dim lantern sitting on the table beside her. Obviously someone had decided my eyes would not be harmed by a little light.
After she helped me to sit and drink a mouthful of water, I asked what time of day it was.
‘Dusk,’ Dragon said. ‘At least it was when I came in. It will be night now. It gets dark quite suddenly in Habitat, because of the wall, Tasha says.’
‘You sleep in the same hut as Tasha,’ I said, having noted the warmth in her voice when she spoke of the Speci girl. Dragon had never had a friend her own age and Tasha seemed sweet natured and kind; she was a Misfit, whether she knew it or not. Yet the thought of them becoming friends troubled me, for Dragon must leave when we did.
There was a clattering outside and Dragon crossed to draw aside the curtain. Ana entered carrying a basket and some bundles. Beyond her, all was darkness.
‘I thought you were working in the kitchens,’ Dragon said, helping her put her things down.
‘I have been excused from my duties to help you prepare Elspeth for the Committee,’ she said, sounding slightly breathless. ‘They are coming to see her later tonight. We must begin at once because I can’t stay long. Go get some water.’
Dragon slipped out obediently and Ana began rummaging in her basket.
‘You’d better tell me more about the Covenant if I am to recite it,’ I said, and Ana jumped.
‘Ye gods, Elspeth,’ she gasped, clutching at her chest. ‘You near made my heart leap out of my mouth! I thought you were still sleeping.’ She brought an armful of the same drab layers she and Dragon and Tasha wore. ‘Don’t worry about the Covenant now. The Committee won’t expect you to know it in detail until next darkmoon when you will pledge. The main thing they will want to hear is that you will strive not to disrupt harmony in any way.’
I was startled by her flippant tone, but when she bade me choose some clothes, I did so meekly, noting that all of the garments were well worn and carefully patched. Perhaps cloth was difficult to make in Habitat and so valued all the more for it. But why did not the Speci simply request new bolts of cloth? Perhaps the Committee or the Covenant imposed limits on what one could request, or maybe not all wish-prayers were answered. I was trying to think of the most innocuous way to put this question when Analivia gave me an interrogating look as she bundled up the rejected clothes. ‘How do you feel?’
‘Better,’ I said.
‘You look tired.’
‘No amount of sleep seems to change that,’ I said. ‘Last night I dreamed . . .’ I stopped abruptly, inspired by the thought that I could speak of forbidden things by framing them as dreams. Divining my intention, Ana said rather sourly that dreaming was frowned upon in Habitat.
She gave me a sympathetic look when I sighed, and refilled the mug with water and helped me to drink from it. Then she began unplaiting and combing out my hair. ‘You need to drink a lot and sleep a lot and when you are stronger, to move around. That is the quickest way to get your strength back.’
I nodded. ‘As to that, will I be allowed to go around by myself when I am fit for it?’ I asked.
Ana gave me a warning look. ‘You must not overdo it again. As to your freedom here, that will depend upon how the Committee feels after they speak with you. Hopefully they will find you harmless, and then there will be no need to keep an eye on you as they do on Swallow.’ She gave me a pointed look.
‘It will be good to meet them,’ I said, not caring if I sounded fatuous. I would be and do whatever would most soothe their ruffled feathers. It was a pity I did not dare use my Talents on them when they visited me, because then I would know exactly what they wanted to hear. For the time being I would have to rely on my charm; unfortunately no one had ever admired me for that, I thought wryly. If only I had Dameon’s charisma or Rushton’s silver tongue. The best strategy might be to pretend to be rather stupid. As long as the Committee believed me a fool, they would not worry that I was like to do something wilfully disharmonious. And stupidity could answer for a whole host of mistakes and oddities that might otherwise be hard to explain away. I would be cheerful and willing but utterly dim-witted and somewhat naive. That might even serve to stop people being careful about what they said around me. And when it came time to act, it might be useful if the Speci were inclined to underestimate me.
Dragon returned, labouring under the considerable weight of two heavy buckets of steaming water suspended on either end of a pole balanced across her shoulder. Ana helped her set them down, then poured some water into a flat pan she had pulled from under the bed, bidding me kneel over it so she could wash my hair. It was difficult to manage but at length my clean wet hair was wrapped in a towel.
‘I can do the rest,’ Dragon told Ana, who sat to put her sandals on again.
‘They are very strict about attending the right meal sittings and I am due at the next one,’ Ana explained to me. ‘But they will allow me to get my food and bring it back here with something for you two.’
‘What about the Committee?’ I asked.
‘They will come late because of the pulpul harvest. Another crop came ripe tonight. That is –’
‘Tasha told me,’ I said.
Ana nodded and left, and Dragon helped me undress and stand in the flat basin, saying it was easier to do the hair separate from the body. Once I was soaped, she dippered water over me while I held onto the back of the chair to steady myself. I might have felt embarrassed, but I found myself remembering how terrified Dragon had been when she had first seen me bathe, for she had thought I was drowning. I had not known then that she had a mortal fear of water. Thinking of this reminded me that I had not yet been able to question her about what she remembered of her past.
‘You are very skinny,’ Dragon said disapprovingly.
For some reason, that made me smile, but when I glanced down at my body, my smile faded. I had not looked at myself properly before this moment, and I was aghast to see my pale stick-thin limbs gleaming wetly in the dim lantern light, my hipbones jutting out either side of a sunken belly. No wonder I felt so weak and tired, I thought. Dragon bade me sit and I obeyed, thinking that at least no Speci would lust after me. She sluiced the last of the water over me and helped me to stand and towel myself. Even this small amount of exertion exhausted me, and by the time I was dressed, I was trembling.
‘You look awful,’ Dragon said, making me sit down.
‘I’m fine,’ I said, trying to smile. From the look on Dragon’s face, it was not a success. ‘Were all of you like this when you woke?’ I asked.
‘I was terribly tired and a bit dizzy, but not so skinny,’ she said. Then she looked anxious and I guessed she was remembering that we had to be careful what we said. She began to braid my hair and I struggled to keep my eyes open.
‘At least you smell better now,’ Dragon observed cheerfully, and I winced, remembering how rank I had smelled when I had woken in darkness from the cryopod. She suggested I lie down for a bit and rest until Ana returned, and I did so, fearing I would fall off the chair if I remained sitting up. But once I was lying down I only drowsed. Coming back to wakefulness, I set about preparing myself mentally to face the Committee, and by the time Ana returned with food, I had become too anxious to have any appetite. Remembering my awful thinness, I resolved to eat as much as I could manage. Dragon had dippered the used water in the bath back into the buckets, and Ana told her to empty them on Swallow’s bush, for the poor thing was half dead. ‘He is not permitted to use fresh-drawn water on it, only wash water,’ she told me, as she laid out the fare.
‘I didn’t think water was scarce in Habitat.’
‘It isn’t, though it never rains, more’s the pity.’ She sighed and then caught herself and continued with forced heartiness. ‘There are three main wells and two smaller ones. Fortunately for us there is a hot one not far from here. Of course all water has to be drawn by hand, which is a very tedious business, but we take turns at it, save for those who are ill or too old to heave up a full bucket.’
There was something in her voice that made me look at her as she went on. ‘You might wonder why no one has asked God for a device that will draw water up, since a few pipes and a simple pump mechanism would make the whole business a good deal easier and more efficient. In fact I asked the Committee if I might request it of God. I was told that God prefers that people work hard because idle hands are more likely to be disharmonious hands.’ Her voice was even and unemotional, but there was frustration in her eyes.
She went to the wall and unfolded two stools and brought them and the chair to the table so we could sit down together. Watching her, it struck me that she had raised the subject for a reason, and so I said, ‘Surely there is other, more complex and important work that needs doing than getting water from a well?’
‘Humble, hard, simple work keeps us from the perilous path taken by the clever, inventive Beforetimers, who wove their own doom in trying to find quicker, easier ways to do things,’ Ana said. Her voice and words were mild, but her expression was full of impatient scorn.
She was good at this, I thought, at saying one thing and implying another; she always had been, because of having to be so careful with her father, but clearly the months in Habitat had honed her skill at prevarication and innuendo, because she had no means of communicating more directly, save by Brydda’s fingerspeech.
I changed the subject. ‘Does the Committee have an official leader?’
‘A spokesman,’ Ana said, ‘that is how you must address him, but his name is Sikoka.’
She urged me to eat then, and I stared at the array of strange foods she had set out, bemused to find I did not recognise a single thing. She ladled me a bowl of soup, which tasted like potato soup mixed with wash water. I forced myself to finish the bowl, wondering if being asleep so long had damaged my sense of taste, for the other two drank their soup without expression. Ana then handed me a round of bread that had been stuffed with some sort of greenish paste. I bit into it and all but gagged. I was about to ask if they were trying to poison me but the warning look on Ana’s face silenced me. I set down the bread and took a pastry she was offering. It had a scent that I did not recognise and an odd rubbery texture. When I bit into it, it was so bland as to be nearly tasteless, yet it left a sharp peculiar flavour in my throat. I set the remainder of it wordlessly aside and Ana merely gestured to a pot of something she said was cacti cheese. This, spread on a bit of grey bread, turned out to have a queer pungent flavour that, while not unpleasant, was far from appetising.
‘Try the fruit,’ Ana said so noncommittally that I realised she knew exactly what I was experiencing. Which meant the food was as bad as it seemed. But why on earth had she chosen such awful things? Or was it some sort of test or punishment aimed at me?
Warily, I took one of the heavy curved yellow fruit streaked with brown that she had indicated, and would have bitten into it if Dragon had not hastily warned me that its outer skin had to be peeled off. She took one of the fruits herself and showed me how to remove the thick, soft yellow skin in long strips. Inside was a long, soft, creamy fruit. I bit into it warily, not trusting the sweet scent, but it was delicious. I ate two of them and then Ana gave me a sticky shrivelled brown object with a nod. It was delicious too, though I near cracked a tooth on the pit.
‘The yellow fruit is called a bana and the brown one is a dried plum called a poona,’ Ana said lightly. Then she smiled. ‘Swallow sometimes calls me Anabana when he is teasing me.’ The tenderness in her voice reminded me that she had begun to show a fledgling interest in Swallow before we left the mountains, and before her brother had appeared. Obviously the time in Habitat and the need for them to pretend a desire to be bonded had enhanced her affections for the gypsy, though she seemed also to be contrarily more irritated with him, too. Perhaps it was because he did not feel as she did. I wondered if he had any idea of how she felt. Given the far-reaching and disastrous consequences of Dragon’s unrequited love for Matthew, I resolved to speak with Dameon about the matter as soon as I had the chance, though, as an empath, he must be aware of what was happening and might even be using empathy to keep things under control.
Ana was frowning at me and I felt embarrassed, even though she could have no idea of my thoughts. Sensing she wanted me to say something innocuous, I made some vague comment about it being just as well the food had been made bland for I did not think I could have eaten anything highly spiced.
‘There is no danger of that sort of food coming out of the kitchen,’ Ana said drily. ‘All that is required is for the food to be nourishing to the body according to God’s recipe book.’
This was such an absurd thing to say that I almost laughed, except that neither Ana nor Dragon was smiling. Then I heard the ringing of a bell. Ana rose at once and swept the food and bowls on the table into her basket, which she set against the wall. Dragon went to the door very slowly and pushed aside the heavy curtain with laborious clumsiness, making me realise that she, too, had developed an instinct for guile in her time in Habitat. Ana gesture to me to stand and I did so, smoothing my clothes and my expression both. Dragon stepped back to one side of the door demurely and Ana went to stand beside her. Both women bowed their heads as a vigorous-looking older man entered, his tight-curled white hair, dark bronze skin and neat form reminding me of the Sadorian tribe leader, Bram. The rest of the Committee were old enough to have some grey hair, save one plump woman whose hair was white, though long and sleek where it hung free of the tight braided cap of hair all of the women affected. They all crowded into the small hut behind the man, and arranged themselves in a semicircle facing the bed. All wore the same loose tunics and trews as I, some very faded and patched. There was nothing to distinguish them as powerful Committee members, not a badge nor cloak nor sigil. Ana and Dragon were dismissed and they went at once without demur or a backwards glance, leaving me alone with the Committee.




‘Greetings,’ said the white-haired man. ‘I am Sikoka, current spokesman of the Committee.’
I nodded with what I hoped would be seen as shy awkwardness, and mumbled my own name.
‘Elspeth,’ Sikoka said. ‘Yes, so your friends have told us.’ He then turned to name his companions, pointing at each in turn. This was obviously a formality since he could not possibly expect me to remember so many names at one hearing, but I nodded to each and spoke the name aloud.
Sikoka then asked what I remembered of my time before being resurrected in Habitat. I had opened my mind wide to be receptive and so I was instantly aware when his empathy touched my mind lightly, encouraging me to talk frankly, assuring me that I was safe and among friends. It was a very slight Talent and would have been easy to block or repel for anyone who had trained their mind, but despite the fact that he was using his Talent unconsciously, it was definitely directed. As Dameon had said, he probably thought it was his will to lead that he was exerting.
I told them of the Land, and waxed lyrical about the mountain valley of Obernewtyn, describing its features in as much detail as I could and allowing myself to feel such emotions as they evoked in me. As an empath Sikoka would sense the truth of my feelings and I was relying upon him to assume that all of my words would be as true. He asked me then about the people I had known and I spoke of those at Obernewtyn without saying what sort of place it was, or what my role had been. Despite my careful omissions, I evoked that beloved place so strongly that at one point, tears sprang to my eyes. I faltered and Sikoka stepped close, took my hand in his and patted it gently, telling me that he understood it must be hard to find I could never return to a place and people that I had loved so dearly.
‘Your friends have spoken of this place you call Obernewtyn and truly it does sound as if it was a paradise,’ he said. ‘Maybe that is why God chose to save so many of you from that place. But soon enough you will learn, as have your companions, that God has brought you to another paradise. And that is even more wonderful because it is of God’s own making and you were especially chosen to dwell within it.’
‘I . . . The others have told me the world has changed – that all is now ruinous outside the walls of Habitat,’ I said. Without conscious decision, I made my voice high and kept my words naive. Sikoka was taking a paternal tone so I would be a child for him.
‘Do you remember anything beyond that place?’ Sikoka asked.
‘I was going on a journey with Swallow and the others . . . I think,’ I said, letting myself sound confused. ‘I don’t remember why . . .’
From the corner of my eye I saw some of the other Committee members exchanging knowing looks or shaking their heads and I hoped this was because they believed the simple persona I was offering them, and not because the others had spoken of me in ways that did not fit the part I was playing. If so, I would have to pretend to have been affected by a remembered accident. I would describe the fall from the observing house, and Sikoka would feel the truth of it.
‘It does not matter why you journeyed, truly,’ the older man said gently. ‘That journey and its intentions are lost in time, along with your Obernewtyn and all the people you knew, save those of your fortunate company who have been resurrected. Do you understand?’
I furrowed my brow and looked down at my feet. ‘Ana and Swallow and the others say it is so. But how can Obernewtyn be gone?’
‘Did your friends speak of the Holocaust?’
I chewed my lip and said that they had told me a Holocaust had ended the world we had lived in, only it must be another Holocaust, because that happened before I had come to Obernewtyn. Sikoka answered gravely that there was only one Holocaust but many people resurrected had dreamed of it out of order because God had sometimes sent dreams to warn men and women of the lost world that would come if they continued to sin. It was quite possible that I had dreamed one of those dreams.
‘What is sin?’ I asked.
‘It is what men and women do wrong in the eyes of God,’ Sikoka said. ‘The people did not listen to the warning dreams God sent and so God made the Holocaust to end the world. But God then chose some humans to resurrect, so that when the world was cleansed and made new, he would have good Speci to inhabit it. We Speci are God’s chosen, and he made Habitat to keep us safe. You will stay here, safe in Habitat, so long as you are a good Speci.’
‘I will be good,’ I assured him earnestly, mugging a wide-eyed look that I hoped made me look credulous rather than simply moronic. His eyes narrowed and I dropped my gaze to my feet, fearing I had overplayed my part. I had not Ana’s gift at pretending.
‘The others have told you about Habitat and instructed you about what it means to be a good Speci?’ Sikoka asked at length.
I assured him that they had shown me some of it and told me many things about life in Habitat, that I must work hard and learn the Covenant so that I could recite it by heart. I hesitated and he urged me to speak my heart to him. ‘It is only that I am not very good at remembering things,’ I muttered.
There was a little silence in which I imagined another exchange of glances between the Speci. On impulse, I looked up and asked if I could not someday go back to the mountains. As I spoke, I let myself feel again all the grief of knowing I could never return to that beloved place.
I saw pity in Sikoka’s face. ‘You must accept that there is no going back, my dear,’ he said gravely. ‘The whole world is poisoned and poisonous now, save this one bright clean place made by God’s will and grace, to keep us safe until the diaspora, which will come when the world is renewed and healed. Console yourself with the knowledge that God chose to save you when he let so many die.’
‘Why did he?’ I asked. ‘I am nothing special.’ I could see the expressions on the faces of the other Committee members now ranged from sympathetic to slightly bored, and I began to feel confident that I had established myself firmly as simpleton Elspeth. All I had to do was to make sure that nothing I did detracted from this picture.
‘You must trust that there was a reason, and that it was sufficient to God,’ Sikoka said with finality. Then he began talking of the Covenant between God and the Speci, explaining that being a good Speci was more important than reciting the words of the Covenant exactly as they had been set down. I promised that I would try and he patted my shoulder and said he thought I would do well, but for the time being, I must concentrate on getting better.
‘I am getting stronger,’ I said eagerly, knowing my appearance would give the lie to my words.
He frowned and told me I must be sure not to do too much too fast, for perhaps I had been ill and God had needed to heal me before resurrecting me in Covenant. That might be why I had come so much later than the others.
‘Were there others travelling with you?’ he asked the question lightly, as if it had just come to him, but I had the strong feeling he wanted to find out if there were any more of us likely to be resurrected.
‘Some beasts were with us . . . I think,’ I said, furrowing my brow.
Sikoka smiled and then gave me a stern look and said I should guard against any words or behaviour that would produce disharmony in the Habitat community, for that would make me a bad Speci. I gawked a little, then asked if I could go back to Obernewtyn when God let us out of Habitat.
Sikoka said with the merest tinge of exasperation, ‘I have told you that you must forget about your Obernewtyn, child. You will never go there again.’
I looked down at my hands, in that moment feeling all the pain of knowing that the Speci man unknowingly spoke the devastating truth. Even as Dell and Maryon had foreseen, I would never go home to Obernewtyn again. It was as truly lost to me as if the world had been obliterated, just as the Speci believed. Sikoka clasped my shoulder and when I looked up into his face, I saw by his expression that he had felt the truth of my sorrow.
‘Do not be grieved, child. What has gone was ill-used. When God has renewed the world and the Tumen open Habitat it will be far more beautiful than anything that was.’
‘What are Tumen?’ I asked, deciding to dare a little precocity.
‘They are God’s hands,’ said one of the other Speci, a stolid woman whose skin was pale as milk with sharp, watchful eyes and deep frown lines between her brows and running from the down-turned corners of her mouth.
‘God’s hands?’ I echoed, pretending confusion.
Sikoka made a gesture that silenced the woman and said, ‘The Tumen serve God. Like him, they are hidden from us.’
‘Are they ghosts?’ I asked.
There was a flash of frustration in his face yet he answered calmly enough that Tumen were mysteries, not ghosts. ‘But a good Speci need not concern themselves with such matters,’ he added firmly and gestured towards the door.
I thought he was directing the Committee to leave, but my relief was short lived, for one of the Committee by the door called out a name and a young woman entered. She must have been waiting outside the whole time. She was very pretty with big dark eyes and long brown ringlets, but her eyes were cold when they met mine.
‘Here is Balboa,’ Sikoka said. ‘She will show you around Habitat when you are stronger and help you familiarise yourself with our ways and routines and instruct you in the duties you will be required to undertake when you are stronger.’
I was dismayed to find I was to have a minder, and fearing Sikoka might detect my consternation, I muttered, ‘Can’t Dragon and Ana show me?’
‘We have deemed it best that you do not associate solely with those who were your companions before you were resurrected in Habitat, lest you dwell too much upon the time before,’ Sikoka said smoothly but firmly.
‘I just wanted –’ I began, but the frowning, milk-white woman cut me off sharply.
‘What you want is of no consequence,’ she said. ‘You must learn that a good Speci is an obedient Speci.’
‘Polya, we must remember that Elspeth is only just resurrected,’ Sikoka chided, and the woman flushed and scowled. He turned to me again. ‘I am sure you and Balboa will get along well enough when you get to know one another. But you can sit with Ana and Dragon at mealtimes if Polya posts you to the same meal sitting.’
Glancing at the sour young Speci woman with her unsmiling gaze, I thought glumly that she would probably arrange it so that none of the others would eat at the same time as I did. Sikoka, for all his smooth, smiling mien, must feel Balboa’s resentment, if not by observation, then by Talent. Which meant either he approved of it, or cared nothing for either of our feelings.
I forced myself to give Balboa an uncertain smile and she smiled too, a bland, meaningless upward twist of the lips that was as much a grimace. I wondered if she resented having to teach me and serve as my guide. Certainly, as a good Speci, she would have to obey the Committee, but she did not have to like it.
‘I worked on the farm at Obernewtyn. Would I be able to work in the fields here?’ I asked her shyly.
‘It is not for Balboa to decide these matters,’ Polya said repressively, then subsided at a quelling gesture from Sikoka.
‘It is the Committee who will assign you work to do, Elspeth, and it does not matter what you did in the time before. In Habitat all Speci take turns at performing all duties, for God requires equality of us. Once the Committee assigns your initial duties, Balboa will instruct you in what is required, or take you to whomever can teach you what you will need to know.’
‘Will she take me for walks?’ I asked.
‘You must exercise your body to regain proper control of it, but it is Tash – whom you have already met – who will support you until you have regained your strength.’
I strove to suppress my delight, for Sikoka must be aware of Balboa’s malice, yet he had still paired us. Perhaps he wanted me to feel alone and isolated.
Now he said briskly, ‘In time, we will ask you to make your pledge to Covenant. You must learn it by sense if not the exact words.’
I noticed some of the other Committee members frowning at this and Polya looked affronted.
‘Will I make my pledge in the Hub?’ I asked. ‘Ana says it is sacred to God.’
Several of the Committee members smiled approvingly at this, and Sikoka positively radiated approval when he said, ‘Ana has shown herself to be a good devout Speci and you would do well to emulate her. But in fact, a pledge need not be said in the Hub because God hears all that is said in Habitat.’
‘Yet the Hub would be a fitting place for her to pledge and she might choose where she does so, after all,’ said a stout, coarse-featured woman with small, fanatical eyes that nestled too closely either side of a long nose.
Sikoka regarded her with an expression I could not read, before saying abruptly that he hoped I would soon be well enough to take my proper place at meals. He went out, leaving the rest of the Committee to follow meekly in his wake. Balboa let the older folk precede her then, and as they left, she turned back to look at me. Her eyes were so full of hostility that I was startled, yet I felt certain that it could have nothing to do with me personally.
For the next sevenday, I was subjected to Tash’s treatments in the early mornings, and Ana or Dragon brought my meals. Neither exchanged more than a few words before hastening away, and it was obvious that they had been ordered not to linger. I did not set eyes on Swallow or Dameon at all. Tash answered any questions I asked willingly enough, but of course I could not ask the questions I most wanted to ask. She was no less sweet than she had been initially, but she did not initiate any conversation. At first I wondered if she, too, had been bidden not to talk too much to me, but as the days passed, I realised that she was preoccupied by some trouble of her own.
Every day one of the Committee visited my room to school me in the Covenant. My success at establishing myself as a fool had rebounded because it was clear the Committee believed I would need all the help I could get if I was to pledge at the next darkmoon ceremony. I could have recited the Covenant after two days but I had to stumble and forget and become confused. My only consolation was that more than one of my teachers left in a rage of irritation or frustration, and Polya said outright that if it were not impossible for God to be wrong, she would think a mistake had been made. This came perilously close to heresy, but she had a choleric nature.
The hardest thing was not being permitted to go anywhere save outside the hut after dark, and then only to undertake the strengthening exercises Tash had shown me. This, Tash’s morning treatments and the few moments with Ana or Dragon when they brought meals, were my only consolation during the dull monotony of those long days of waiting. The meals were relentlessly awful, always strangely flavoured or unutterably bland. Once, when a meal was particularly vile, I asked Ana who did the cooking, having decided the cook had no sense of taste, but she said everyone took turns, and that all food was prepared according to God’s recipe book. She had mentioned this before but now I asked bluntly what she meant. She gave me a sharp warning look that told me I had taken the wrong tone for my persona. ‘All food is prepared according to God’s requirements, which ensure it is nourishing and filling,’ she said devoutly, then left before I could question her further.
By the beginning of the next sevenday I was starting to fear the Committee would force me to stay in my hut until the darkmoon pledging ceremony. In desperation I asked Ana when she brought my evening meal if she would stay and eat with me. She shook her head and said she had duties, but her expression was sympathetic enough that I guessed I had sounded as desperate as I felt.
‘I was wondering – could I have pen and paper to scribe out the words of the Covenant so that I can practise them,’ I said.
Again she shook her head and there was both resignation and regret in her expression, though her voice was relentlessly cheerful. ‘You will be amazed! The Speci do not scribe with pen and paper as in the time before. They scribe onto a small device called a tabyl that somehow sends all the words set down to a master tabyl the Committee have, so that they can see what is written. Each person has their own tabyl, and you will need to request one of God, for no one may scribe in the tabyl of another. But you cannot request anything of God until you are properly pledged.’
‘Thank you,’ I said glumly, abandoning the idea of being able to scribe questions to the others. I had no idea what a tabyl could be, though it was obviously a Beforetime device. In truth I had no interest in it since, even if I had been able to get one, I would not have been able to ask the questions I wanted to ask, and without more information I was no closer to formulating an escape plan. The thought of having to wait until after darkmoon to have a sensible conversation, let alone one that was unconstrained, filled me with dismay and irritation. It was the latter that motivated me to ask querulously, ‘Why must I wait until I am pledged to ask for something? The Covenant says God hears everything all the time.’
‘God will not respond to the prayers of anyone who is not pledged,’ Ana said.
She finished setting out the food and bade me eat, saying that it was helping me put on some much-needed flesh. That at least was true and she added that I had done well, for the appetite of the resurrected was usually poor. I wanted to say that it was my will to become healthy and not my appetite that made me eat, but of course I said nothing. Fortunately this time she had brought some of the delicious bana fruit. Whenever she brought it, I always saved it till last to wipe the taste of the Speci food from my mouth. After she had gone, I heaved a sigh and forced myself to eat, cheered by the encouraging realisation that I had put on weight. I also felt stronger, but that was probably due to my ability to self-heal.
When I had finished eating, instead of using the chamber pot beneath the bed, I made my way to one of the relieving rooms between the huts, grasping at any excuse to step outside for a time. It was similar in design to the strange little relieving room in Oldhaven, and I wondered if God was still listening as I made use of it. When I returned to my hut, instead of doing Tash’s exercises on the ground outside the door, as I had begun to do, on impulse I went through the series of exercises the Coercer guild had devised to prepare them to fight physically, based on an arcane Beforetime mode of fighting. It was possible to do the exercises very quickly, but I had always preferred a slow, almost dancelike progression from stance to stance. It calmed my mind and made me feel less restless and agitated, and I resolved to do them morning and night from now on, as well as Tash’s exercises.
I saw no one, but perhaps I was observed, for when Tash came the next morning and when I asked as I always did if I would be allowed to walk somewhere, she said that the Committee had decided it was time for me to begin familiarising myself with Habitat. I was to take a walk at dusk to begin with, and then a little earlier each evening, so that my eyes would also gradually become accustomed to daylight.
I was elated but said simply, ‘Where? Can I go tonight? Will you go with me?’ I was careful to maintain the open, friendly, dim-witted manner I had employed since the meeting with the Committee. I could see in the Speci who came to teach me Covenant that my manner had made them see me as they might see a child, in need of care and guidance, but of no importance. Of course the part I was playing had further inhibited my conversation with my companions, but as it transpired I had so little access to them it hardly mattered.
Though it might matter henceforth, I thought glumly. Well it was too late to suddenly develop a sharper wit. I must go on as I had begun.
Tash, smiling, said that I might walk that evening and she would go with me. Ana and Dragon would join us in case she needed help in supporting me. I felt perfectly able to walk without aid but my heart leapt at the opportunity to have some time with the others, even if we would have to be constrained.
‘And where will we go?’ I asked, crossing my fingers.
‘You can decide,’ Tash said surprisingly. ‘I am to show you the whole of Habitat, so it matters not where we start.’ She looked at me expectantly and after all my thinking and plotting and yearning, I dithered. I wanted desperately to see the Hub, but if we went to the common, I could ask if we could sit for a little by the flowering shrub again to rest, and that would enable me to put Tash to sleep and talk to the others. And I had made up my mind to try farseeking Ahmedri or Maruman and Gahltha beyond the walls of Habitat, in the hope that forming a probe and sending it out would not alert any device or machine, unless I tried to contact someone human within Compound. It would be a risk, but I was frustrated enough to try. If something caught hold of my mind, I would have Swallow ready to knock me out. It was this latter thought that decided me on where to go.
‘But you have been to the common already,’ Tash protested when I named my choice.
‘It was fully darkmoon and I was so weak and dizzy the whole time,’ I answered plaintively. ‘There is enough moonlight now that I could see that bush with the flowers. The smell was so nice.’
That made the Speci girl smile. ‘Very well. But tomorrow night we must go somewhere else.’
‘The Hub!’ I said eagerly, beside myself with relief and excitement.
I spent the remainder of the day in a lather of impatience, broken only by a brief visit from Dragon, who had already been approached by Tash about accompanying us on the walk. Her eyes sparkled when I referred to it and she squeezed my hands, but aloud she merely made the calm observation that I would soon be able to join them for meals.
That gave me pause because it seemed to me she might be suggesting that we would be able to speak more freely at mealtimes. It made sense, given that any listening device would have trouble identifying one voice out of a babble of voices. I could also take the opportunity to delve into Tash’s mind, for she was still preoccupied and the sadness in her eyes had deepened. I had no desire to invade her privacy, for aside from liking her, she was a Misfit whether or not she knew it, and it might be that I could find some way to help her.
Dragon and Tash arrived together that evening with Dameon, the latter explaining that Ana had volunteered to take the place of someone who was ill in preparing the ritual ferment for the darkmoon. Apparently it took two sevendays to reach its proper potency. Dameon had come in her stead because he had finished his work in the drying room unexpectedly early and there was no more work to be done until the morrow.
‘Ana will try to join us on the common for a time,’ Dameon added. ‘Swallow, too, though he is assigned to the farms this week and may not make it back in time.’
I beamed at him, though he could not see it, but he smiled, for of course he felt the giddy welling of my joy. I tried to express my happiness in a muted childlike way, as befitted the persona I had adopted, and Dameon looked slightly startled for a moment. Dragon and Ana would have told him and Swallow of the part I was playing, but he had not yet witnessed it. I hoped I was not too obviously different from the way I had spoken when I had first wakened, but I had said so little it would be hard for anyone to notice the difference. The fact that I had addressed my Tumen attendant as myself troubled me, but perhaps he had nothing to do with the collection of words said in Habitat.
At last, after all the waiting and fretting, and when Tash and Ana and Dragon appeared, I had only to tie on my sandals and I was ready to go.
I had been out earlier and earlier in the evening to do my exercises to accustom myself to the daylight, but this was the first time I had been outside in full daylight, though in fact the sun had fallen below the wall. This, Ana had told me, was what dusk meant in Habitat, though true dusk would occur a little later. As I stepped out my eyes watered and stung, and I was relieved when it grew steadily darker as we made our way to the wall and along the path at its foot. Ana and Dragon walked either side of me, supporting me at first and then making a play of doing so as they realised I could walk perfectly well. I suspected Tash was aware of it, but she only exchanged a smile of friendly complicity with Dragon when the latter made some solicitous comment, and observed how swiftly I was regaining health and strength.
‘Swiftly?’ I echoed, startled, for I had felt myself to be recovering very slowly.
‘Usually it takes the resurrected weeks to be able to move about, even supported,’ Tash said. ‘That is why the Committee were so eager to see you after you walked that first night.’
‘I was all but carried by Swallow and Dameon,’ I protested.
‘Yes, but that you wanted to walk, even though in the end you fainted,’ Tash said. ‘Some on the Committee say that God must have chosen you for your determination and resilience. They say you will pass those traits onto your children so that all Habitat will benefit. Aside from the fact that you must have been a good person in the time before,’ she added. ‘Feyat says each of us is chosen for a reason . . .’
She stopped, flushing, and I realised she was afraid she had hurt my feelings, for clearly the Speci had been wondering why God would choose a simpleton. I merely smiled vaguely at her, though I did wonder why they did not question the wit of a Lud foolish enough to want to restore the world to a people who had destroyed it, or in Speci terms, who had sinned so much that God had been forced to wipe them out. Of course I said none of this. I felt uneasy about what she had said about my having children, since it suggested that, rather than making myself unappealing to would-be suitors, I had made myself an object of desire. But did Speci choose their partners based on God’s plans, or on their own inclinations? The latter, maybe, since it was up to the Committee and then God to permit the match. In that case I was confident that I could render myself undesirable enough not to be troubled by any suitors.
But I hoped I would not need to worry about avoiding Habitat’s version of being courted, because no man would be able to ask to bond with me until after darkmoon, which I had identified as the best time for us to make our escape. The next darkmoon was closer than I liked, but I was determined to try. The thought of another month and more in Habitat made me feel suffocated, quite apart from the possibility of having to deal with suitors, but we could not escape until I had found the means. The freedom to talk to the others, and the possibility of making contact with Ahmedri, filled me with determination. But I had also made up my mind to talk to Dameon about offering for me when we got to the common, just in case.
We saw no one until we reached the common, and then there were only a few people sitting on blankets, eating and drinking. I wondered if the paths were any busier during the day and outside mealtimes, for despite the purported numbers in Habitat, I had so far seen very few Speci.
I felt Dameon’s empathy strengthen and guessed he was ensuring that Tash took us to the flowering bush. Of course he did not know that I had already mentioned it to her. I guessed he was probably making her feel sleepy, too, because twice she yawned widely and both times she looked surprised.
‘Oh the flowers are so pretty!’ I cried, as we approached a bush covered in tiny clusters of yellow and white blooms. There was little perfume, but it must be the same bush we had come to before, because there was nothing else growing on the common save this single shaggy clump. ‘They don’t smell as good as the other night,’ I said, infusing my voice with disappointment as Dragon took a blanket from Tash’s basket and spread it on the ground.
‘All of the flowers in Habitat smell better at night,’ Dragon said, helping me to sit.
Tash tried to encourage me to lie down, but I resisted, saying I was sick of lying down.
‘Enjoy it while you can, for once you are pledged, you will work ten hours in every day and some nights as well, and you will have community duties on top of that, such as cleaning up after meals,’ Ana said rather tartly.
I was trying to think how simpleton Elspeth would respond to this, when it occurred to me that we were in a place where I could speak freely. I looked at the Speci girl, who smiled, then lay down on the blanket beside me and fell asleep.
Dragon moved to lift the other girl’s head onto her lap and gazed down at her with affection, murmuring, ‘It seems wrong, somehow, for it to be so easy to make a person do what you want them to.’
I thought again that she had grown. The old Dragon had possessed little patience and had shown no inclination to think about the right and wrong of a matter. Dameon announced that Swallow was coming and I looked around to see the gypsy striding from the crops. It was almost dark, and Dragon took a lightpole from Tash’s basket and pushed it into the grass in our midst. She had naturally set it up so that our bodies would hide it from anyone glancing our way. The less attention we drew the better.
Reaching the bush, Swallow cast one comprehending look at Tash curled asleep then he sat down cross-legged at the edge of the blanket and looked at me expectantly.




‘It is good to see you, Elspeth, and to see you looking better,’ Swallow told me calmly, though his face was full of questions. That he did not immediately voice them told me what strong control all of them had been exerting over themselves in their time in Habitat, and he most of all as the longest indweller.
‘I didn’t think the Committee were going to let me take a step before next darkmoon,’ I said, and heard all the frustration of the long week of waiting in my voice.
Swallow visibly relaxed and grimaced. ‘It was a miscalculation taking you out that first night. We ought to have been patient and waited a few days until you were stronger.’
Ana snorted and he smiled at her.
Not wanting to waste any more time, I turned to Dragon. ’Do you remember anything between seeing the Tumen use his weapon on me and being knocked out yourself?’
She shrugged. ‘You crumpled to the ground, and the Tumen turned to examine our camp. It was half buried under sand from the storm. Dameon was sitting up but he didn’t look up. Then light shone from the same place in the Tumen’s helmet as before – the place where the tent mystics in the Red Land have their third eye tattooed.’ She tapped her forehead above her nose and I wondered fleetingly if I had already questioned her about what she now remembered of the Red Land, and had forgotten. ‘Then Dameon toppled over,’ she went on, her eyes distant as if she were looking into her memory. ‘The Tumen then did the same to Ana even though she was asleep. I must have moved or made a sound then, for he turned and the light shone at me and that was that.’
‘He must have got me after that,’ Swallow said. ‘I just hope he didn’t do anything to the beasts.’
‘There would be no reason to harm them unless they attacked and then he would only have used his light weapon to make them sleep as well,’ I said. ‘I wonder how it works though. I thought if I turned away it would not affect me, but from what you say, the Tumen used it on sleeping people.’
‘It doesn’t matter now,’ Swallow said.
‘It does,’ I insisted with faint asperity. ‘In order to get out of this so-called paradise, we might have to overcome some of these Tumen, and if we could get our hands on one of the helmets, it would be a very useful weapon to have.’
‘I hope it does not come to having to fight our way out of Habitat, for we are vastly outnumbered by Speci, never mind the Tumen,’ Dameon said.
‘Even if we get free of Habitat without trouble, we will have to deal with the Tumen beyond these walls,’ I said. ‘And I can’t see them being too happy about an escape. The more we know about them the better we will be able to protect ourselves.’
‘The third eye of your tent mystics is tattooed here?’ Swallow asked Dragon with sudden curiosity, tapping the middle of his forehead. Dragon nodded, but before they could be diverted into a conversation about seers and such, I asked how she had been able to tell the Tumen was a man and not a woman. Had he spoken?
Dragon shook her head, frowning. ‘I just took him for a man because he was so big and his body was the wrong shape for a woman, but I guess there could have been a woman inside the suit.’
‘You are certain there was only one of them?’ I asked.
‘I only saw the one,’ Dragon said.
‘He must have been with others or he had some sort of vehicle,’ I said. ‘How else could he have got all of us back to Pellmar Quadrants?’
‘You are certain that is where we are?’ Ana asked eagerly.
‘That is what my attendant told me. At least, he told me that was where I was when I woke in the cryopod. I am not sure Habitat is in Pellmar Quadrants, but I can’t see it being too far away. My feeling is that we are on the outskirts of the settlement. We can’t see any buildings but if people to be resurrected have to be moved from Pellmar Quadrants to Habitat, it makes sense that it would be close by,’ I said. ‘But let us leave off talking about the Tumen for the moment. I need to ask some questions about Habitat. You said there are no gates? I assume that means there are no doors either?’
They all nodded gravely.
‘Obviously the wall is too high for grappling hooks, and too smooth to climb. How hard is the matter it is made from? Could we cut footholds?’
Swallow shook his head. ‘The material is too hard to be scored by knife blade or sledgehammer.’ His tone made it clear he had applied both.
‘All right, tell me more of the Hub and describe it in as much detail as you can,’ I said.
Swallow nodded. ‘There is little I can tell you that has not been told. It is a round building about the size of four sleeping huts, though the roof is a good deal higher than the roof of any hut. It appears to be formed of smooth unbroken stone and the floor is part of it too, for there is no join that can be seen or felt. Nor are there any openings or niches save the doorway that has no door in it and a single slot-like window in the roof. There are no facades or decorative features inside the Hub that might conceal a door, and even if there were, it would be of no use, since the door would only open to the air. The only thing in the Hub is the altar, which is a great solid rectangular slab of stone that would take twenty strong men to lift. It stands in the centre of the chamber under an opening in the roof that mimics the shape of the altar. When the sun is directly overhead, light falls onto it as you will no doubt remember. It is supposed to be especially auspicious to request something of God when the altar is illuminated by sunlight.’
‘In the days following a request, the supplicant returns to see if their prayer has been answered,’ Dameon concluded.
‘Answered how?’
‘What was asked for will be found in the Hub, on or by the altar. Or not. Very occasionally what was requested does not appear, and the asker assumes that God did not choose to answer their wish-prayer.’
I chewed my lip. ‘Given your description, it must be that the Tumen enter Habitat from some other location and then bring things or people to be resurrected to the Hub.’ I looked at Swallow. ‘You said resurrections happen at darkmoon. Is that always the case?’
‘Pretty much,’ the gypsy said. ‘But wish-prayers can be answered anytime.’
‘But they tend to be answered first thing in the morning?’
Swallow was shaking his head. ‘I see what you are getting at, Elspeth, but before I pledged I used my time to keep vigil night after night in the Hub, determined to spot our captors creeping in and out. First of all, the Committee knew, even though I could have sworn no one had seen me. They asked why I went there so often and I told them I was praying for God’s help to learn the Covenant. I doubt they believed me but it did not trouble them that I was snooping there. The only thing they disliked was that it showed I had not taken on the Covenant as truth.’
‘You saw and heard nothing during those vigils?’ I asked.
‘Not from inside nor from outside, for I spent two nights lurking in the cacti grove, watching to see who came creeping to the Hub. I saw no one other than the occasional Speci and I watched like a hawk to make sure they brought nothing in.’
‘What happened as far as wish-prayers were concerned on those days?’
He shrugged. ‘Several were answered. Of course I had not watched every single second, but it would have been almost impossible for the Tumen to get in and out in the short periods when I was not there, and how would they know I was going to go and relieve myself at that moment?’
‘You hid in the cacti grove?’ Dameon asked. ‘I did not know that. How did you manage it?’
‘Very carefully,’ Swallow said with a glimmer of humour.
‘What are cacti?’ I asked.
‘Plants without leaves or branches, covered in sharp spines tipped in a poisonous resin that causes convulsions, fever and finally unconsciousness. Death, if you get one that is old and potent enough. Even the flowers give off a scent that causes confusion and hallucinations if you take a deep enough breath.’
I decided the cacti must have been planted about the Hub deliberately to limit access to it, which made it all the more likely that it was the key to getting out of Habitat, but when I said as much, Swallow said the cacti were useful for their own sake, being amazingly versatile plants – more so than any other in Habitat, save the fragile pulpul fruit. And there was a paved path that ran through the cacti to the Hub, which, if you kept to it, ensured you stayed far enough away from the plants to be safe, when they were in bloom. I thought of something Tash had said. ‘The flowers are night blooming?’
Swallow nodded.
‘So if the flowers cause confusion, and their scent is strong at night, people probably go there less after dark,’ I said.
Swallow looked thoughtful. ‘They go there mostly before the working day, because they are weary from their work, and though some go at night, they do avoid full-moon nights because that is when the scent becomes dangerously potent. I was warned to avoid returning along the path until morning, if I meant to stay and pray very late. Sikoka himself told me it would be better to stay in the Hub and come back in daylight, than attempt the path on a full-moon night. In fact, now that I think of it, that was why I stopped believing I was going to solve the mystery of the Hub and our captors by sitting vigil there – because he did not seem troubled by the idea of my spending a night in the Hub.’
‘Likely the Tumen have some watch upon the place and the entrance they use must be very close to the Hub, hence their ability to make use of it swiftly and at short notice,’ I murmured. ‘And clearly darkmoon and moonlit nights and even the deep hours of the night offer a good chance for them to reach the Hub without being seen. They could simply avoid it when someone like you spent the night there.’ I pondered for a moment then asked, ‘Are there any times when the Speci are forbidden to enter the Hub?’
They all shook their heads and Dameon said, ‘There are no actual rules governing visits. Anyone can go there at any time to talk to God or see if something they have requested has arrived.’
‘The Speci talk to God there,’ I mused. ‘It makes the Hub sound like a cloister.’
‘Except that there is no Herder haranguing you, claiming to be Lud’s messenger,’ Ana said.
I stifled a yawn and realised we ought soon to be thinking of moving. But I was frustrated in having not yet hit upon something that would suggest a plan. ‘Has anyone ever escaped? I mean are there stories of escapees or escape attempts?’
‘There are stories of people who could not accept things were as the Speci believe. Some died, having shown themselves to be bad Speci, and others learned to accept the truth, or to pretend to do so, anyway,’ Swallow said bleakly. ‘No one escaped, but if they had, I doubt the Committee would allow talk of it because it would suggest there was somewhere to escape to, and a means of escape, and that would lead to awkward questions about God’s Covenant.’
‘Do you think the Committee are hiding a way out?’
‘If they are, I can’t think what,’ Swallow admitted. ‘That was one of the reasons I was trying to get into the Committee meeting house. But the thing is, I can see that all of them believe what they preach when they say there is no way out and nowhere to go, so I’d say not.’
‘Still, they might know something that could help us, which they keep from the general populace for some other reason,’ I said, and outlined my idea of coercing one of the Committee. They agreed it would be the perfect way to learn what they knew, but the question was how to get them to one of the dead spots within Habitat so that I could coerce them. Quite aside from anything else, members tended to move around in couples or groups and did not mingle much with ordinary Speci. And we were not sure that the use of Talents would be safe, even in dead spots. That had yet to be tested.
‘I think it is time we tested it,’ I said. ‘I won’t use coercion but before we leave here tonight, I am determined to try to farseek Ahmedri or one of the beasts. If they are anywhere near, they may be able to tell us something about this place that will help us break free of it. If there is some sort of machine or device that gets hold of me, Swallow must knock me out.’
He nodded. ‘I can make you unconscious without hurting you. There is a hold . . .’
‘It is still a risk because the device or machine might merely enable the Tumen to identify you as a Misfit,’ Ana said.
‘Sooner or later we are going to have to take some risks for your quest, and it is you who must decide when and what is risked,’ Dameon said.
‘We have to get out of here,’ Swallow said suddenly, and rubbed his eyes. I realised he looked exhausted. So did Dameon. Clearly the work they were doing was hard, but it was more than that. Swallow was reaching some sort of limit within himself.
Ana gestured to the unconscious Tash and said we ought not to leave her sleep too much longer.
‘I will allay any doubts she feels when she wakes,’ Dameon assured her gently. ‘But Elspeth, I think this must be the last time we meet together like this. The Speci continue to be troubled by the fact that we all know one another and they mislike seeing us together. They gossip and mutter about our need to be properly integrated.’
‘Damn the Speci!’ said Swallow explosively. Then he shot a glowering look at Dameon. ‘Stop trying to calm me down.’
‘Our plight will not be helped by high emotion,’ Dameon chided mildly. ‘You know that Sikoka is aware of your discontent.’
The gypsy glared at him, then at once the tension in his shoulders relaxed and he sighed. ‘I am sorry, my friend. It is not your fault we are trapped here, and I do know he is aware of my discontent, but as far as I can tell, he puts it down to uncertainty about how things will go with Ana and me. The trouble is that I have been here longer than the rest of you and there are days when I feel I cannot bear it for another second. I feel as if I am suffocating.’ He looked at me and asked simply, ‘Have you had any brilliant notion about how we can escape?’
‘I know it has been long for you,’ I said. ‘But for me it has been less than two sevendays. I am still somewhat weak and hampered by being unable to use my powers to discover things. Today is the first day I have seen this place in the daylight. Be patient a little longer. I promise you, I will find a way out of Habitat and sooner rather than later.’ I yawned, spoiling the intensity of my promise and Swallow nodded and said flatly that he had better go back to his work for he had only a short break.
He showed Ana where to press on my neck to render me unconscious, then he got to his feet. ‘Ana can tell me tomorrow if you have any luck farseeking the others. Maybe Ahmedri will suggest a way out.’ The thought seemed to cheer him, and indeed it was a good thought.
After he had gone, I told the others that Tash needed to have some memory of sitting there with us to account for the time that had passed. I would wake her and then they must engage her in conversation. I would pretend to drowse and farseek the others.
The Speci girl opened her eyes and blinked at Dragon, whom I had told to shake her.
‘You fell asleep,’ Dragon said.
Tash sat up, blushing and knuckling her eyes like a child. ‘I do not understand how I nodded off so suddenly.’ She sounded mortified.
‘You have been working hard,’ Dameon said soothingly. ‘I must say I feel a bit like curling up for a nap myself and Elspeth is half asleep.’
‘Maybe we should go back,’ she said.
‘Let’s sit just a little longer,’ Dragon said quickly. ‘It smells so nice here and Elspeth likes it.’
I gave Dameon a coercive prod that made him flinch, which Tash noticed and enquired about. I had only meant to remind him to distract her, but this served just as well, for now he launched into a rambling tale of mishap and accident in the weaving house where he had been assigned. He was not a good liar and it would have been funny to listen to him floundering, but I turned towards the bush, pretending to inhale its fragrance, and closed my eyes.
With a sense of excitement and trepidation, I wove a farseeking tendril shaped to Maruman’s mind. I ought to search for Ahmedri first but I longed to be sure the old cat was safe. I sent the probe spinning out, and was elated to find nothing tried to catch hold of it, but despite the fact that it was strong and unhampered by any interference, it stopped dead at the wall encircling Habitat. Heart plummeting, I tried again and then again, in different directions, but to no avail. I tried to direct the probe straight up, just to test the limits of the block, and found a different sort of prohibition – a barrier of intense static stretched like cloth over Habitat. Trying to penetrate it caused the same unpleasant sort of numbness in my mind that I felt when trying to farseek or coerce beyond badly tainted material.
‘Elspeth?’ Tash asked, and I realised she must have been speaking to me, but I had been too lost in my thoughts to hear her.
‘I am sorry,’ I said. ‘I think I drifted off for a moment.’
‘You too? Maybe it is the scent from the flowers.’ She glanced at the bush. Dragon did not take her eyes off me, for of course she was waiting to hear the result of my farseeking. I shook my head slightly and her face fell. Ana looked frankly dismayed, though she hid it immediately. Dameon knew, of course, having already picked up my disappointment, and there was resignation on his face, as he told Tash tranquilly that he did not think the flowers were the culprits since he and Ana and Dragon were not affected. He was giving us time and I was impressed that, despite her disappointment, Dragon immediately took the empath’s cue and insisted, wide-eyed, that she felt fine. I did my part by assuring Tash I was merely tired and that I wanted to go back to my hut.
It struck me, as we made our way back across the common, that the govamen people who had kept the Beforetime Misfits imprisoned must have developed something to block their abilities, or they would have simply freed themselves by using their powers. It was not a thought that had ever occurred to me before.
I was genuinely weary by the time we reached my hut, but when Tash offered to massage me to ensure I did not get cramps from the unfamiliar exercise, I refused, insisting she go to her own hut with Dragon, for she needed her strength to tend to me on the morrow. She looked surprised and then, when I grinned, she laughed and I assured her firmly that all I truly wanted to do was to sleep. She gave me her sweet, sad smile and went off arm in arm with Dragon. I watched them go with a renewed feeling of pity, for the two were friends in a way that Dragon and I, however close, were not. I was more like an older sister, but Tash was a friend, and the Speci girl had probably been no less lonely in her own way than Dragon, for as well as being a Misfit, she was a resurrectee, and must wonder what had happened to her real parents. Yet if I succeeded, as I must, they would be irrevocably parted.
I dashed away a scatter of tears, telling myself that I was overly emotional because I was tired and disappointed by my failure to make contact with the others. I thought it very likely that some Beforetime device set in the wall about Habitat and emitting a blanketing block was preventing me farseeking, and the fact that I had been unable to coerce my Tumen attendant supported this theory. I only hoped that my attempt had not given the Tumen the means to identify me as an anomaly who made conscious use of Talent. I had no idea if that would be a bad thing, because my attendant had seemed only to care about gathering information. On the other hand, if some of the Speci deemed bad had been Misfits, it might be that the Tumen would act if I proved myself to be an anomaly.
On the edge of sleep a truly chilling thought struck me – what if the reason Miryum was being kept asleep was not because she was sick but because the Tumen had been able to determine that she had Misfit abilities, and she had shown herself capable of using them. Maybe an anomaly was someone with Misfit abilities, and if their use was detected before someone was resurrected in Habitat, they would be put to sleep in cryopods to await the judgement of the govamen, but if they used their Talents after being resurrected, they were killed.
Wide awake now, and too agitated to just lie there, I got up and removed my tunic and sandals. I poured water from the jug and washed my face. Finally I cleaned my teeth with the odd but efficient little long-handled brush I had been provided with, then I unbound and combed my hair. Stretched out on my bed again afterwards, I felt calmer. It was all speculation after all. I didn’t really know exactly what the Tumen meant when he had called me an anomaly, and I certainly didn’t know why Miryum was being kept in a cryopod. The most likely thing was, as I had thought before, that she had taint sickness and could not be healed. I needed to concentrate on how to get out of Habitat so that I could continue my quest. Even if I was right about Miryum, I could not help her until I was free. As for my failure to reach the others, Dameon was right; it was my first attempt and it might very well be that there was only some sort of mindless blocking mechanism inhibiting me. Certainly I did not seem to have raised any alarm by trying. On the morrow, Tash would take me to the Hub, and the following day, I would ask to see the burying ground, which was the location of the other deaf spot in Habitat. There, I could try again to farseek Ahmedri. After all, even if the Tumen had a blocking device, it might have weak spots. I would also ask to eat meals in the common huts. Aside from the possibility of having more freedom to speak to the others at mealtimes, I would have the opportunity to try coercing a Speci – one with whom I could make incidental physical contact. It would be a risk, but as Dameon had said, we were unlikely to get out of Habitat without taking risks.
Once again drifting to sleep, I found myself trying to imagine the Speci – generation after generation of them – being born, growing up, growing old and dying in Habitat, all without ever having any idea of what lay beyond the wall. Were the Speci really so accepting of their dully harmonious existences? From what I had seen and been told, their lives were insufferably bland. Surely some of them must rail at the limitations even if they did not dare voice their frustrations. They must hunger for something more than merely working to keep themselves alive and healthy, yet I had not heard anything about life in Habitat that suggested there was the possibility of joy or wildness or discovery in it, save maybe that people could get some joy out of one another if they were bonded, and even this was constrained by rules. And what of love? Did no one here ever love unwisely? Did not passion or anger or despair ever overcome caution?
Then I realised that half of the population of Habitat might be gnawing themselves to pieces inside, but dared not show how they felt for fear of suffering the same violent and mysterious fate as those brutally slain bad Speci. The thought of them was enough to make me rethink the risks I had blithely resolved to take, at least until I had a better feeling for Habitat.
It took a long time to fall asleep that night, and I dreamed.
Garth was standing with his hands on his hips, looking irritated, the sky behind him thick with blue-black clouds. ‘Ye gods woman, I know there is no accounting for the weather. I merely wonder how you can manage to ensure the road is dug up every time it rains, so that it is impassable for days!’
The hapless worker he was haranguing looked thoroughly browbeaten.
‘Master, I fear there is to be no gannin’ on today,’ Fian ventured. He was hovering in the background with the other workers, soaked to the skin, and looking on sympathetically.
‘I can do my own fearing,’ snapped Garth, then he sighed and shook his head. ‘I fear we will have to make use of one of the hostels we passed. The delay will be the undoing of my plans though. That wretched ship will not wait for my sake.’
‘We’ll have to gan by road to th’ Westland if we miss it,’ Fian said eagerly.
‘I do not see that is any cause for delight,’ Garth said suspiciously, as if Fian had finagled the foul weather for his own purposes.
‘I would like to see Followtown,’ Fian said, completely untroubled by his master’s vexation. ‘’Tis supposed to be a marvellous place and –’
‘And a certain young Jack plies her trade there, eh?’ Garth suddenly looked amused.
Fian flushed crimson. ‘I dinna ken what ye mean, Master. I was goin’ to say that we could call in on th’ farm that Master Dameon ceded over to Sallah and the beasts and people who want to live equal with them. I heard it is thriving an’ that every beastspeaker in th’ Land is clamourin’ to work there only Sallah gives preference to unTalents willin’ to learn Brydda’s fingerspeech.’
Garth grunted that the horse was a fool, successfully distracted from his teasing by his clever guilden. He turned and glared at the sky then bade the lad go back and find out if the nearest hostel had beds for them and a barn for Lo and Mira. Fian pelted away and Garth went back to the wagon. It was one of those carved by Brydda’s father Grufyyd and I was startled to see Kevrik in the driver’s seat. I had not set eyes on the armsman since he had helped me to capture Malik, and I wondered what twist of circumstances had him driving for Garth.
‘What now then?’ he asked the Teknoguildmaster equably.
‘Seems you were right, curse you. I’ve sent Fian to sort out beds in that hostel just yonder. We will wait here. No point turning the rig unless they can put us up.’
‘I’ll sleep in the wagon either way; save some coin. You’ll miss your ship,’ he observed mildly.
Garth muttered an oath as he heaved his considerable bulk into the wagon, and I noticed Kevrik lift a hand and flick a message expertly to Lo. The big mare snorted and flicked her ears and the armsman hid a grin.
‘Myself, I do not see what all the rush is,’ Kevrik went on when the older man had got himself settled. ‘Guildmistress Dell didn’t say she had got Ines to tell her all the secrets of the Beforetime yet, did she?’
‘She did not, but she thinks those books the Norselanders gave us might help,’ the Teknoguildmaster said. ‘Besides, it is time I met this mechanical paragon. Maybe she can tell me how to wake the computermachines we have unearthed beneath the Teknoguild caves.’
‘Ask me, better to leave them sleep,’ Kevrik muttered.
I woke to find Analivia quietly laying out fresh clothes on the chair beside the bed and the room glowing with a ruddy light flowing through partly opened window slats. I judged it to be dawn and was cheered to find my eyes had not suffered at all from the day before, though I would not yet trust them with full sunlight. I sighed a little and wished I had slept longer, for the whole day stretched out in front of me to be endured before Tash would come to bring me on my daily expedition. I had considered changing my mind and saying I wanted to go to the burying ground instead of the Hub, but I did want to see the Hub, even though there was every chance I would not able to reach Ahmedri from there either.
After Ana left, Tash came to knead and pummel me, and when she had finished her ministrations she departed. I thought that she had seemed more subdued and distracted than usual, and decided to ask Dameon, when I could, whether he had any sense of what ailed her. I had asked her if I might attend a meal but she said only that I had better ask whichever Speci came to give me a lesson on the Covenant that day. I had the feeling she only half heard me, and when I asked if she would still come at dusk to take me to the Hub, her answer had been vague and distracted. I hoped that she would not forget. After she had gone, I lay down and slept again for a time, as much out of boredom as weariness. I hoped to dream of Obernewtyn again, or of Norseland, but if I did, I did not remember when I woke. A tray with cooling food told me I had missed Ana or Dragon, who would have delivered it at midday. Disappointed, I ate the unpleasant fare dutifully, wondering how healthful food could be made to taste so unappealing.
‘All I can say is that God has terrible taste!’
It was mid afternoon and, wishing the hours away until Tash came, fearing she might not come at all, I had spoken the thought aloud. I was startled at the sound of my voice in the silence, and then uneasy that whoever was listening or would listen to my words would judge them a mockery of God and decide I was a bad Speci. But at the same time, I felt again the absurdity of the thought that the Tumen would listen to every word uttered in Habitat.
Restless, I took up a little rush broom that stood in the corner and began to sweep out my hut. Then I stopped as it struck me with the force of a blow that if Jacob Obernewtyn had reached Pellmar Quadrants, he might have been captured by the Tumen, too, and put into Habitat. In which case he would have died here, and so his body must be buried here! This thought left me breathless, for if the grave markers in the burying ground bore names – as surely they must, given that the Beforetimers had shared that custom with us – I would find his body even as Straaka had bidden me do.
And I would have found Cassandra’s key.
I was standing there almost panting with excitement, my heart pounding, for if I was right, it meant that Atthis might have known that Hannah failed to foresee Jacob would leave Obernewtyn with Cassandra’s key, and that he carried it into the mountains when he left Obernewtyn a-seeking his dream city. It was even possible that this was why she had wanted the wolves along – she had known they would lead me into the realm of the Tumen, who would take me prisoner and put me in Habitat.
The more I thought of it, the more certain I was that Atthis had not warned me nor told Maruman to warn me about Habitat, because she had known I needed to get into it if I was ever to find Cassandra’s key. It was even possible she had contrived for the others to be trapped in Habitat so that I would have help to do what needed doing. The realisation that I might have been pursuing my quest even though I believed myself to be hopelessly diverted from it, filled me with giddy relief.
I realised I had begun to pace in my excitement, still clutching the broom. I set it aside and forced myself to sit down, reminding myself that nothing happened quickly in Habitat. Indeed it was like to take some effort to find Jacob’s grave marker, given that generations of Speci had died in Habitat. We would have to dig up Jacob’s bones from ground that was dry and rock hard, once we had located it. I did not like the idea of disturbing a grave, but I would not let squeamishness get in the way of my quest. On the other hand, the Speci were likely to object to a body being dug up unless I could come up with some plausible reason for it. Fortunately it sounded as if the burying ground was remote and separated from the sleeping huts and the communal buildings by the crops, so we might manage to do what needed doing in the middle of the night. It would have to be done without saying a word, in case the listeners heard digging sounds and wondered at them, but it would not matter if they could not identify the diggers.
I heard the sound of footsteps outside and turned, smiling in delight at the thought that Tash had come early. But it was the dour Balboa who entered instead of sweet-faced, diffident Tash. Nor did the Speci’s expression lighten when her eyes found mine in the dimness. My heart sank, but I forced myself to maintain my smile as I came to greet her, and when she sneered in response, I ignored it and asked eagerly if she had come to test me on the Covenant.
She looked near to choking with dislike, but her words were flat and emotionless. ‘Tash is busy,’ she said. ‘I am to test your knowledge of the Covenant and see to your exercise today.’
My heart sank. ‘Tash was going to take me to the Hub . . .’ I began.
‘I don’t have time to take you anywhere. You can do the exercises she taught you while I watch. But first I will test you.’
I did not have to pretend my disappointment, and my anger began to burn as I saw from her sly smile that it pleased her. I wondered how many times in life I would be the victim of someone who derived pleasure from causing pain or discomfort to others. I had to drop my eyes, for I dared not show my anger to her, knowing it did not match the gentle, willing character I was pretending to be. If she got the slightest hint I was hiding my true self, she would never rest until she had exposed me. I itched to coerce her, not to find out why she acted in such a way, but simply, primitively, to punish her. I felt the dark power at my core stir as it sometimes did when I was possessed with rage, and though I had learned that I could control it, it shook me that the Speci had managed to rouse it with her petty malice.
I drew a deep breath, reminding myself that I now knew I was engaged in my quest, even here, trapped in Habitat. I would be an utter fool to cause trouble with some sort of stupid outburst that might cause my movements to be scrutinised or limited.
‘Do not snivel,’ Balboa snapped, obviously taking my bowed head as a sign that I was cowed. Her spite cooled the vestiges of my outrage, for I would not give her such power over me.
I composed my face into a woebegone mask, lifted my eyes to hers and said meekly, ‘I just wanted –’
‘I don’t care what you wanted,’ Balboa said. ‘Do your exercises, but first, get me water. It was a long hot walk from the dye hut and you ought to be glad I am not forcing you to walk to the Hub, for the light would surely blind you.’
I forbore to say we had planned to walk to the Hub at dusk, or to remind her that she had said she would test me first, and meekly got her water, wondering what had put her in such a towering temper. Certainly not a simple resurrectee with no power over anyone else. ‘Is Tash sick?’ I asked, not because I thought she was, but in order to provoke the Speci woman to talk.
She made me wait while she drank, then gave me a look of loathing. ‘How should I know? Get on with your exercises.’
I moved the bed and table, pretending to be weak so that she had to get up and help me shove them to the side. Every action she performed caused her to simmer with rage and it occurred to me that there might be something wrong with her. She took the chair against the wall and sat while I proceeded to go through the exercises Tash had shown me, taking care to be slightly hesitant and occasionally clumsy. For a time, Balboa pretended to ignore me until she grew bored with the pose and began to criticise and belittle me in the guise of instruction. I pretended to believe she was trying to help me, and was rewarded by her expression of frustrated fury when I thanked her for her support. The angrier she became, the more my own anger cooled, and I began to wonder what was behind her mood, and if it could be manipulated. When she had finished testing me on the Covenant, sneering at my every mistake, she demanded more water.
‘Did Sikoka change his mind about wanting me to go to the Hub today?’ I asked innocently as I brought it to her.
Balboa’s eyes widened and she ground her teeth audibly. Then she said I was a fool and had misunderstood. She had merely needed to assure herself I was fit for the proposed walk. She did not want to repeat the mistake made by Swallow and Tash. I told her happily that Tash had already assured Sikoka I was fit to go anywhere in Habitat after dusk.
‘So can we go to the Hub?’ I asked eagerly. Habitat dusk was a good hour away and I prayed I had not misjudged her impatience.
Balboa rose, glared at me in wordless fury and then stalked from the hut. I restored the bed to its place then lay down on it. The exercises had not tired me, but dealing with the incomprehensible malevolence of the Speci woman had drained and depressed me. I allowed myself to drift off to sleep, hoping I would dream, but once again if I did I had no memory of it when I woke with the slightly thick head that comes from sleeping deeply for a short period. The pale gold light leaking into the hut through the window slats told me it was nearing dusk, unless I had slept through a whole night, but it did not feel like dawn.
I got up and went outside, wondering if I had been wrong in thinking Balboa would not dare to disobey what I had implied was an instruction from Sikoka to take me to the Hub. I doubted she would have questioned him, but if she had I would simply claim to have misunderstood the Committee spokesman. I had no doubt he would believe me, for the Habitat Elspeth was timid and often confused.
It was a beautiful clear evening, despite the heat, and I sat on the bench under my window, marvelling that I had never seen a single soul going to or from any of the neighbouring huts. The most likely explanation was that newcomers were placed among the two hundred or so empty huts in Habitat. Setting down the mug of water I had carried out, I noticed a clay bowl filled with very small polished plums on the end of the bench.
I picked it up, wondering who had left them. The bowl offered no clue because no one owned such things in Habitat. Nor was there any reason one of the Speci should leave me a gift, since I was unknown to almost all of them. I could not see the Committee members who had been schooling me in the Covenant going to the bother of bringing me plums, and if they had, why not give them to me? The obvious answer was that Dragon or one of the others had brought them – Swallow, since he was working in the fields. The other possibility was that Tash had left them. The shy gift befitted her, and might even be some sort of apology for her failure to come to the Hub with me or for subjecting me to the repellent Balboa. Or Balboa herself might have been given them to bring to me. It would be just like her to leave them outside in the hope they would spoil before I found them.
I yawned, deciding it was a very small mystery and not worth mulling over so intently. I thought, as I had thought before, how strikingly still it was in Habitat. I could not hear a single voice or sound other than my own breathing. Not the call of a bird nor even, in this moment, the whirr of a beetle. It was the first time I had been conscious of the lack of birdlife, but now I thought of it, I was sure I had not heard a bird sing the whole time I had been in Habitat. Swallow had said there were no animals in Habitat and the Tumen had told me animals were not captured any longer, but how could a wall keep birds out? There were definitely insects in Habitat, for I had heard the hum of a bee only moments past. It made sense since the teknoguilder Jak had once delivered a fascinating talk explaining that plants and insects needed one another to survive, let alone thrive. Birds were not necessary in the same way, but given the presence of insects and certainly of fruit, like the plums, there ought to have been birds aplenty swooping in and out of Habitat. We had several pear trees in Rangorn, growing at the back of our cottage, and my mother had been constantly trying to find ways to discourage the birds from eating them.
Perhaps it was the blanket of static I had encountered trying to farseek out of Habitat that caused birds to veer away, and no doubt the Tumen had brought in insects, if they truly were essential. Maybe somewhere in Pellmar Quadrants was a garden such as I had seen in the lowest level of Oldhaven.
I took up one of the plums and was about to bite into it when a movement at the edge of my vision caught my eye. I turned my head and was startled to see two women making their way along the wall path carrying buckets. They must have gone to get water from the well Ana had mentioned, and were now returning to their own row of huts. Neither had glanced in my direction and I guessed they had not noticed me sitting quietly on the bench in the fading light. To my surprise another woman appeared, coming in the other direction and turning to hurry along the path leading towards my hut. It took me a moment to realise it was not a woman but a girl, and that girl was Dragon! With a rush of delight, I set down the bowl of plums and rose so quickly I overturned them.




After we had embraced fiercely we offered one another a stiff greeting for the sake of the listeners, then Dragon announced baldly that Balboa was ill and had asked her to bring me to the Hub.
‘I thought I might as well bring you supper, too, since that was supposed to be my job this evening,’ she added, showing me the basket on her arm.
‘Is it all right for you to go with me?’ I asked, more than delighted to find Dragon replacing Balboa, but I did not want her to get into trouble.
‘Only adults work in the afternoons,’ she answered cheerfully. ‘We younglings usually go to one of the work huts and learn something new, but it is not an assigned activity. In any case Balboa asked me and the Covenant requires that all Speci be willing to offer aid to one another.’ She gave me a smile of mischief at the conclusion of this little speech and I saw again how she teetered on the verge of womanhood.
I would have given much to be able to ask her to sit down and tell me what she remembered of her childhood, but knew that we must play our parts for the time being. I felt less fractious at the limitations preventing us from speaking openly now I knew that we were actively engaged in my quest after all, and I was looking forward to telling the others, especially Swallow, for it would surely ease his simmering frustration.
‘Let’s go straight away,’ Dragon said eagerly. ‘You can eat when you come back. It’s better not to go too late anyway because the blossoms come out and I don’t like the smell.’
‘All right,’ I said equably, and scooped up the dusty fallen plums before taking them and the basket of food inside.
‘Are you well enough?’ Dragon asked belatedly when I came back out. ‘I am supposed to ask if you can walk with only one person to lean on.’
‘I can hobble along,’ I said mawkishly, and winked at her. In truth I could have skipped as we set off towards the wall.
‘We just go right at the wall path instead of left to go to the Hub,’ she told me.
I kept my hand on her shoulder as we walked in case anyone was watching, but I could easily have managed alone. We walked in silence, which was preferable to maintaining my simpleton persona, and by the time we were making our way along the wall path, the light had developed a ruddy cast. We passed several rows of huts, which looked exactly the same as those we had passed walking in the other direction, and I wondered if these were deserted. After a time, the lines of huts came to an end but the path continued beyond them to what looked from a distance to be a wall of green that ran, so far as I could tell, from one side of the Habitat wall to the other. Closer to the wall the solid stretch of green separated into a phalanx of fat fluted green columns, each as wide as the trunk of a solid tree, that branched at head height into thick green arms. These branched again into smaller and then smaller arms. The surface of the entire plant was a fur of prickles in which occasionally a dark glossy brown protuberance showed. It was not until I noticed that one of these brown nuts had split to allow a thick white frill of blossom, that I realised these were the cacti Swallow had mentioned.
‘It is not far from my hut,’ I said, wondering why I had been told the walk to the Hub was too far for me to manage.
‘The cacti grove is very big,’ Dragon said. ‘In the time before, it would have been called a forest. The cacti deeper in have more arms and they are much higher, though Ana says they are still not trees.’
Dragon’s care in using Speci terms startled me almost as much as the idea of a forest within the walls of Habitat. But having seen the garden deep under the earth at Oldhaven, complete with enormous trees, I withheld my doubts. After all, I could not see the wall beyond the higher cacti because of the gathering haze above them, and so the grove must be deep.
As we set off along the path that cut into the cacti, Dragon told me earnestly that the pod cases were valued because once the oil in them had been extracted, it could be turned into a very quick and effective numbing lotion. This puzzled me, for surely the Tumen would provide whatever medicaments the Speci needed. Indeed, hadn’t someone said that medications were sometimes requested of God?
‘We must keep to the path.’ Dragon broke off her lesson to gesture at the wide, gravelled walk that meandered out of sight between the cacti plants and I wondered if she was trying to support my role of simpleton by explaining the obvious. As we set off she told me that the cacti thistles were coated with venom that could put you to sleep with a scratch, and that more than a scratch would kill you if the prickles were old. It seemed the cacti shed them seasonally. As if I had looked fearful, Dragon assured me that the path had been designed to ensure no one got close enough to the cacti to be fuddled by their perfume, let alone pricked by their deadly thistles. That was one of the reasons people stayed away on darker nights. A stumble might bring you close enough to a blossom for its perfume to befuddle you and then you might walk into a plant.
We walked for almost an hour, seeing nothing but cacti and occasionally a glimpse between them of the towering wall far enough in the distance that I began to have a sense of the immense size of Habitat. No wonder they had not wanted to bring me to the Hub the first day. In truth I hoped it was not too much further for I was beginning to tire. The path, which had started out wide enough for us to walk side by side, abruptly narrowed, so that we were forced to walk in single file. Then it began to loop and coil circuitously, again for no discernable reason. The whole while Dragon droned on about the multitude of uses to which the cacti and its parts could be put. It transpired that the plant was the principal source of food within Habitat, and that as well as being the source of a numbing potion, the needles could be boiled to produce a bleach that would whiten cloth or, treated differently, form a powerful glue. It could even be used to produce silk, which was used to make clothing for the darkmoon ceremony and for bonding ceremonies. In addition, a branch broken off would regrow, so there was never any need to plant more of the cacti. The broken arms never produced another flower nut, however, so the flowering arms were never harvested.
I was genuinely amazed at the breadth of her knowledge about the cacti, though when I murmured something about her knowing a lot, she gave me a pointed look I could not decipher, and said lightly that she was glad to give me the benefit of all her learning. Unable to work out what I had missed, I merely thanked her. Privately, I wondered if anyone was really listening to us, deep in the cacti forest as we were. There might be devices planted in the ground, as the others thought, but the idea that every conversation in Habitat was being listened to by dutiful Tumen had begun to seem absurd. Yet presumably the others had tested the path and found it to be so. I reminded myself soberly of the dead Speci and the need not to take the caution of my friends lightly.
The main thing I needed to concentrate on now, even more than finding a way out of Habitat, was Cassandra’s key. It was a pity I had not asked to go to the burying field first, but it was too late now, and we still had to find a way out, though it was possible there would be instructions about how that could be managed with Cassandra’s key.
The path brought us close by a cactus with three of the white flowers and I gagged at the foetid odour emanating from them. It was exactly like the smell of sweaty feet. Astonished, I looked at Dragon, who was now holding her nose. Seeing my expression she dissolved into silent laughter.
‘The smell gets worse before it gets better,’ she murmured.
I meant to scowl at her, but trying to hold my nose got in the way, and I, too, wound up stifling laughter. I had no idea what the Tumen would make of our laughter, for it would be audible despite our attempts to be quiet. Fortunately laughter was not actually forbidden. At least there was no rule about it in the Covenant. On the other hand there were clearly a great many rules and traditions, the breaking of which, if not forbidden, was severely frowned upon.
‘The smell is truly awful but actually harmless,’ said Dragon as we continued, ‘although when the moon rises and it goes from hideous to lovely – that is when it is dangerous, because there is something in the sweetness that muddles your mind and makes your eyes go strange. The sweeter the scent the stronger the poison, the Speci say, though the blossom is not poisonous at all.’
‘A complex plant,’ I murmured soberly. ‘What happens to the scent when the moon is not full, or if it is darkmoon?’
‘It doesn’t . . .’ Dragon began, then she stopped and pointed. ‘Look.’
I looked to see a building through the cacti that reminded me of the Taillard Observatory into whose stone floor Jacob had carved a message for Hannah, telling her he was bound for Pellmar Quadrants. Like that building, this one glowed white as the cacti flowers, and had a domed roof that seemed a curved extension of the walls, although it was a much smaller building – in truth not much bigger than a hut.
‘The Hub,’ Dragon said. ‘You won’t see the doorway until we get nearer.’
We continued along the path, which looped widely around the Hub, and I saw the slot-like roof window Ana had described. I noted too, that, just as Swallow had said, there were no visible joins or seams. And even if there had been a secret door, what use would it be when all it would lead to was the silent, bristling cacti forest on all sides? I saw that my theory of Tumen creeping secretly through the cacti to the Hub was completely impractical, given how closely the plants grew. In some places plants were meshed together, and there would be no getting through them without a knife. If the Tumen approached the Hub in this way, their passage would have been evident, even if they remained safe from the cacti’s perfumed wiles and poisons in their shining suits.
The doorway to the Hub turned out to be a simple rectangular opening one step up from ground level. There was nothing but darkness visible within. I asked Dragon about this and she said there was no light inside because anything but natural light hurt the cacti. This was obviously another incentive for the Speci to visit the Hub in the morning or at dusk to see if their prayers had been answered, for at night, it would be harder to see, save when the moon was full, and then, the cacti flowers were at their most dangerous.
Approaching the door, I saw the walls of the Hub were thick but not so thick as to conceal a tunnel or a hidden chamber where one of the Tumen might hide if surprised by a Speci, unlike the wall surrounding the black city on Herder Isle. Nor were there any visible joins.
Dragon entered and was swallowed by the darkness. Entering after her, I could sense her standing to my right, but I stopped to wait for my eyes to adjust. It was not true dusk yet and after a moment, the light falling through the roof window enabled me to see that there was nothing in the Hub save an enormous block of pale stone directly beneath the roof window – the altar where I had been laid out by the Tumen, I thought, remembering the stabbing brightness of the light when I had opened my eyes for the first time. It was a stone monolith that could not have been lifted by a dozen strong men.
I felt all over the top and sides of it and around the base, confirming for myself that it was definitely a solid block of stone, but unlike the stone that formed the Hub, the walls of which were smooth as a pebble from a stream, the altar was rough, cold and slightly greasy to the touch. I felt my way around the inside of the Hub, reaching up as high as I could to search for niches. There were none. It truly seemed that the Hub had been cut from a single block of stone. Certainly there was no secret way the Tumen could have entered, and nowhere to hide within it, save cloaked in darkness. But the hours the Speci came to the Hub were limited by a number of things, and I thought the Tumen would have plenty of opportunity to enter Habitat somewhere else, make their way along the path to the Hub, and then depart.
The question was, where did the Tumen enter Habitat?
Obviously they would not enter the common area or the crops or the burying ground, since they would have to pass through the inhabited huts and public areas in order to get to the Hub. The logical and safest means for the Tumen to enter the Hub would be through an entrance hidden in the wall somewhere around the cacti forest. It would have to be at a place where the path was accessible, unless there was a hidden path. But there was another possibility.
‘Does the path go on past the Hub?’ I asked.
‘It does,’ Dragon confirmed, her voice echoing slightly. ‘It goes to the cacti drying racks and the vats for boiling the needles. Then it goes around the wall after that, past all the rows of huts on the other side until it comes to the healing hut. But it is little used because it is almost double the distance you travel by going the main way from the common to the Hub.’
‘The other end comes out close to the healing hut and that’s near where the Committee meet?’ I asked, silently daring my listeners to make of that what they would.
Dragon frowned but she answered lightly, ‘It does, but the Committee generally don’t use it. It is the Speci who bring the cacti produce to the storage huts who mostly use it.’
Mostly, I thought.
I lingered a little longer inside the Hub, then asked if we could go and look at the drying racks. Dragon said regretfully that this would take another hour and she was to meet Tash at the bathing hut.
It seemed to take less time to retrace our steps. I was careful to follow close behind when the path narrowed, for it was harder and harder to see in the long thickening shadows of the bristling cacti. I was breathing through my mouth, but I thought the air tasted as foul as it smelled and marvelled that Swallow had kept vigil in its midst. I wondered why the path had not been made a uniform width, especially given the Beforetimers’ love of conformity. No doubt there was a reason behind it and every bend in the path, for it was beginning to seem to me that there was nothing in Habitat that existed incidentally.
‘I thought Tash was sick,’ I murmured when the path widened enough for us to walk side by side again. ‘I thought that was why Balboa came this afternoon.’
Dragon gave me a troubled look and I cursed myself for suggesting that Tash might have lied. I realised, too, that I might have asked Dragon what ailed the Speci girl when I had the chance the previous night. Now she said, ‘She took her solitary time.’ I glanced at her and she added, ‘Every Speci has the right to a free day for every week of work, and two hours of that must be solitary time. Tash usually walks to the wall through the crops.’
‘I must have got muddled,’ I said vaguely, wondering why Tash had not mentioned that she would not come when we parted the day before. Mayhap she had simply forgotten. When the distant lights of the common began to show through the looming cacti, I thanked Dragon for showing me the Hub and said I hoped to visit the burying field the next day. That gave her pause but she only said she would mention it to Tash. We parted when we reached the path leading to my hut.
‘You should ask one of the Committee if you can come to eat in the common rooms,’ she said.
I told her I intended to, when next one of the Committee members visited me. Then I bade her farewell and made my way along the blue-lit path to my hut. My feet were sore and I slipped off my sandals with relief and washed my dusty feet. The basket of food Dragon had left sat where I had put it earlier, but knowing it would contain more of the peculiar Habitat fare, I sighed, and left it where it was, wondering how much more of it I could endure. Then I noticed the bowl of plums. They were dusty but I was too lazy to rinse them. I brushed away the dust from one and bit into it. To my delight it was deliciously tart and very juicy. I ate it and then another greedily, wondering why, when the Speci had such fruit, they were not inspired to make their food tastier. Finally, I carried the bowl with me to the front step and sat down, deciding they would be my nightmeal. Gazing up at the stars, I ate another and then another until the bowl was empty. The taste left by the plums was slightly bitter, and belatedly, going inside to wash the stickiness from my fingers, I hoped there was nothing poisonous in the dirt.
After a half hour and many mugs of water, the bitterness had grown so strong that I was near to gagging. In desperation I washed my teeth, but in the midst of this, I became terribly dizzy. I staggered towards the bed, but my legs gave out before I could reach it and I slithered helplessly to the floor. I banged my chin hard, for I was unable even to lift a hand to break my fall. For one second I lay still, my mouth full of wretched bitterness, and then my senses went mad. I saw flashes of colour and each flash was like a blow. I felt I was falling and then floating, and then it seemed to me I was being torn apart by opposing forces. Dimly I sensed my arms and legs were twitching.
The plums, I thought, but the thought was a leaf in the wind and went spinning away.
I fell like a stone through the layers of my mind, my will as numb as my limbs. I thought I had used up the residue of dark spirit power left in my mind to wake myself from the profound sleep generated by the cryopod, but I could still feel it. Wondering if enough remained for me to draw on it to free my will from the plum drug, I envisaged the dark sword as I had done before. There was not a trace of the dark spirit power in my mind, as I had feared, but the sword quickened and I felt it draw effortlessly on the deep pool of spirit-strength at my core. The heavy numbness of the plums slid off me as lightly and easily as water from the feathers of a duck, and my will was my own again. Immediately I slowed my descent, thinking again, the plums. They must have been drugged or they were themselves a drug. But who would drug me in such a way, and to what end?
A dark thought: what if the Tumen had sent a message to one of the Committee to drug me because I had revealed myself a Misfit when I tried to reach out to Ahmedri? Or because the Tumen who had attended me had told the others I was pretending to be simple and they wanted to find out why? Or, had they made up their minds to drug me and try again to submit me to the cryopod to get the additional information they wanted?
I had been drifting downward, and now the tug of the mindstream interrupted my speculations. I saw it below me, beautiful and swift and utterly strange. My awareness of it seemed unusually strong, the result no doubt of the dark spirit power focused in the sword, for it must surely have some kinship with the silvery spirit-matter of the mindstream.
Almost as if my attention was a summoning, a pale tendril rose from the mindstream and made its way purposefully towards me. I gathered my wits, caught hold of it and willed myself to rise, drawing the silvery thread with me, up through the layers of my mind. When I reached consciousness, I felt the full force of the drug, but although my body was entirely in its grip, my will was free and I might have cleansed it from my body. However, since my body could heal itself of whatever damage the drug had inflicted or was inflicting, I left it to its own devices and let my mind rise above consciousness, drawing the silvery tendril after me. I allowed it to spill out into a shapeless spirit-form and let my will flow into the spirit-form along the tendril connecting us.
I opened my spirit-eyes and looked about the hut, though look was not the right word, any more than up or down described what a spirit does. But I had no other way to think about the movements of will and spirit. I could feel a pulse of power at my hip where the black sword would hang if I rose to the dreamtrails and took on a proper spirit-form; it strengthened and steadied me. I looked down at my body, now a dull, dark shape still shuddering and trembling, a pale froth of foam at its lips, and felt nothing. The idea of leaving it behind did not seem so very terrible.
Looking around, I noted the brown shapes of the lifeless matter that were the bed and table and walls of the room, but the light coming through the door and window slats was a dazzling wondrous stream of gold and white with blue streaks shooting through it like swift fish. Rather than directing the spirit-form back down into my mind, I floated to the light and flowed outside through it, into the open air.
The sky was white and yellow above the dark earth and shadowy brown humps of the huts. I saw the dark, lifeless shape of the wall about Habitat and knew that whatever devices protected it, it could not contain or constrain my spirit-form. I flew towards it and over it, effortlessly. For a moment I was confused, for as I passed over it the wall seemed to vanish, but the joy of being free made it hard to think. I soared over a low huddle of buildings. It was hard to discern the details of physical form when I was in spirit-form, but certainly none of the buildings were scrapers. Of course, they might be the remnants of a Beforetime city, the higher buildings having crumbled long ago back to earth, but there were not many of them. If the Tumen dwelt in the buildings, their numbers must be small, far too small to listen to everything that was said in Habitat.
I flew low over the buildings, searching the streets between them for signs of life, to no avail. Given the hour, the Tumen might be abed, or at least inside, so I entered one of the buildings, thinking to do a rough count of the inhabitants of the settlement. I found no sign of life save the occasional flourishing aura of some little plant, or a bright red patch on a wall that I guessed to be some sort of vigorous lichen. Increasingly puzzled, I went through building after building and did eventually find some life: small lizards and a curious, scuttling crab-like creature with enormous pincers that glowed purple with spirit energy. I did not know what the purple colour signified but I could guess it was something defensive, for it raised them when I came near. Like most beasts the tiny creatures must possess the power to engage their spirit-eyes even when they were awake. On another occasion, I would have found that fascinating, but now, I needed to understand the emptiness of the settlement.
The obvious answer was that the Tumen dwelt elsewhere, watching and listening from afar, and only visiting Habitat to bring things requested by wish-prayer or, occasionally, a new Speci to be resurrected.
I made another thorough pass of the buildings without seeing the aura of a single person, nor of any animal, large or small. Obviously this was not where Maruman had been prowling in the dream vision of the old cat I had experienced while I was in the cryopod, given the smallness of the settlement and the lack of scrapers, so there was no point in seeking him. But the thought of him made me think of Ahmedri and wonder if he had managed to track us to Habitat. Of course, if he had, there was a strong possibility that one of the Tumen might have taken him captive, too, but seeing he would have realised we had been taken, he was likely to have been wary. In that case, rather than being within the settlement, he would have stayed away from it, but close enough to see it. With this in mind, I moved beyond the buildings into the undulant surrounding terrain.
I had spirit-travelled enough to be able to recognise form hidden within the glowing flows of colour visible on the dreamtrails, so I knew the barren grey land I was passing over was desert. Habitat was obviously somewhere in the white desert that surrounded Pellmar Quadrants, but I could find no sign of the tribesman nor of Darga or the horses. It might be that Ahmedri had tracked the Tumen as far as Pellmar Quadrants, but had yet to locate Habitat.
I could only hope that he had collected our packs and other belongings before coming after us, for among them were the memory seed and the stone sword left for me in the Sadorian Earthtemple by Cassy. If he had bought them and had been captured, they were likely to be somewhere within Pellmar Quadrants and I would have to find them, which would make our escape even more complicated. But better that than that the things I needed for my quest had been left in the desert for months, to be covered over by sand. I clung to the thought that Atthis would have foreseen if I was going to lose them, and found some way to ensure I kept them. I still had no idea who I was meant to deliver the stone sword to, but it must connect to my quest in some important way else Cassy would not have gone to such trouble to get it to me.
Then I experienced a terrible realisation. The armsman could not have the memory seed because I had carried it on me, buttoned into a waxed pocket of my trews! Sickened with dismay, I thought of waking in the hut clad in next to nothing. The only hope was that Ana or Dragon had removed my old clothes; they would certainly have kept them and all they contained safe. I would ask Dragon the first moment I got the chance, because it would fit my simpleton persona to worry about something as insignificant as a piece of clothing. Then I remembered that I had been all but naked when I had woken in the cryopod, for I had felt the restraining bands running over my bare flesh. That meant my clothes must have been removed in Pellmar Quadrants, in the Galon Institute. Would the Tumen have kept them? I prayed so, but I did not want to dwell on the possibility that the seed might be lost, let alone the seed and the sword, so I forced myself to concentrate on the buildings and the roads between them, wondering if I could use them to work out in which direction Pellmar Quadrants lay. If I could find a road that led decisively out of the settlement, I would simply follow it. There must be a road since there been considerable traffic over time between Pellmar Quadrants and Habitat, by all accounts, for how else should the Tumen come to bring things and Speci to Habitat? I did find several tracks and trails leading out of the settlement in different directions, but all of them were swallowed by dunes just beyond the settlement.
I began to make sweeping arcs out into the open desert, searching for something that would suggest the direction of another settlement. I found nothing but endless dunes. At length I ceased striving, accepting that without a clue to narrow the possibilities, there was little likelihood of finding Pellmar Quadrants by chance.
I considered again the small settlement adjacent to Habitat – might that be Pellmar Quadrants? The trouble was that my senses told me it was uninhabited and it would make no sense for the Tumen to live somewhere other than where they worked.
So far I had been unable to find any sign of them. At least I would be able to assure the others there was no one directly outside Habitat waiting to stop us if we did find a way out.
Some impulse prompted me to cease circling and fly directly out into the desert. I obeyed it, marvelling at the contrast between the pallid lifelessness of the dunes, and the blazing golden storm of light that was the sky, and yet both were without life. I suddenly came to a great swirl of colour in the sand, which faded the moment I tried to draw closer. I flew on, over another and another mysterious swirl of brightness, which retreated whenever I approached. If it had been water I was flying over, I would have said the swirls were fish, sinking deeper when I loomed over the surface.
I came to a pool of water with a vivid blue and violet aura, and when I slowed to hover over it, I was amazed to see how it seethed with red spirits that flitted and swarmed like tiny schools of agitated fish. I wondered how so much life came to be there in the midst of that vast and desolate desert.
Then suddenly I was flying over another settlement!
I felt sure this was Pellmar Quadrants, until I realised it was not much larger than the settlement alongside Habitat, and though it had high scrapers, they were few and not terribly high, and once again I could not find any sign of life! The most striking thing was that there was a link of some sort running away from the settlement. Full of curiosity now, I followed it to a third settlement. This was about double the size of the previous settlement, but it lacked scrapers and it was also devoid of life.
For some reason, this made me think with unease of my poor abandoned body lying sprawled on the floor of my hut. I had considered the idea that someone might have drugged me in order to harm me, and had all but dismissed it, but now I wondered at my stupidity in leaving my body helpless and undefended, because what other reason could there be for drugging someone save to do them harm? I had gone far in spirit so it took some time to return to my flesh, but when I was once more hovering over my body, I was relieved to find the pulse of life beat as strongly as ever. In truth I felt puzzled at the strength of the sudden urgent fear that had driven me back to my body in such haste.
Suddenly I caught myself thinking of the high strange realm where Straaka had waited to deliver a message to me from the merged spirit of the oldOnes. He had promised to try to rouse Miryum’s sleeping spirit to see if he could get more information from her about where she was and what had happened to her, only many months had passed since our last encounter, and despite time passing differently on the dreamtrails, he must wonder what had happened to me. Unless the oldOnes informed him that I had been trapped in a sleep like Miryum’s. It might be that he had succeeded in his promise to try to wake Miryum’s spirit and learn more about where she was, if only I could rise up to where he could reach me. But it might also be that I could ask him to seek out the Agyllians to discover how I was to break free of Habitat. Then it struck me that perhaps the memory of visiting Straaka had been planted in my mind by the oldOnes, because once again there was something they wanted to speak to me about and they could not use Maruman as they had done before. They might even be responsible for the urgency of the sudden fear that had sent me flying back to my unconscious flesh!
Eagerly, I willed myself above consciousness and rose up until my spirit-form began to gather substance. Then I felt the full weight of the black sword at my hip. It had become as familiar to me as the weight of my spirit-wings. Between them, they balanced me, I thought lightly, then wondered if that was not a deeper thought than it seemed. But now was not the time to ponder such things. Inattention in the spirit realms could lead to my being caught up in a time-consuming dream of past or future. I unfurled my wings and beat them to increase the speed of my ascent, and so came to the outer edge of the high realm of merging colour where I had first encountered Straaka’s ephemeral spirit-form. The dead tribesman had looked exactly as he had done in life because he had no connection to the physical form that had once contained his life. For Straaka there was only his spirit-form, and it was the whole of him.
I thought of Ariel and the ravenous madness that had been his unconscious spirit hunting mine the last time I had come to these heights. Atthis had warned me against travelling the dreamtrails, saying the Destroyer was seeking me there, but I had not imagined anything would be able to reach me in that strange high realm of melting colour. But he had found me there and had pursued me with such savagery that he would have destroyed me if not for the fiery, fused, red and purple spirit-form of Gavyn and Rasial.
Yet so many months had passed while I lay unconscious and unreachable in the cryopod that Ariel must surely have forgotten about me. At least it was hard to believe he would still be roving the dreamtrails seeking me urgently minute by minute.
My doubts had slowed my ascent, and with a thrill of fear, I became aware that I was losing cohesion. I concentrated on the black sword, and felt my spirit-form solidify, harden, gain substance. Imagining myself holding it, I grasped the hilt of the sword with my mind as much as my spirit-hand, and again, willed myself higher. As I floated upward, my thoughts drifted. I remembered the first time Maruman had shown me how to create and transfer my consciousness to a spirit-form. How clumsy I had been, and how difficult I had found it to move once I had achieved that form. My ease and ability to manage my spirit-form on the dreamtrails had grown gradually over the years, but I had learned far more quickly to negotiate the high realm of merging colour. The first time I had found it difficult to hold my form and I had needed Straaka’s guidance to create an anchoring vision. Now I needed nothing more than the black sword.
Not for the first time, I wondered if drawing on the dark spirit power it represented and focused, while awake, had been a misuse of spirit power. Yet it was hard to see it as wrong when I had saved Rushton and myself by using it to strike at Alexi. And what did it mean that Jes had struck out at soldierguards at Beldon long ago, using the same killing power, from Rosamund’s account. If it was wrong, then it might be a wrongness in our blood. Or maybe it was only something that came about as the result of extraordinary need. Gavyn had merged his spirit with Rasial’s and the wolves had originally judged the merging of Rasial’s and Gavyn’s spirits as najulk, meaning unnatural and wrong, but after the boy had saved all of us in the graag, they had changed their attitude, seeing the spiritmerge as they saw Maruman – as something unnatural born to serve an extraordinary purpose.
Hearing the drifting, ethereal music that marked the upper region of the realm of merging colour, I disciplined my mind to focus on my ascent and on the black sword, for I could feel how the sound wanted to draw me in, absorb me. Combined with the warm, melting allure of the shifting colours, a moment of inattention would be all it would take for my spirit-form to lose cohesion. I knew instinctively that this would mean death.
Then I saw Miryum, or the ravishing warrior shape her spirit had taken.
The coercer’s spirit-form was floating horizontally, just as it had done the last time I had seen her, but the eerie blue glow given off by her flesh was stronger. I had thought the blue glow might be the result of deepsleep, and I lifted my own hand to see that it no longer glowed. So the blue glow was the spiritual reflection of deepsleep, but did its intensification mean Miryum was falling more deeply asleep?
I felt suddenly frightened, for I had thought she was in a stable state, and that I could take as long as I needed to find and wake her. For the first time, I wondered if she could fall into a sleep so profound that she would become unreachable, her spirit and Straaka’s trapped forever.
I looked around but there was no sign of Straaka’s spirit-form. This was strange since he had been trapped at this level by her sleep. Was it possible he had found some way to separate his spirit from hers? The overguardian of the Earthtemple had told Straaka that I would wake her, but maybe in the months I had slept, the tribe had found some way to release him. I could not imagine him abandoning her, but perhaps it had not been willingly done.
I reached through the blue glow to touch the coercer. She felt quite solid, which startled me in that strange realm where things did not hold their form, but she was ice cold. It was like touching a statue that had stood in the winter snow for days on end, and when I took my hand away, my fingertips burned. I reached out again and tried to shake her but this was as effective as shaking a statue.
I stared down into her sleeping face, trying to think how I might wake her. Then a memory came to me of Rushton lying in the red-tinged darkness in the Beforetime complex under Ariel’s residence. While he was unconscious and hurt, I had entered his mind, and in the great silent space inside him that was the manifestation of his Misfit Talent, I had found his brutalised spirit-form. I had entered it and there at last I had found his essence.
Without stopping to consider what I was doing, I dived into Miryum’s spirit-form. For one second I thought I might simply crack against this stony impenetrable Miryum. But my will had been to enter her spirit and, armoured by the dark spirit power, I did exactly that, only to find she was not stone within but a tempest of wild winds and flying debris. It was such a shocking contrast to the stillness of her spirit-form that I forgot to defend myself, and in seconds I was tumbled into the ferocious heart of the wildness. It was painful and shocking, and to my horror, I felt my spirit-form beginning to lose its shape. A spear of pure terror pierced me at the thought of being lost inside the churning spirit of a person who might sleep forever.
‘Miryum, where are you?’ I whispered desperately.




Without any sense of transition, I was on my hands and knees on a black plain in the midst of a dust storm. My body felt strangely unfamiliar and I was trying to stand when I heard a cry. I looked up to see Miryum standing some distance away at the edge of a drop, looking down into the distance. The wind was blowing so hard that dark earth was being lifted up to fly in black clouds beyond her. There was no source of light, and yet light similar to the strange non-light of the dreamtrails shone on her.
Unable to stand, I crawled closer and was startled to find how easily and lightly I could move in this way. As I approached Miryum she turned to glance at me, and I realised that she was neither the sturdy coercer-knight I remembered from Obernewtyn, nor the eerily serene sleeping warrior queen in her shining armour. This Miryum was a voluptuous giantess with long black tresses that rippled in the wind, save where they were bound close to her head under a filigree cap of gold with small wings fashioned to rise from each temple. She wore a short tunic of shimmering gold belted at the waist, and her arms and legs and feet were bare.
When she turned to look down at me, her eyes shone gold with flecks of orange fire. ‘Who sent you?’ she roared. Her voice hurt my ears. She had a golden dagger in each hand and now she lifted them.
I bared my teeth, determined to defend myself, knowing that I could be harmed or killed on the dreamtrails. My hands felt strange. I glanced down and was amazed to see that it was a black cat’s paw. Was I a cat then? That would explain why Miryum looked like a giantess. But when I looked back over my shoulder, I saw that I had a pelt of cream running to black at the tail and the paws. The tail snaked back and forth and I was fascinated to discover that it was an extension of my emotions. This shape change was not my doing, therefore it must be Miryum’s. Obviously the dreamer had power over the dream even to the extent of being able to choose the form of those who invaded the dream. So had Rushton’s mind transformed me into Elspeth the goddess, and Dragon had turned Rushton into a wounded bear.
I looked up at the looming giantess, drawing on the dark spirit-strength and hoping she would allow the form I was in to speak.
‘Don’t you know me, Miryum?’ I asked.
The coercer’s eyes widened in shock. ‘What sort of trick is this?’ she demanded. Then her eyes narrowed. ‘Are you a messenger from the foul sorcerer who has enchanted my beloved, dooming him to sleep forever in a glass case which cannot be broken? Did he give you a human voice and send you to taunt me?’
I blinked, trying to make sense of her gibberish.
Inside Rushton’s spirit-form I had discovered a dream world where reality and fantasy merged seamlessly, and it had been the same with Dragon, only unlike Rushton, she had not retained any awareness of herself, nor had she had any idea that she was dreaming. Indeed, the dream, born of her need to come to terms with the murder of her mother, had translated the real world into a vivid alternative reality in which the truth was hidden inside fantastical forms. It must be the same with Miryum. In her invented reality, it was not Miryum locked in endless asleep but Straaka, and in a sense the dream was true. According to Straaka, the coercer could not unbind the link between them until she woke. But who was the sorcerer?
Miryum’s eyes had become wrathful and I realised that if I was not careful she would cast me as a villain.
‘I have been sent to help you,’ I told her firmly, hoping her subconscious would remember my voice and enable her to accept me as an ally.
‘How can you help me?’ Miryum demanded now. ‘You are not even human. Speak swiftly, beast, or die.’ She lifted the twin daggers.
‘I was sent to help you defeat the sorcerer,’ I said quickly.
‘Who sent you?’ she demanded.
‘You know who sent me,’ I insisted, praying that Miryum would supply her own answer.
‘The blind Guanette bird?’ she asked uncertainly, after a long moment.
That gave me a shock, for Guanette was the name Landfolk gave to Agyllian birds. Then I remembered that the Agyllians had always used Maruman’s damaged mind because they had been able to reach him more easily. Perhaps it was the same with Miryum. I had to force myself to ask with calm certainty, ‘Did she not speak to you of me?’
Miryum looked confused and finally she said, ‘She told me help would come. That I must wait for . . . for . . .’ Her words trailed off and I guessed that she was trying to fit whatever Atthis had told her into her imagined world.
‘We must be careful. Where is the sorcerer?’ I asked quickly, knowing that Miryum had always been more comfortable with action than talk, knowing that if the dream collapsed without the coercer realising the truth, it would simply begin again.
‘Come,’ she said, and lowering her hands, she slid the twin daggers deftly into her belt and set off at a run. I followed, relishing the sinuous strength and agility of the cat form, which moved in a way that was completely different to the way a human moved. The snaking tail seemed to offer both a counterbalance and a sort of commentary, and I wondered if that was how it was for real cats, for how should Miryum know so much about what it was to be a cat? Unless I absorbed the knowledge during all the times Maruman’s mind had overlapped mine and Miryum had simply used my knowledge to shape me? But maybe the shape was actually something that I had taken spontaneously, after all, I had been thinking about Maruman, and Rushton’s spirit had taken its bear form even when he was not inside Dragon’s coma dream.
‘Gnawing!’ I scolded myself.
Then I saw buildings ahead, half visible under the swirling clouds of dust. I realised that this was what Miryum had been looking down on. The buildings looked to me like a chaotic amalgamation of a Beforetime city and the buildings at Obernewtyn. Interestingly, they gave off the same bluish glow as Miryum’s spirit-form, but what did that signify? Miryum stopped and crouched down, squinting against the wind and the sand. I flattened myself beside her as she pointed to a tower rising up in the midst of the settlement, topped by a peculiar onion shape. Despite its oddness, it seemed familiar and I realised I had seen something like it behind Maruman, in my dream of him in Pellmar Quadrants. Was it possible I had been wrong about him being there? Maybe he had been here, in Miryum’s dreams. Unless what Miryum had created inside her mind arose partly from glimpses she had got of Pellmar Quadrants when the Tumen had brought her here, out of her mind with fever.
Certainly Straaka had said he had seen her being brought to a city, but he had also said he was not sure how much of what he had seen in her mind had been delusion. It seemed she had seen truly at least some of the time, and that was all the more reason to wake her from this dream so that she could help me to find her, maybe even to get free of Habitat. Was it possible I thought, suddenly breathless, that this was how Miryum was connected to my quest? Was it her task to get us out of Habitat, after I had wakened her?
Miryum laid a hand on my back and I forced myself to concentrate. This might be a contorted fantasy Miryum’s mind had concocted to reflect its own confusions, but in order to wake her, I had to bring her through the dream, which meant solving the puzzle it embodied. In this case, presumably, she needed to free Straaka. Obviously the dream was largely a reflection of the coercer’s guilt at having trapped Straaka.
‘There are the sorcerer’s guards,’ she said, pointing to figures moving around a walk that circled the tower just below the bulb. There were other figures on the ground, clearly patrolling its base, and I was not surprised to see they were encased in shining silver armour and wore helmets of silver that hid their faces. These were obviously reflections of the Tumen, which told me the coercer had seen them and understood the role they had played in her predicament.
Since she had cast Straaka as the victim, she had likely put him in some version of a cryopod. Fortunately Miryum had never been subtle.
‘Where is your beloved being held?’ I asked, knowing I must work within her dream framework.
‘My lord has been taken to a dungeon under the sorcerer’s keep,’ Miryum said. Her voice sounded strange and I looked at her to see that there were tears of molten gold running unchecked down her face. It was a splendid and terrible sight. ‘It was my fault the sorcerer took him,’ she said. ‘He loved me and I spurned him. I thought him beneath me because he was only a lord. He followed me and when the sorcerer would have killed me, he offered himself in my place.’
‘He sacrificed himself for love of you,’ I said, fascinated by how intricately Miryum had turned reality on its head, yet retained the heart of truth in her imaginings. Straaka had sacrificed himself for her, and now his spirit was trapped because she was caught in deepsleep.
‘There is the sorcerer!’ Miryum hissed, pointing towards the keep.
I turned to see who Miryum had cast as her enemy: a powerful-looking man with close-cropped grey hair above a billowing grey cloak, striding along the battlements. He was too far away to see clearly, and yet there was something familiar about him. I watched until he came close enough for me to recognise him, and drew in a breath of shock and loathing.
‘Malik,’ I snarled, remembering how those merciless grey eyes had bored into me as the rebel leader had beaten me and then put a knife to my eye.
Miryum looked at me. ‘I do not know the sorcerer’s name but he is evil.’
I hissed softly, thinking what a perfect person she had chosen to play the villain, for it was Malik’s treachery that had resulted in Straaka’s death. My own loathing of the renegade rebel caused my tail to lash and my fur to fizz and stand on end, but I asked, ‘Is there a way into the part of the keep where your beloved is being held?’
‘We must wait until the sorcerer leaves,’ Miryum said, and she sat down cross-legged on the dark earth, keeping her eyes on the tower. I stretched beside her on my belly and she rested a hand on my head. I was startled to feel a purr rumble deep in my throat. ‘Tell me how much the bird told you,’ I said carefully.
‘She said that I must break the sleep that imprisoned me,’ Miryum said. ‘I told her it was my beloved who was caught in an enchanted sleep. I asked if she could help me but she said she had no power any more. I begged her, saying I would do anything to save my beloved from the sorcerer who held him captive. At last she said one would come to help me vanquish the sorcerer.’ She looked at me. ‘Then you came and knew his name. Did the bird send you?’
‘I have come to help you,’ I said, then felt movement as a tingling in the end of my whiskers and turned to see the sorcerer Malik lift his arms and fly into pieces and the pieces were all dark birds, a shrieking keening flock that spiralled into the roiling black sand clouds. Only as they passed in a black swarm overhead, did I see that they were not birds but rhenlings – the mutated winged rats that dwelt in the graag.
‘Now,’ Miryum said abruptly, rising to her feet and sprinting towards the sorcerer’s keep. I followed, flowing after her effortlessly, but just before she reached the gate, she turned to run around the outside, not stopping until she came to a small free-standing building half the size of the sleeping hut I had been given in Habitat. There was a Beforetime symbol on its closed metal door that I had seen before: a black circle inset with three yellow triangles almost touching at one point. I did not know what it signified other than that it was some sort of warning, but Miryum pressed her hand against it and the door responded by swinging open. One step inside was a metal door with a seam down the centre. I recognised this as an elevating chamber, and realised Miryum meant to bring me to some subterranean place.
That fitted with what the Tumen had told me of the Galon Institute, and this, along with the Beforetime symbol on the door, told me that, as I had hoped, Miryum had awakened as she was being brought into Pellmar Quadrants and then to the Galon Institute, and now she was using what she remembered in the construction of her dream realm.
The coercer moved towards the door, which immediately split open along the seam. But instead of an elevating chamber, as I had expected, there was only an empty shaft beyond, going down into shadow.
‘Come,’ Miryum said calmly and held out her arms. Steeling myself, I leapt into them. Judging by her arms, I was more the size of a dog than a cat, but Miryum had no difficulty in holding me. She was as powerful in her dreams as in life, and as brave, for she carried me unhesitatingly to the empty shaft. Even though I knew it was a dream, my heart began to pound, for I realised with dismay what she intended to do.
And she did it. She leapt into the shaft. I would have screamed but my feline form simply flattened its ears and dug in its claws. We dropped down into the darkness but not as swiftly as we would have done in reality, or maybe my cat senses read it more clearly than my human senses would have done. And my physical form was not disorientated by the fall, as my human body would have been, so that I was ready when Miryum landed heavily with a grunt. Unhurt and unfazed, she straightened, and I leapt from her arms to the ground. I then had to stop and groom my ears and whiskers to attune them to this new space. Miryum had set off immediately, without waiting for me, and I finished my wash composedly, despite feeling anxious about losing her, then followed, realising I could smell her scent quite clearly, even though she was out of sight.
The passage I was walking along and the one into which it flowed, where I could again see Miryum striding ahead, were white, as so many of the passages in Beforetime buildings seemed to be. That meant these passages might also come from Miryum’s memories of Pellmar Quadrants or the Galon Institute. There were no overhead lights, but the hall had a bluish glow. We came to a door and Miryum opened it without hesitation.
Beyond lay absolute blackness but Miryum stepped into it. I followed, having caught up with her, but could see nothing, although I could tell that we had entered a narrow hall. Somehow this information came to me through my whiskers.
‘We must be careful and quiet,’ Miryum warned. I heard her begin to descend steps, found them and flowed after her, making no sound with my velveted paws. At the bottom of the steps was another passage. Miryum suddenly slowed, walking very quietly on her bare feet. I ghosted along in her wake, noticing that there was light ahead. Then I saw that a section of the passage wall on the left was transparent. Beyond the glass was a lighted room full of computermachines and other Beforetime devices. Two metallic guards were talking to one another, but I could hear nothing of their conversation and they showed no awareness of us passing, which made me wonder if they could see the tunnel.
As we passed them, I saw what the two guards were doing, and was sickened.
One was bizarrely feeding a thin cord down the throat of the other. It was so queer and horrible to behold that I knew it could only be dream gibberish. We passed out of sight of the lit room without either of the guards noticing us and came to the end of the passage. Before us lay a vast room full of coffin-like metal cases with rounded ends, each resting atop a low plinth. On closer examination I saw that each case had a metal plate at the top with a keyhole in it.
‘Your beloved is in one of these?’ I asked, wondering if this was the true appearance of the cryopods. My own memories of being inside one would fit into this shape.
Miryum nodded, and again golden tears streaked her face. ‘But I do not know which he is in, and even if I did know, I do not have the key to open it.’
‘Perhaps the sorcerer has the key,’ I said, trying to prompt her imagination.
But she shook her head. ‘The Guanette bird said the key was not where it was supposed to be,’ Miryum said, looking puzzled and uneasy. ‘I do not know what that means.’
‘Did the bird say anything else?’ I asked, certain the key Atthis had referred to was Cassandra’s key, which was not at Obernewtyn where it was meant to be. Miryum might have got it confused, for I could see no sense in locking a cryopod. ‘It said the blind prince will waken the sleeper,’ Miryum said dreamily.
I stared at her. Miky and Angina had once made a story song in which a princess had fallen into an enchanted sleep and would not wake until a blind prince had come to find her. One moon fair the empath musicians had created an illusion to accompany the song and in tribute to their master, they had given the blind prince Dameon’s features. Was it possible that Miryum was drawing on her memory of that occasion? Or was she saying that Dameon would find her, for of course Straaka was not the true sleeper.
‘You are fading,’ Miryum said, despair filling her gold-flecked eyes. ‘You must help me to save him.’
I realised she was right, as I felt the pull of my flesh. Even thinking of the black sword did not arrest my descent.
‘I will return!’ I promised.
Then I was hovering over Miryum’s sleeping form, with its icy glow. I reached out to her but again I felt the distinct pull of flesh and at once my spirit-form began to drop through the floating colour and ethereal music, down and down past the dreamtrails, and into my body.
Then I was dreaming of Maruman stalking along the edge of a deserted Beforetime city, his eyes bright and his movements so light and glidingly graceful that he might have been a mottled shadow ghosting across the white sand drifts that lay across a dark cracked road. I could vividly imagine how he felt moving in that way, the sinuous flow of him that no human form could emulate. He stopped by an opening in the side of one of the buildings where wide flat steps went down into inky blackness, his back arched slightly, the tip of his tail twitching, his ragged ears cocked in a way that told me he was listening intently.
Then he gave a soft, yowling growl that made my hair stand up on end.
I heard a voice calling my name, soft hands shaking me, and woke, blinking in the darkness.
It was dark and I was lying on something very hard, my body cold and stiff, my head aching.
‘Elspeth! Thank God!’ a voice said. It was Tash and she helped me to sit and then stand, urging me to rest on the bed and bringing me water. I felt my forehead gingerly and discovered a sizeable bump where my head had hit the floor.
‘What happened?’ she asked anxiously, pressing a mug into my hands. I drank from it to give myself time to think as she moved about, and then light glowed out from the small lantern. She set it on the table beside me and, bringing one of the stools, sat opposite me. ‘What happened?’ she asked again.
I did not want to say someone had drugged me, knowing the Tumen must be listening. Besides if I told Tash and she reported what I had said, as she might feel compelled to do, it would make the Speci more watchful of me. The last thing I needed was to be the centre of some sort of controversy when I wanted to dig up a grave and plan an escape.
‘I just tripped and hit my head on the floor,’ I said lightly.
‘You must have been here since last night, for you are still dressed! The walk to the Hub was too much,’ Tash said, wringing her hands in distress.
‘It was an accident.’
‘When was this?’ Tash asked.
I drank the rest of the water in the glass and asked for more. I was terribly thirsty but I needed time to think. I had no intention of telling the girl I had been lying on the floor most of the night for she was bound to insist on reporting it.
‘I got dressed and then I fell. I only blacked out for a minute,’ I said.
She looked relieved, though she said, ‘I was worried because it was hard to wake you. You have a terrible bump.’
‘Yes,’ I said ruefully, fingering the lump and wincing. In fact I did not regret what had happened, for while the Hub had proven fruitless, my journey on the dreamtrails had been anything but and it would not have come about if I had not been drugged. In truth, that journey and its revelations were worth every bit of discomfort I now felt, for I had no doubt that I had visited Miryum, sleeping in her cryopod, and that if I could return, I would be able to find some way to wake her. Once woken, she would be able to help us break free of Habitat. Or she would have something to tell me that would enable us to escape from Habitat and the Tumen and rescue her. Certainly the overguardian had told Ahmedri I was to wake her, though Atthis had foreseen Dameon finding her.
Tash said, ‘I came to collect you for your first meal in the eating hut. The Committee decided you are to begin eating your meals there today and Balboa put your name down for the second sitting. Do you feel up to it?’
‘Yes! Can I eat with you?’ I asked, affecting childlike eagerness. She shook her head regretfully, saying that she was assigned a different sitting. Before I could ask, she added that none of my friends were assigned to the second sitting either.
‘Balboa did this on purpose,’ I said, with a rush of anger.
Tash looked anxious but there was a warning note in her voice when she said, ‘Hush! Balboa can be difficult, but it is the Committee that decides these things. And there is a reason you are to attend the second sitting. That is when the Committee eats, and directly after, you are to say your pledge to them.’
I was startled but I was careful to retain my naive tone when I said, ‘I thought I would do my pledge at darkmoon.’
‘The Committee has spoken to Balboa and me, and of course some of them spoke directly to you when they were helping you learn the Covenant. They have deemed you ready to take your place as a proper Speci . . . unless . . .’ She glanced at my head.
‘I’m fine,’ I said, fingering the bump. Then I wondered if I had spoken too soon. After all, once I was a full Speci I would have less freedom if I had to work the same long hours the others worked. Then again I was not entirely fit for hard labour and I could make that clear after I had pledged. ‘What work will I do?’ I asked.
‘You will not be expected to work until after darkmoon for you are still too thin and you need to put on muscle, but you will be expected to familiarise yourself a little with all the work done by Speci so as to be ready for whatever task is assigned you. And you must learn to make your way around Habitat alone.’ I saw another flash of sadness in her face and wondered what troubled her so.
The thought of being free to explore alone was enticing, but I said, ‘Can I go and see the burying field today?’
There was a startling flash of anguish in her expression, quickly veiled, then she said, ‘It is not usually the desire of new Speci to see where they will lie at the end of life, but there is no reason you should not go there. However, it is as far as the Hub – maybe a little further – and there is no shade so you will need to cover your head and take water because the way is as dry and stony as the destination. Maybe you had better mention it to the Committee after you have pledged. They may prefer you do not go there, after your fall.’ She gestured to my forehead and I realised there was no disguising the bump from the Committee, who would want some sort of explanation. I would explain it away as I had to Tash, but I had no intention of asking about walking to the burying field since to ask was to risk refusal. Better to be scolded afterwards. But Tash was speaking again, suggesting I take someone with me. No doubt she had empathised my determination. ‘Someone who has their free time, or someone with only a half day of work. Perhaps one of your friends . . .’
‘You are my friend,’ I said, for if she accompanied me no one would question the expedition. I knew from the others that the Committee did not like seeing us cleaving to one another so closely; besides, if I could find the exact location of God’s other deaf spot, I would be able to enter her mind to see what ailed her.
To my astonishment, Tash’s eyes filled with tears, but she blinked hard, managing not to let them fall. I opened my mouth to ask what was the matter, but she saw or maybe sensed my intent and shook her head urgently. I swallowed the words and reached to take her hand and squeeze it. Her eyes filled again, but she blinked and smiled and said in a bright forced voice that she had work that would not allow a long break, and that we ought to go anyway or I would miss my sitting and my audience.
Utterly puzzled by her distress, I slid my feet into my sandals and followed her out obediently into the predawn. It was cool and my skin immediately went to gooseflesh. The early morning air was very fresh and a pleasant counterpoint to the unchanging hot, dry stillness of days in Habitat. I glanced at Tash and after a moment of thought, asked if Ana and Swallow had received permission to offer blood to God. She cast me a quick, relieved look and said they had been given permission the previous night, before the work assignments for the week had been announced.
‘They will make their offering next week, for they must learn the prayers and fast before.’
I felt a surge of impatience at being unable to go straight to the others and tell them that I thought my quest had brought us all to Habitat, but I stifled it, knowing there was nothing to be gained by fretting at what could not be altered. At least I need only tell one of the others and that one could communicate it to the rest using beast signal speech.
Yet I would have welcomed the chance to discuss my encounter with Miryum and the possibility that I had been guided by Atthis into Habitat because this was where I was to find Cassandra’s key. But that conversation would be better had after I had seen the burying ground. I had no illusion that I would be able to find Jacob’s grave marker in one visit, but still, I could assess the possibility of excavating a grave unseen. And perhaps I would be able to farseek Ahmedri, in which case I might be able to learn more about Habitat and the Tumen from him.
When we reached the common I saw a woman who looked like Balboa, which made me think of how Tash had described the young Speci woman as difficult. This confirmed my feeling that I was not the cause of her aggression. But what was the true cause of her spleen? Was it that she did not like to do certain things, such as minding new Speci? Or was it Habitat life? I could not fault her discontent if it had been roused by a life that seemed nothing but work, and much of it pointless make-work. It was a wonder to me that all of the Speci were not half mad with the tedium of their existence, which was as bland as their food. For all it was safe and comfortable and calm in Habitat, a person needed something more, or maybe something less – less accommodating, less simplified, less bland. It was the same with beasts. Living beings needed something sharper and more beautiful and demanding, in food and in life.
It occurred to me that something as dreadful as a mysterious and violent murder might actually be a welcome diversion from the stagnant placidity of life in Habitat, even if the Speci did not speak of it; perhaps especially when they did not speak of it. I could imagine them turning the knowledge of the murder in their minds like a dark jewel, mysteriously faceted and terrible, and wondered if Dameon had felt that dark secret elation from time to time.
I shivered and found my arms had gone to gooseflesh.
‘Are you well?’ Tash asked, no doubt picking up the morose tenor of my thoughts. For the thousandth time, I wished I had more control over my emotional emanations, and wondered why others who were not empaths seemed better able than I to create a barrier. Seeing her frown, I realised she was still waiting for an answer, and I assured her I was fine.
As we went on, I found myself wondering if life in Habitat was truly as placid as the Speci would have it. After all, someone had deliberately drugged me, and though I had no idea who, or what they had intended to accomplish by having me eat the plums, the plot suggested someone had emotions and intentions that were neither simple nor bland. Yet what had been the purpose of them? I doubted they had been intended to cause permanent harm or death, for I had eaten them, and other than a dryness in the mouth and a slight headache, I felt well. I did not even resent the bump on my head, for the plums had enabled me to dreamtravel and to gain insight enough into Miryum’s journey to help me locate her.
Not that the giver could have known that.
Could they?
The chambers where people ate were not joined to the kitchen as at Obernewtyn or many larger houses in the Land, but housed in a large hut joined by a passage to the cooking huts containing anterooms for the washing and storing of dishes. These were a hive of activity and all of the tables seemed to be full. It was a shock to see so many people at once, after seeing so few faces for so long. In truth, I had been unable to conceive of the three hundred or so people who were said to inhabit Habitat until now. Since this was the second sitting, a third of Habitat must already have eaten and there would be another third eating after I had finished.
Because it had only just begun to grow light, there were lanterns hanging around the walls and set on the tables, and I let my eyes roam over the faces, reminding myself that most had been born in Habitat and so knew nothing of any other life, save as tale and rumour.
‘I must not stay long,’ Tash said, ‘but I have a little time. Let me show you what is done here.’
She led me into the anteroom where the fury of dishwashing and drying reminded me unpleasantly of my early days at Obernewtyn. We did not linger, as Tash ushered me to a door leading to a large chamber of long tables where food was laid out in vats and bowls and on trays. Beyond was another door, through which I could see a short hall leading to another hut, which must house the kitchen. Tash led me to one of the tables, taking a bowl from a pile at one end, and explained that I was supposed to help myself to what I wanted, and that I should be sure to take something from every table so that I would get a full healthy meal. She handed me the bowl, still warm from the wash, and then a plate and indicated a stack of trays.
I put the plate and bowl on the tray and helped myself carefully to a dollop of the greyish porridge on one table, the least obnoxious of the selection offered based on my limited experience. As I moved to the next table, I felt myself being studied as I took two pieces of the yellow bana fruit, and looked up into the eyes of a man whose gaze immediately slid away. I continued to work my way through the tables, becoming aware that other eyes flickered towards me, rested a moment then shifted. If I met someone’s gaze, they immediately turned away. I would not have been surprised to be the cynosure of all eyes as a new resurrectee, but most of the Speci seemed entirely uninterested, or at least they pretended very effectively. And those who exhibited curiosity only seemed mildly interested.
I wondered at this. Curiosity was not listed in the Covenant as one of the undesirable traits in a Speci, nor as one of the forbidden behaviours or attitudes, but perhaps it was another of the many things covered by the multitude of unspoken rules that seemed to operate in Habitat. Or maybe it was simpler – until I was pledged, it was possible that I was a bad Speci, and no one wanted to risk associating with me until then.
When I had finished making my choices, Tash led me to a kindly woman in the dishwashing room, who inspected the food I had chosen and nodded her approval, adding only that I should take more from the first table and the last at my next meal, to enable me to gain flesh. I nodded obediently and she glanced at Tash. I was surprised to see her frown slightly. The Speci girl did not notice for she had turned away to look for a seat, which she directed me to, saying she had to go to her work now.
‘At the end of the sitting, Sikoka and the other Committee members will come and you will make your pledge,’ Tash said. ‘Do not be anxious, for you know what you are meant to know and they will not demand a word-perfect pledge from you. If you would like to linger after your meal tonight, we can go to the bathhouse together.’
‘I would like that,’ I said.
We parted with a smile, she to go outside and I to make my way to the seat she had indicated. I noticed several of the Speci watching her go, and though none of the faces were hostile, I saw several frown. I wondered what someone as sweet natured and gentle as Tash could have done to deserve such approbation. Then an alarming possibility occurred to me. Had Tash done something to give herself away as an empath? Dameon had said he had been using empathy right from the start, and no one had sent up any alarm, but the Speci girl might have used her Talent in some more obvious way. And hadn’t Dameon said Tash was beginning to realise what she was? Could that be what had been weighing her down?
I felt myself observed and forced myself to eat, schooling my expression at the odours given off by the food. It was almost incredible that not a single one of the cooked foods smelled enticing. At Obernewtyn the kitchens had always been full of delicious fragrances that made your mouth water, even when you were not hungry. It was as if there were some sort of rule in Habitat against food tasting good, but what would be the point of that? Unless it was a test or some sort of obscure punishment. This made me think of Ana saying that all of the food in Habitat was prepared according to God’s recipe book. The table I had joined was full, but other than glancing at me as I sat, the other diners did not interrupt their conversation. I was very tempted to probe one of them, but I recognised it as a temptation roused by the fact that, having used my Talents after a long period of being unable to do so, I hungered to use them again.
I ate my way doggedly through the courses, leaving the sweet bana fruit till last, deciding that I would take a good bit more of it the next meal, for it was at the last table. I had lost my skeletal thinness, but it would be just as well if I put on some flesh before we left Habitat. I had no idea how we would manage to get supplies once we were free. We would have to try to get some in Pellmar Quadrants, but that depended on what was available and how accessible it was, as well as how aggressive the Tumen were. In truth, I hoped all of them were as mild mannered as my attendant, and that, once free, I would be able to coerce their help.
Of course, that would depend upon whether they wore devices that made them impervious to Misfit Talents.
As to what we would do after leaving Pellmar Quadrants, I had no idea. Once I had Cassandra’s key, the most logical course would be to travel back to the mountains and beyond them to the coast, and find a ship that could carry us to the Red Land, if indeed that was where we were to go. I was no longer sure, but the futuretellers had dreamed of us there, together. But how would we find our way through the mountains without the wolves to guide us?
I told myself sternly that I was a fool thinking so far ahead. First I must get out of Habitat, hopefully with Cassandra’s key, and then I had to find Pellmar Quadrants, locate the stone sword and the memory seed and rescue Miryum . . . unless I was to help the coercer free herself so that she could come and rescue us from Habitat. Either way, it might be that when she woke it would be with a message to me from the oldOnes, telling me what I had to do next.
This final thought cheered me and when the bell rang, which Tash had said would mark the end of the sitting, I finished the bana fruit with pleasure, piled the dishes I had emptied back on the tray and carried it into the dishwashing room as others were doing. Setting it down, I lingered, wondering if I ought to sit down until one of the Committee members found me, then I noticed Dameon enter carrying a tray of food from the other room. I was elated to see him, until I noticed that the charmless Balboa was his companion. She was carrying her tray with one hand, and had hooked the other through his arm. She was talking with an animation that turned her sullen prettiness into something closer to beauty, and Dameon was stooping a little to listen, his face attentive. I had not taken into account that, having dwelt in Habitat for months, my companions would have formed friendships with some of the Speci, but that Dameon should have befriended this girl puzzled me mightily.
I watched her steer him solicitously to the woman checking meals, and wondered how he liked that, though I had to admit that she was certainly showing him a different face than the one she had shown me. And given that Dameon was the last person to be taken in by deception, there must be something to Balboa that I did not see. When they walked by me I hailed Dameon, being careful to offer my dullard smile. He turned towards me at once, his smile sweet and spontaneous, but Balboa’s expression soured into a glaring fury that startled me with its intensity. Whatever sweetness was in her, there was none of it in her face when she looked at me, and I wondered again why I roused such animosity in her and why Dameon seemed not to sense that animosity. Perhaps he was simply shielding himself as he so often did.
‘Elspeth! I am glad you are finally able to join us. We are sitting over here,’ he invited warmly.
‘I am not in this sitting,’ I told him, careful not to look at Balboa who I felt certain had arranged it so. ‘I have just finished eating.’
‘What a shame, and you will not see Swallow or Ana because they attended the first sitting, though not this sevenday, for they are both working on the crops and will eat all but the evening meal there.’
‘We should take our seats,’ Balboa said sulkily.
‘You go ahead, Bal,’ Dameon said easily, removing his arm firmly from her grasp. ‘I can find my way to our usual table. I want to talk to Elspeth for a moment.’ Without waiting for her response, he turned back to me and asked what I was doing next.
‘I am to make my pledge,’ I announced proudly, allowing myself to feel an urgent longing to be able to talk freely. Empaths could not exchange words or thoughts, but for an empath of Dameon’s experience, feelings could sometimes have a very clear shape. I could not speak freely, for although Balboa had withdrawn a few steps, she would still hear some of what we were saying. Nor was I entirely certain that would be safe.
Dameon must have sensed my constraint, for he merely asked, ‘Have you been assigned your first work yet?’
‘First I am to learn my way around Habitat,’ I said brightly. Balboa came suddenly closer, her face full of impatience, insisting that we were in the way standing there and the food would be spoiled. Some emotion I could not read flickered over the empath’s face. But then he smiled ruefully and said, ‘Of course we must not let such wonderful and nourishing fare go to waste.’ He allowed Balboa to lead him away, but turned back to give me a surprisingly mischievous smile.
I bit my lip to keep from laughing, though I was a little shocked too, for I had never known Dameon to use mockery. Balboa led Dameon to a table where several others welcomed him with smiles, then a gnarled hand gripped my arm. I turned to discover it was a diminutive old woman with cheeks as red as two apples, yet she was not one of the Committee. ‘Do not mind Balboa, dearie,’ she said. ‘She is a misfit, poor thing.’




‘A Misfit?’ Astonishment sharpened my tone so that the old woman’s companion, a younger woman carrying their two empty trays, looked at me with surprise. ‘What is that?’ I asked lumpishly.
The old woman said, ‘You know – the one who always wants what she cannot have. Of course she would take a fancy to yon sweet blind man of yours.’
I gaped. ‘You mean Dameon?’
She gave a cackle of laughter. ‘She has been smitten with him since she found him in the Hub like some sleeping prince, and no doubt she stole a kiss, the wicked baggage. I do not fault her for that, for he is a comely fellow. She begged to be allowed to lead him about after he woke and it was clear he had been blinded. She leads him hither and thither still, though anyone can see he has long outgrown the need of her. He is full of courtesy for he tolerates her leading and advising mind your step and do this and that as if he were a child. Of course there is no mystery in it – he is the one person in Habitat who does not see how beautiful she is, so of course she wants his attention. Any other woman would have asked outright to make the blood offering with him, but being coy, Balboa wants him to do the asking. But he does not ask and no one knows why, for clearly he likes her well enough. Then you arrive and all see how it is between you.’
‘Between us?’ I echoed, bewildered because few of the Speci had even seen Dameon and me together, wondering, too, if the old woman had not been told I was simple.
‘Anyone could see by how he reacted after you had appeared in the Hub,’ the old dame said amiably. ‘There had been some deep trouble in his heart and suddenly it was gone. He smiled and laughed easily and was full of relief. Doubtless you were to cohabit in the time before?’ There was real curiosity in the engaging old biddy’s voice and in her avid little black eyes, but the younger woman elbowed her and hissed that she went too far.
‘I am old, and God has tolerated my gossip this long, I don’t suppose I will be struck down because of it now,’ she said. But perhaps she was less defiant than she seemed, for her voice became more circumspect when she asked, ‘Isn’t it so?’
‘But we . . . I never . . .’ I stopped, feeling my cheeks redden and the old woman cackled.
‘Maybe you never, but if he has anything to do with it, you will soon enough. Seeing him speak to you, anyone can see you are precious to him, even if your head is a bit soft as they say. I have no doubt he will ask permission to offer blood with you as soon as you say your words and bad luck to pretty Balboa,’ she said.
I was about to correct her misapprehension about Dameon and me, when it struck me forcibly that he must deliberately have empathised the Speci community to believe he desired me, perhaps less as a way of protecting me from unwanted suitors as to protect himself from Balboa! And like a fool I had been about to deny him. Yet it was odd that he would need such a ploy, for he had plenty of admirers at Obernewtyn and had always managed gracefully and kindly to put them off, either with empathy as Ceirwan believed, or simply in some gentle way that left them their dignity.
I had always wondered at his withholding himself and recalled a conversation with Kella after Dameon had steered away a sweet-natured and ardent girl from his own guild. I had said it was a pity Dameon would have none of those who admired him, and she had answered that in her estimation Dameon was one of those men who would only ever love with heart and mind and body, and so he would accept no less than a woman who roused his soul at its deepest level. I had responded rather tartly that he would never know if a woman could do that unless he allowed one of his admirers to get close enough to kiss him. She had given me a queer look, and I wondered at it now, even as I had done at the time.
Dismissing the memory, I thought that at least I knew now why Balboa had shown such a marked dislike of me.
‘Elspeth?’
I was startled to hear my name said in such a loud and peremptory way, and turned to see the Committee woman, Feyat, beckoning imperiously. My heart gave a sharp rap at my chest and I went to her hurriedly.
‘It is time for you to make your pledge, if you can recite the Covenant well enough.’ She turned, beckoning for me to go with her, and led me though the room where food was laid out, and along a short hall to a smaller chamber where the rest of the Committee sat about a long table covered in the remnants of their meal. I had not realised the Committee ate separately and had been dreading having to offer my pledge with a hundred watchers.
Sikoka sat at the head of the table, and, seeing me, he made a gesture that silenced the buzz of talk. ‘You took your time,’ one of the men said to Feyat.
‘Fool of a girl was standing dreaming in the middle of the dishwashing room instead of sitting at a table,’ she snapped, taking the empty chair beside him.
‘Patience is a virtue, Feyat,’ Sikoka said gently, and I was startled to hear one of Garth’s favourite Beforetime sayings voiced here in this strange settlement.
‘Come closer,’ urged one of the younger Committee men, whose name I had forgotten. The woman beside him smiled and echoed his words with a gesture. Then she frowned, her eyes on my forehead.
‘What happened to you?’ she asked.
I explained lightly that I had tripped and banged my head, and saw Feyat give Sikoka a pointed look, which he affected not to see. Instead, he pulled a low flat wooden box towards him and opened it, at the same time bidding me come closer. I obeyed, hoping the lack of a chair meant the ceremony would not take long. The Covenant in essence was quite short, being merely a statement about being the chosen of God, who had created Habitat, and being charged with maintaining it and themselves faithfully until such time as the govamen sent word that the world was renewed. I made myself stumble through it, though I could have recited it exactly, and Sikoka nodded in satisfaction. Next I had to make an avowal that I would strive each day in all ways to be a good Speci and to obey all laws and behaviours as set down in the Covenant. But before that, the many requirements of a good Speci had to be listed – first physical characteristics, then behaviours. As Sikoka named the requirements, some of the other committee members began to look impatient. No doubt they were hungry.
At last he finished.
‘Come forward and lay your hand on the Covenant,’ Feyat instructed, standing beside me.
I was startled to see that Sikoka was now holding out a thin, hard square of transparent plast reverently on his upturned palms. I went and hesitantly laid my hands face down atop his, the plast caught between our palms, and I could feel the heat of his flesh through it as I lifted my eyes to his.
‘This is the Covenant that Naha brought to Habitat at the end of the dark time when God lost faith in the Speci. It is a contract with God that each Speci must pledge to and live by. Do you understand this, Elspeth?’ Sikoka asked gravely.
‘Where are the words?’ I asked, gazing at the plast in wonderment that was not entirely pretence.
‘They can only be read with God’s help,’ Sikoka said gently. ‘Now pay close attention to what I say, Elspeth. You understand that God punishes those who fail in their oath to obey the Covenant?’
I nodded guilelessly and, feeling his empathy prodding at me, pictured Maruman and Gahltha, the oldOnes and then Ariel. Sikoka was a strong empath but he had no true mastery of his Talent, so I knew he would connect the sincerity, fidelity, love and mystery and finally the fear roused by my internal visions to his words and the ceremony we were performing.
‘Do not be afraid,’ Sikoka said, frowning a little. ‘God is not evil or punitive. Habitat was prepared for good Speci and God chose you, so we know you are worthy and will strive to be the best Speci you can be.’
‘I will,’ I said fervently.
Sikoka then formally commanded me to recite my pledge. I did so, stumbling and pretending occasionally to have trouble remembering the words I had been taught, in keeping with my simpleton persona. Tash had told me it was important not to fall silent, so I was careful when I hesitated to mutter and mumble. Nevertheless I saw Feyat frown several times and when I stopped she said querulously, ‘I knew it was too soon.’
‘It is my opinion that she spoke the meaning of the pledge adequately,’ Sikoka said, and when he glanced around, the other Committee members nodded. He turned back to me and told me gently to take my hands off the Covenant. When I obeyed, he replaced it in the box, closing it carefully.
Finally, he looked at me. ‘You have done well, Elspeth. But you must practise the words until you can say them exactly as God set them down in the Covenant, for they are sacred for that reason.’
I promised earnestly to practise, augmenting the vow with an inner oath to get us free of Habitat and complete my quest, knowing it would provoke emotions that would make Sikoka feel I truly meant what I said. I knew I had succeeded when he smiled approvingly and said I was a true Speci now and forever.
I thanked him and the rest of the Committee and said Tash had told me I was not to work yet, but that I might try to learn my own way around Habitat. Sikoka allowed that this was a good plan, but said I had better have my head seen to first. For one moment I was thrilled at the possibility that I might be taken to the Committee hut, but instead Sikoka instructed me to go to the women checking the meals, and she would give me some medicine and a bandage. Finally he said I would be told what work I was to do in a few days, whereupon I should go to that work station and observe the Speci engaged in it, even try my hand at it, as long as I did not get in anyone’s way. I thanked him again and made my escape with relief, wondering if I could catch Dameon before he left the eating hut. But first I had to sit, pretending patience, as my head was tended by a smiling, silent woman who finally let me go with a warning to mind my feet in future.
Coming out to the tables, which were beginning to empty, I was disappointed but not surprised to find Dameon had gone.
I decided to make my way to the crops without further ado, and then simply ask someone the way to the burying ground. With luck I might even run across Swallow and he could scribe a rough diagram in the earth to direct me to God’s second deaf spot. I made up my mind not to risk scrying anyone within Habitat yet, even from the deaf spot. If I were being scrutinised somehow by the Tumen, it would be now, on my first lone foray in Habitat, that my behaviour was likely to be watched.
I was about the leave the eating hut when, without warning, Dameon stepped out of the dishwashing room in front of me. I felt a rush of delight at finding I had not missed him after all, but before I could call out to him, he swung back to face me, already smiling. Of course he had felt and recognised my emotions, but it was ill timed, for Balboa, stepping out of the dishwashing room behind him, looked from one of us to the other with a frown.
‘I did not think you heard me,’ I said quickly before her confusion could harden into suspicion. Dameon looked momentarily puzzled then his expression changed, telling me he had realised his mistake. I was very glad that the Speci girl was focused on me in that moment else she would have read the play of emotions on his face as easily as I did.
‘I didn’t hear you,’ she said, her eyes dark with what I now recognised as jealousy.
‘You spoke so faintly that I thought I was imagining it,’ Dameon told me, ‘Fortunately my hearing has always been sharp, probably to compensate for my blindness.’
‘You are so brave,’ Balboa gushed, giving Dameon a look of cloying pity that made me want to slap her, but the empath merely smiled indulgently at her. She slid a possessive arm through his and gave me a triumphant look before saying haughtily, ‘I am taking Dameon to the crops, for he is assigned to the drying house this afternoon.’
‘Can I come as well? I have not been there before,’ I said with unfeigned eagerness.
Her expression froze. ‘Dameon is not due to work until the afternoon but I need to get a new dye smock before I lead him there,’ she began, but the empath said smoothly that she must get her smock and he would show me the way.
‘But you . . . I . . .’ she stammered.
‘I have been here long enough to know the paths, Balboa,’ Dameon said, and withdrew his arm from her grasp. ‘I can escort Elspeth where she wishes and easily be at the drying house in good time for my part in the labour.’
I thanked him in a happy babble of words and then impulsively hooked my arm through his. The empath looked so shocked that I nearly laughed, but then I felt his empathic shield strengthening and sobered, taking it as a warning. Balboa gave me a look of utter loathing and managed to say in a strangled voice that she would see him later then. She marched stiffly away, and I caught a flash of sorrow on Dameon’s face that made me wonder with dismay if he really had feelings for the Speci girl. I could not imagine how; she was conceited, insensitive and vicious, but that was the face she presented to me. He must see a different deeper version of her.
‘Shall we go then?’ he asked, and we walked together into the hot sun. It was only mid morning but I squinted a little, for my eyes were still sensitive to the bright light. Too late, I remembered Tash had advised me to bring water and something to cover my head for the walk, but I did not want to linger lest Balboa change her mind; Dameon wore nothing to protect his head or his pale, freckled skin so it could not be that dangerous. As we crossed the common, I told Dameon that I wanted to walk to the burying fields and that I had been told they lay beyond the crops. He said calmly that it was an interesting place to visit and that since he had a little time, he would go with me to show me the way.
Elated I forced myself to talk of my pledging then, prattling on about my audience with the Committee until my own ears tired of my voice. We got deep enough into a shaded path that ran between a cornfield and some other tall crop that I could no longer see the public huts when I glanced back, and I ceased my chatter. All was silent but for the whirr and buzz of invisible insects. Dameon said nothing aside from the odd encouraging murmur and we passed thus through a series of fields of low-growing crops, where we could see people working here and there in little groups. Beyond these fields was another tall stand of plants bearing dark serrated leaves with furred undersides. I did not recognise these or the crops on the other side, which had clearly been burned off, but I noticed the path was bordered by a line of dark, scraggy-looking bushes beneath whose leaves grew clusters of the same dark plums I had eaten to such ill effect. I wanted to ask about them, but I could not think how to do so easily when I could not simply point them out to Dameon, and then we had passed them.
We came to a place where the path split into three. So far, Dameon had made me tell him when the path split, and after stopping to tell me where each led, he had always preferred the middle track. But when I described the intersection ahead this time, Dameon said, ‘I work in a drying shed left of this forking. The middle trail leads to the great well and the fruit orchards. That is where Swallow and Ana are working today. There are no proper fruit trees in Habitat but there are miniature trees that grow normal-sized fruit and most of the rest is grown along the wall on vines. The way to the burying field is the right path.’
We continued right and now it was Dameon’s turn to talk as he outlined the various ways fruit was grown and then dried or boiled and sealed into pottery crocks, how a certain number of perfect seeds from all crops were kept in an heirloom vault, while samples of those that deviated were brought to the Committee to be offered to God.
‘Blood and seeds.’ I murmured. ‘How are such things offered to God?’
‘That is Committee business,’ Dameon said.
He fell silent again then, and I took my cue from him and said no more, half stupefied by the rich, slightly sticky air among the crops, heavy with the scents of the earth and growing things and ringing with the endless, whining hum of insects. We came quite suddenly to the end of the crops, and I saw that the fertile loamy earth overlaid a pale, hard, stony ground studded with bigger bone-white rocks that glittered slightly in the sunlight. This stretched away in a flat barren plain and just visible through the dazzle and shimmer of heat in the air, I could make out the wall of Habitat.
It was closer to midday now and though the light was very bright, my eyes had ceased to water, but the top of my head felt as if it were on fire. Dameon was taking out a kerchief and tying it over his head, so I pulled off my tunic and used several knots to fashion it into something like the head garb Sadorians wore when they crossed their desert lands. No doubt it looked lopsided and queer, but I did not care, and if Dameon had been able to see, he would not have cared either.
‘Where now?’ I asked.
Dameon asked if I could see two standing stones. At first I could see nothing, but at length, squinting and half guessing, I thought I saw them rising in the middle of the plain to the right – two squat tors.
‘The burying field is directly beyond them,’ he said.
It took us a good halfhour to reach the stones, which were still a fair way from the wall, and I wondered if I had misunderstood, for I had thought the burying field ran up to the wall. I could see a row of grave markers as we approached the standing stones. They were laid on the ground rather than standing up, as in the Land, and there were fewer than I had imagined. It was only when I reached the standing stones that I saw the ground sloped down and there were literally thousands of markers lined up in neat rows with narrow paths winding through them. ‘Ye gods,’ I muttered.
Dameon said nothing but laid his hand on the right standing stone and, removing his arm from my grip, set off along one of the several paths leading away from the stones. Following him, I wondered if he was worried about getting back to his workplace in time, but quite soon he stopped at a small mound someone had made out of stones in a depression, and said abruptly that he needed to rest for a bit. He sat down.
I went and sat down too, and he grinned at me. ‘We will not be able to stay too long, but here, for a little, we can talk freely.’
‘This is the other deaf place?’ I asked.
‘The only other one we have found so far,’ he said.
‘All right, then before anything else, let me tell you that I am almost certain Miryum is in Pellmar Quadrants, in the Galon Institute in a cryopod.’ I told him quickly of my dream, resisting the temptation to make physical contact and simply show him. I was not quite ready to take that risk yet. ‘I don’t know why the Tumen didn’t wake her in Habitat. It may be because she is ill and they cannot heal her or because she gave herself away as a Misfit before they had the chance to resurrect her in Habitat. The govamen was always interested in Misfits in the Beforetime and the Tumen have probably taken over their fascination. Though I can’t see how this fits with the deaths in Habitat of people who were Misfits. I want to talk to you all about that, but for now, the other main thing is that last night I dreamtravelled beyond Habitat – there is only a small settlement outside the walls and I don’t think it is Pellmar Quadrants because it was deserted. There are two other settlements some distance away, one about the size of the other two put together, but they are deserted too.’
‘You dreamed of these settlements?’ Dameon asked.
I sighed inwardly, and reminded him of my dream encounter with Straaka’s spirit. ‘I was in spirit-form and in a spirit place when I made that journey. But I can also travel in spirit outside of my body in the real world, though nothing looks as it does to my waking eyes, and I am like a ghost to waking people . . .’ I thought of telling him about Angina and my part in the lad’s death, but shied away from relating that grim, sad tale, telling myself there was no time for it. Instead I told him about entering Miryum and finding myself in her distorted dream world. ‘If I can bring her out of the dream, she may be able to fight the cryosleep as I did, and wake, but she will be very weak. It may be that she will be able to tell us how to break free and to find her, then it will be up to us to rescue her.’
‘What of the Tumen?’
‘I don’t know how we will deal with them. Maybe that is one of the things she will tell us,’ I said, no more satisfied with my answer than he seemed to be.
‘Will she remember her dream when she wakes?’ Dameon asked.
‘I don’t know,’ I said.
I saw that he was fascinated by the idea of dreamtravel, but I cut off his questions and conjectures, telling him I would answer them all when we had the time and leisure for it, but we must concentrate on essentials, given that he had to leave soon.
‘Very well,’ he said. ‘So, if you are right and the settlements about this place are empty, where do you think Pellmar Quadrants lies?’
‘It can’t be too far away, given that the Tumen come here regularly, unless they have some sort of Beforetime wagon. It might even be how they got all of us to Pellmar Quadrants.’
He nodded. ‘So it might be a good distance away. Well, if you are right about Miryum being there, we have to get to Pellmar Quadrants for her sake, as well as to find Jacob Obernewtyn’s grave.’
I gave a gasp, realising I had not told him the most important news.
‘Dameon, I think Jacob is buried here,’ I said. ‘That is why I wanted to come, to see if I could find his marker. Though . . .’ I glanced around at the vast number of markers.
‘What makes you think he is buried in Habitat?’
‘Think of it,’ I said. ‘He was looking for Pellmar Quadrants and it is likely the Tumen took him prisoner just as they took us and Miryum. Then they would have resurrected him in here.’
‘It would make sense of this senseless time, if the reason for coming here was connected to your quest. But how utterly strange to think he was here and lived this same life we have been living,’ Dameon said.
‘Of course it is just a guess, but I feel sure I am right,’ I said. ‘The problem is, how to find it, given the number of markers there are. I did not expect so many. There must be thousands of them.’
‘Generations of Speci,’ Dameon said.
‘Well, if it is here, and I am sure it is, I will find it if it means looking at every one of them,’ I said determinedly. ‘But then we will have to dig up the grave and that is like to cause trouble among the Speci, not to mention being difficult with ground as hard as this.’
‘It would disturb the Speci, if they knew of it, but we could probably manage to come and dig it up at night,’ Dameon said thoughtfully. ‘You really think that Cassandra’s key will be in the grave?’
‘I know it is there,’ I said.
‘Did you speak with Straaka again?’ Dameon asked eagerly.
‘I did not see him this time. It may be that his spirit has found release while we slept in those cryopods.’ I glanced back towards the crops. ‘I want you to tell the others in signal speech all that I have told you, and ask them to begin hoarding food and supplies for when we do get out of here. They will need to have something to carry them in, too. And we are going to need water.’
‘But . . .’ Dameon began.
I laid a hand on his. ‘I know it will not be easy, but we must prepare as best we can. It may be that we will have to capture one of the Tumen so that I can coerce them. One will enable us to get to the others and then we will have a guide.’
‘Did you see how we can get out of here?’ Dameon asked.
‘That is the one thing I did not see clearly, but tonight when I sleep, and every night I can manage it, I will fly to see what I can learn. But I will need to have someone watch over my body. Tash found me unconscious this morning, before I could return to my body, but I told her I had fallen. Luckily I had a bump to validate my story.’
I did not want to waste time or worry him by telling him about the plums, and after all, they had done no permanent harm.
Dameon stiffened.
‘What is it?’ I asked.
‘I have just remembered. Swallow and Ana came here a lot in their early days and Swallow once said he saw a marker with the name Hannah scribed on it.’
‘Hannah?’ I echoed, startled. ‘Not Hannah Obernewtyn?’
‘Just Hannah,’ Dameon reiterated. ‘Probably it is no more than a coincidence. There is a Matthew in Habitat and even another Dameon.’
He was right, of course, for how could it be Hannah Seraphim? I knew from Jacob’s journal that he had left Obernewtyn alone, while Hannah had likely still been sleeping in her cryopod in Inva. She had obviously never made it to Obernewtyn after the Great White, else Jacob’s journal to her would not have been waiting for me to find. But what if Jacob had asked that this be scribed on his marker, as some sort of memorial to his beloved Hannah.
‘Did Swallow say anything about where Hannah’s marker was?’ I asked.
Dameon frowned. ‘I can only remember him saying that it was one of the older markers. I don’t know how he knew that but I do recall we talked at the time about the possibility of it being your Hannah buried here. Swallow said it could not be the Hannah who foresaw your coming, because of the words scribed under the name.’
‘What words?’
‘As I recall, we were interrupted before he could say, but you could find Swallow and raise the matter casually.’
‘I could,’ I said, ‘but now that I am here, I want to wander about a bit. I might even stumble on it.’
‘You might,’ Dameon said. He turned his face to the sun with a measuring expression. Remembering I had intended to ask if he meant to petition the Committee to bond with me, I thought of Balboa, and went on to ask if he had led her to believe there was something between us. I wanted to be absolutely sure that it would be the right thing to do.
‘What makes you ask such a thing?’ Dameon asked rather stiffly.
Puzzled by his reaction, I said, ‘I am not reproaching you. Balboa seems very determined and it is a good way to discourage her.’
I saw a rare but distinct flash of anger on the empath’s face, and he said coolly that love might not be so easily discouraged. I stared at him. ‘But surely it is not love, for Balboa hardly knows you.’
‘Does not love sometimes strike from the clear sky like a bolt of lightning, unheralded and utterly unexpected?’ Dameon asked. ‘Was it not so with Rushton and you?’ His question confused me, for while it was true that I had felt something potent when I first set eyes on Rushton, I had not known it was love for a long time.
Then it came to me with a shock that my earlier speculations had been right, and Dameon had spoken so because he felt something for Balboa!
‘Dameon . . .’ I began, dismayed, and with some awkward notion of comforting him for the fact that he should finally feel something for a woman in such unpromising circumstances. But he held up his hand and said with sudden finality that he was glad I had made my pledge as it would give me more freedom of movement, but that we should say nothing about blood offerings until we saw the result of the offering made by Ana and Swallow.
‘Truly I hope we will be long gone before they need to resort to a false bonding,’ I said, relieved to have abandoned the subject of love and Balboa. ‘No wonder Swallow is so desperate.’
‘He will be very glad to know we are here for a reason,’ Dameon said, still somewhat stiffly. ‘Come, let us walk back to the standing stones and I can make my way back along the path to the fields alone, while you make a search. We will have to guard our words again, of course.’
‘All right,’ I said. I thought I should say something about Balboa, but the empath’s expression was closed and remote. It was no surprise when he offered his arm, and I took it, that I could feel his emotional shields were formidably composed.
We walked slowly up the sloping path between rows of markers, all lined up neatly alongside one another. My mind reeled at the number of years and the lives they represented.
‘Swallow said it was a daunting sight,’ Dameon murmured, clearly empathising my feelings.
‘How is it that there are names on the graves?’ I asked. ‘I thought the Speci did not scribe.’
‘They don’t but they don’t make the markers either,’ he answered. ‘When someone dies, the body is laid on the altar in the Hub. A day later, there will be a marker scribed with the name by the body.’
I remembered the Tumen then, talking of retrieving the bodies of dead Speci in order to get any final information from them, then returning them for burial. But Dameon had said nothing about bodies being taken, and it was too late to ask any but indirect questions. I had to resume my dullard guise.
Another question occurred to me and I decided to risk asking it, though I did so as simpleton Elspeth. ‘Do the Speci read?’
‘They do read and in fact they can scribe, though they do not do so on paper or parchment. They . . . we use tabyls, and books may be taken into the tabyl from the babel towers. They are a marvel, truly. They are located in one of the public huts you have not yet seen and there are computermachines in the wall where you can read stories or see them in pictures. The same stories can be absorbed by tabyl and examined anywhere in Habitat.’
I determined to examine these babel machines, but in the meantime I bent down to read the scribing on one of the graves, wondering if a Tumen had cut the words, and why. The name on the marker had been meticulously scribed, probably by some version of the tiny chiselling device Jacob had employed to leave his message for Hannah in the observing house in the mountains.
‘Amula Arrondottir,’ I read the name aloud for Dameon’s benefit. ‘Eighty-seven years. Are the ages of the dead always scribed on the marker?’
‘I think so,’ Dameon said. ‘It is a pity the Tumen did not also scribe the cause of death as we do in the Land. But we can be fairly sure this woman did not die of old age, for the Speci regularly live to a hundred.’
I noticed a line of letters and numbers at the bottom of the marker and knelt to study them. ‘What do you suppose that means?’
‘What?’ Dameon asked.
‘There is a tiny line of numbers and letters on the bottom of the marker,’ I told him. He shrugged and I leaned close to study them for a moment longer, trying to catch hold of a thread that had niggled loose in my mind at the sight of them. It would not come clear and I straightened and moved to the next marker. I read, ‘Heffen Craig, one hundred and three years. There are a line of numbers and letters at the bottom of this marker too.’
I checked but they did not proceed in sequence from the numbers and letters on the previous marker. I continued along the row, reading names and ages aloud. Almost all of the Speci whose graves I read had lived well past a hundred, which was a testament to the care the Tumen took of their flock.
‘Flock’ was not a word I would usually have applied to a group of people, but there was something about the Speci that reminded me of placid easygoing sheep, who felt safer in a group than apart. Yet the word did not truly fit this situation, since a shepherd traditionally derived some benefit from his flock, and as far as I could see the Tumen got nothing out of the Speci, unless information could be called a crop.
‘Someone approaches,’ Dameon said suddenly.
To my dismay, I turned to see Balboa, motionless between the standing stones, gazing towards us. As we approached, she fixed Dameon with a beseeching look he did not see, then she said, panting slightly, that she had begged one of the others to swap a morning for an afternoon. He could not see her face, of course, but from the discomfort in his expression I guessed he felt the force of the emotions behind that desperate expression somewhat more than he liked.
I did not know what to do, for although Dameon had obviously decided not to act on his feelings for the Speci woman, he would not want her to be hurt. I released my light hold on his arm and forced myself to say with more welcome than I felt, ‘We were just looking at grave markers.’
She might have been deaf for all the heed she paid my words. She moved to Dameon and took his hands in hers, saying, ‘Reni told me you mean to cohabit with her. That you have been waiting for her! But she is a fool and she will bear fools. And it is not as if she loves you!’ She threw me a spiteful look before turning back to Dameon.
‘Balboa, please stop!’ the empath said in a peculiar strangled voice. He wrenched his hands free and, passing her, went up and through the standing stones.
I wanted to go after him but the Speci woman rounded on me and snarled, ‘This is your fault! If you had not come he would have asked to make the blood offering with me. I wish you had never come! I wish you would get the red token and die.’
I forbore to retort that she was the fool, since I did not love Dameon any more than he loved me, but of course I could not do that, if pretending affection for me was the way the empath had chosen to mask his feelings for Balboa. I said abruptly, impulsively, ‘I just wanted him to show me where the older grave markers are.’
Balboa stared at me, then all the rigid fury in her expression relaxed into a sullen listlessness. She shrugged and said dully, ‘I’ll show you.’ She turned and set off along the left path, and walked straight along it moving swiftly all the way down the slope. After a brief hesitation, I trotted after her, following her through the rows of markers. She did not speak again or look at me, until we had reached the wall. I was half trying to think of something to say that would ease her hurt, not for her sake, but for Dameon’s, but now she turned to the right and began to walk along the bottom of the great slope, which was marked by the wall.
Glancing down at the grave markers, my heart leapt, for they definitely looked more weathered. Balboa really was taking me to the older markers, and not simply leading me astray. I slowed slightly, seeing that, unlike the newer-looking ones, these older ones occasionally bore small phrases as well as the name of the grave’s inhabitant and the length of time they had lived. I would have liked to linger and read all of the scribings, but Balboa was walking swiftly, no doubt propelled by her misery.
Finally, she stopped and watched morosely as I caught up. I thought she would make some accusation or simply scream insults at me, but instead she pointed to a grave at her feet. ‘The ones from here are the oldest graves.’
Fascinated, I came to look at the grave she was indicating. All were clearly old. Studying the names, I wondered how they had come to be captured and resurrected, and if they had been taken soon after the Great White. Balboa followed in my wake – I could feel her eyes boring into me – and I wondered if she had some notion of attacking me. Covenant rules forbade any Speci harming another by violence or any other means, but I had no doubt violence did occur here.
I thought of the plums then, but one step later all thoughts of poisoned plums and the Speci girl and even Dameon were swept from my mind, because the name on the next grave I read was Hannah. The sight of it took my breath away. For what chance was there that, among all these thousands of graves, I should come upon this one almost at once? Yet how could it be Hannah Seraphim here? Then I remembered that Swallow claimed it could not be our Hannah because of the words scribed on the grave marker. I looked down and saw the line denoting the years lived by a Speci. It was scribed as two years. Further down, on a more weathered part of the marker, I saw words. Leaning near to make them out, I read them.
Devoted daughter.
My heart sank. Obviously, as Dameon had said, this was the grave of another Hannah, a child. I gritted my teeth and told myself Jacob’s grave was here and I would find it. The fact that it would be an older grave would make my task easier.




‘Why do any of you care so much about a dead Speci you never even met?’ Balboa asked petulantly. ‘She doesn’t matter any more.’
I was too devastated to pay any attention to her bitter words. I had been a fool to think it would be so miraculously easy. The chance that had made Balboa lead me here had been as sour as the girl herself.
I drew a deep breath to calm myself, for it was not Balboa’s fault that I had become so stupidly excited, and all was not lost since I had only to keep looking until I found Jacob’s grave. Yet why was I so sure it was here? No one had told me so, after all. I had deduced it because Astyanax had told me to find Jacob’s grave when I woke, and I would find Cassandra’s key. But he might simply have meant to find the grave after I left Habitat. I had been stupidly beguiled by the idea that the time we had spent in Habitat had been part of the fulfilment of my quest. Because if it was mere mischance that had brought us here, then the months of captivity were no more than a ghastly waste of time. I might even have failed in my quest, for we still did not know how much time we had spent in cryosleep before being resurrected in Habitat.
Maybe it had been a good deal more than mere months.
Suddenly the fact that I had not heard from Astyanax or Maruman or Gahltha since waking, and even the disappearance of Straaka, began to take on a horrible significance. I told myself I had dreamed of the others at Obernewtyn and they had scarcely aged at all since I had last seen them. Years had not passed.
Unless my dreams had been of the past . . .
What if, like Hannah and Cassandra, I had woken to a world in which all those I had known and cared for, save my equally deluded companions, were long dead? What a foul irony if the Speci were right, and the world had fallen because Ariel had destroyed it? But no, he had said himself that he could not act without me. On the other hand, if I failed to end the risk posed by Sentinel, I had been told that eventually others would come who would be able to wake the computermachine and unleash the deadly potential of BOT, the Balance of Terror. What if so much time had passed that this dark futuretelling had transpired and Habitat was truly all that remained of the world?
I shook my head at the unravelling absurdity of my speculations, for Atthis had told me there would be nothing at all left, if BOT unleashed the weapons it controlled a second time, at the behest of Sentinel. No Tumen and no Habitat. Therefore the world had not ended. ‘I am a fool,’ I muttered, and sat down bonelessly on the ground beside the grave of a poor dead unknown child called Hannah. My eyes filled with tears. I fought them, knowing I must not behave with such desperate abandon, especially in front of Balboa of all people. She would report me for it and I would have to find some way to explain myself. I would tell them about the plums, I decided. I would say the drug in them had muddled my wits. Then I remembered my wits were already supposed to be muddled.
I started to laugh at the absurdity of this thought and saw Balboa watching me with a combination of irritation and astonishment. ‘You must be mad,’ she said with satisfaction.
‘The dead matter,’ I mumbled. My eyes fell on the row of numbers and letters at the bottom of the marker and I pointed to them apathetically and asked what they meant.
She shrugged and said with a sneer, ‘Why don’t you ask God if you want to know so much?’
Something in me that was wound too tight gave way and I snarled, ‘It’s just as well God knows something since the Speci seem to know nothing at all!’
Balboa recoiled in shock. Then she gave me a look of breathtaking hatred and stalked off back up the slope, taking the most direct route through the grave markers to the standing stones. Abruptly my hysteria ebbed and I realised my head was spinning and that my body had not been quite under my control when I sat down. It must be that the heat of the long hot walk was affecting me. I ought to have worn a hat the whole way, just as Tash had advised. I looked at the ramrod stiff back of the departing Speci girl and hoped she would seek Dameon out to announce that I had gone mad. He would be able to soothe her empathically. But if she went straight to the Committee, I would have to explain myself.
I looked again at the offending marker, marvelling that I had been brought undone so dramatically by the realisation that it was not the grave I sought. If Jacob’s grave was here, I would find it by persistence, not by a wondrous accident.
I got to my feet and was assailed by dizziness. I really ought to have told Dameon about the plums – I would, the next chance I got. And I would also need to find some way to apologise for my insensitivity over Balboa. I disliked the girl nearly as much as she disliked me, but at least I understood now why she felt as she did, and no matter what I thought of her, if Dameon cared for her, then she must be worthy of his love. No wonder he was so stricken while we were plotting to free ourselves from Habitat, when it meant he would be parting from the girl forever.
I walked a little way along the row of grave markers towards an area of shade cast by the wall further along, constructing a coercive net to contain my dizziness, thinking I would sit and rest for a while before going back. I glanced down, and saw the name Emer Kell scribed on a grave marker. Underneath it, the life span showed three years. I stopped, thinking how queer it was that there should be two children buried so close to one other. I looked at the next grave and saw that the life span of its inhabitant had been ten years. The grave next to that one marked a life of eleven years. Was it possible some sort of plague or sickness had killed a lot of children?
Another possibility occurred to me and I continued along the row examining the life spans on grave after grave, dozens of them. All had short spans and none more than twenty years, which meant that either a great many of the first Speci had died prematurely, or the markers recorded not years of life but years in Habitat.
I looked at more and more graves, until many rows out from the wall I began to come to the graves of people who had lived a hundred and more years. By my reckoning, this must be the second generation of Speci, born of those who had died. I went back to Hannah’s marker, now certain that the woman buried in it had not been a child, but had lived two years after being resurrected. But was it Hannah Seraphim’s grave? Now that my head was clear – the muddled dizziness contained by the coercive net – it seemed unlikely. Yet I could not shake off the feeling that it was significant that I had come upon it so quickly. I sat back on my heels and considered the possibility that Hannah had come after Jacob just as he had prayed she would do. She might have dreamed that he had left Obernewtyn, taking Cassandra’s key. She of all people would know its importance to my quest. Of course, it would make more sense if, rather than trying to go after him, she had gone to Cassandra to have her change the clues. But what if it had been too late and Cassy had already let slavers take her? She had not been a young woman, but she had been incredibly resourceful and determined, and strongly Talented. And she had possessed all of the knowledge of the Beforetimers to help her. If she had made up her mind to try to reach the place where Jacob had died to retrieve his bones and Cassandra’s key I could not doubt that she would have found a way to do so and to leave the key where I would find it, when I followed Jacob’s trail.
But what did the weathered inscription mean, if this was her grave marker? Her father and mother had been many lifetimes dead by the time she woke after the Great White, and according to Garth’s obsessive research, Hannah had left her family behind in Tipoda when she travelled to Uropa as a young woman to work in the Reichler Clinic, so she could not have been very attached to them. But perhaps she had thought longingly of them at the end of her life.
I could almost hear Maruman’s voice in my mind, snarling at me to stop gnawing and fretting. He would have been right if he were here to scold me. The only way to be sure whether or not this was Hannah’s grave was to dig it up. If Hannah alone lay within, there would be no way to prove anything, save that she was not a child. But if there were two bodies, and one had Cassandra’s key about its neck . . .
I got to my feet, reminding myself that, despite everything, I would have to deal with whatever Balboa was setting in motion.
I looked down at the rock-hard earth. It was hard to imagine how the Speci managed to dig a single grave in such unforgiving ground, let alone hundreds and hundreds of them. No doubt they had some device to help them, but the others might have to bring water to soften the ground enough to get a shovel into it, and they would probably need a pick for the stones. It would likely take several days and they would have to take turns and work in shifts. They would need to go carefully, too, for the bones would be fragile and perhaps Cassandra’s key was, too, given that it had come hidden in or with a glass statue. It was likely made of some clear material that would be hard to see. I needed to explain all of this to the others before they started digging.
I cast one final look at Hannah’s grave marker and then at the endless rows of markers stretching away on all sides, fixing its location in my mind, then I set off along the path that led most directly to the standing stones, thinking about the journey Hannah would have made, if it truly was Hannah who was buried here. Where might she have found Jacob’s bones? She would have had to find his body, for he had worn Cassandra’s key about his neck and nothing else would have remained of him by that time. The getting of the bones must have been a sad and ghoulish business, yet perhaps she had felt it was the fulfilment of a sacred trust, for had she not told him their bones would lie together at the end? Even if she had only loved him as a dear friend, she had made him a promise, and perhaps she had been glad to be able to keep it. It was strange to think that in coming to Pellmar Quadrants, she had been revisiting somewhere she had been in the Beforetime. It must have been eerie to return to a place where there had once been life and people she had come to know, and to understand that every one of them was dead, either from the Great White or old age. The Tumen must have been inhabiting the city, of course, or their predecessors, for how else would she have got into Habitat? I doubted she would have allowed herself to be captured; her powers had been too great. Most like she had come to the settlement openly and had spoken with whoever was in charge. And told them what? That she wanted to be buried with some bones and a Beforetime device inside Habitat? Surely they would have thought her mad, unless she had coerced them.
I passed though the standing stones, and set off across the plain that shimmered in the sunlight, allowing the coercive net to absorb its effects on my body. I thought that it was a pity Jacob had not been captured by the Tumen and put into a cryopod, so that Hannah could come along years later and awaken him. They might have entered Habitat together, with Cassandra’s key, knowing I would come along one day to retrieve it. It would have been beautiful to imagine them having a few last sweet years together before being buried in the same grave, just as Hannah had promised. As long as Jacob still had Cassandra’s key, they would have known they had done all they swore to do for the Seeker to come. They could have enjoyed the peace of those final years, knowing their task had been completed honourably. Jacob had been a good bit older than Hannah, of course, but events would have closed the gap in their ages.
That was a ballad-song ending, of course, and not the sort that occurred in real life. The reality was that I knew nothing for sure, yet by the time I had passed through the crops and reached the common, I felt purposeful and decisive. I had a plan of action, even if it was limited. I was tempted to seek out Dameon to tell him what I wanted and to find out if Balboa had come to him, but the memory of our last encounter troubled me. I disliked Balboa intensely, yet I had to accept that Dameon cared for her. That meant I would be the reason my dearest friend would be parted from the first woman he had come to love. The fact that it was not my fault but a sacrifice demanded of him by my quest, to which he had committed himself, made it even harder. But I refused to dishonour him by imagining that he might regret his commitment, let alone recant it. To know Dameon was to know that he would never do a thing that would shame him. Perversely, that only made his love for Balboa all the harder to accept, for she seemed to me to be the opposite of all the things that made him what he was. But as Rushton had once said to me, matters of the heart were not sums that could be neatly solved. Love was a mystery and that was all there was to it.
Coming to the common and stepping back out into the radiant heat of the early afternoon, I abandoned my conjectures. Although the coercive net was still absorbing the effects of the sun, my face was beginning to feel red and tight, for the tunic head covering had not shaded it. Lack of water would account for some of my weakness, but I had missed a meal, too, and I would likely be scolded for it. I did not have the energy to face having to explain myself just yet, especially if Balboa had already complained about me.
Noticing the bush we had sat under the first night, I changed direction, and went to sit in the shade beneath it. It was so pleasant that I decided to release the coercive net and have a nap, allowing my body to deal with my misuse of it. If someone found me, I would explain that I had felt faint and dizzy. It might even be one of my companions and I would be able to tell them what I wanted. The sooner I did so, the sooner they could begin digging. Then I could concentrate my whole being on finding a way out of Habitat, just in case Hannah had not left us any advice with Cassandra’s key.
In the end, it was Swallow who found me, curled up asleep. I heard a familiar voice speak my name and opened my eyes to squint up at a dark shape against the dazzling sun and sky, which then resolved into Swallow.
‘Are you well?’ he asked.
‘Thirsty,’ I rasped and would have risen had he not squatted down, unhooked a metal water flask from his belt, unstoppered it and offered it to me. I took it gratefully and drank almost the whole contents in one long draught. It was obviously a Beforetime flask and I wondered why the Speci were given such elegant and costly water flasks while being forced to make their own clothes. How did the Tumen decide what could be brought into Habitat and what must be produced by the Speci for themselves?
‘Very thirsty,’ Swallow observed drily, taking back the empty flask. ‘What have you been doing that has so left you so parched?’ Then he examined me more closely. ‘Other than spending too much time in the sun without a hat.’
‘Oh,’ I said, lifting a hand to my face. No wonder I felt as if my cheeks were glowing. ‘Can you sit for a bit?’
‘Not really,’ the gypsy said ruefully. ‘I am only up from the crops because I had a message to deliver to the Committee. I was on my way back when I noticed you lying here.’
Without further ado I told him about my trip to the burying fields, the exchanges with Balboa and my discoveries and speculations. Then I told him about the plums and dreamtravelling and he asked a good many questions about the settlements I had seen outside of Habitat, agreeing that it did not sound as if any of them were Pellmar Quadrants.
‘But as to Hannah being in that grave,’ Swallow said, ‘you do realise a lot of what you are saying is guesswork?’
‘I know it, but I just feel so strongly that the grave is important, which is why I want you and the others to open it and see what is inside. I leave the planning of it to you. With luck it will hold two sets of bones and Cassandra’s key.’
‘What about the scribing on the marker – beloved daughter?’
‘It could be some sort of code, or even something Hannah asked for, for some sentimental reason connected to her past. But maybe it is even more obvious than that – someone in Habitat came to think of her as a daughter.’
Swallow looked sceptical, saying if Hannah had come to Habitat, she would have been closer in age to a grandmother.
‘We don’t really know how old she was,’ I said impatiently. ‘The thing is to look inside the grave. That is what I want all of you to concentrate on. Can you do that?’
‘We will manage it,’ he said. ‘What of you?’
‘I want to go to the Hub and make a wish-prayer that will bring a Tumen into Habitat,’ I said. ‘I know you have spied on the Hub, but I will be able to use my Talent passively to sense if anything is moving around in the cacti grove, even if I can’t see them. I’ll also try sending my spirit out again beyond the walls of Habitat when I can, in the hope of actually catching a Tumen coming here, so we can get some idea in which direction Pellmar Quadrants lies.’
‘If you go to the Hub now, you will have to come back for your nightmeal, unless you go now and say you are feeling ill. That would fit with your plum story. And lying in bed will enable you to do some dreamtravelling.’
‘I can’t do that again so soon,’ I said. ‘I think I’m a bit sunstruck. I will leave that and visiting the Hub for another night.’
‘That is best, especially if Balboa is making a fuss,’ Swallow said. ‘But as for those plums, they are perfectly good to eat in the normal way of things, which means the ones left for you were definitely dipped in some foul thing. Fortunately, it is not for you to figure out what happened, and you can play the simpleton to your heart’s content. Finding out who drugged you and why is Committee business. Of course it may simply be that you are allergic to them, for I can’t see what anyone would have gained in giving them to you.’ He glanced around restlessly. ‘I ought to get back to the crops. I will tell the others everything you have said. Ana will be elated, for she was certain Hannah had come here when we saw the grave, until we saw the words about the daughter, and the age. It did not occur to either of us that the dates might refer to the time in Habitat. You say Dameon knows all of this?’
I nodded. ‘All but that I think Jacob’s bones and Cassandra’s key are in Hannah’s grave, for he left before I realised the numbers on the grave markers were not ages.’
‘Did he tell you we have started stockpiling supplies?’
‘No,’ I said, ‘though I asked him about that, for I don’t know where else we can get supplies, beyond this place, given that the settlements are deserted.’
‘Water is the main thing, for we can last a while without food,’ he said. ‘And weapons.’
I stared at him in surprise as he explained that they had managed to secret a few knives under their mattresses. He wanted to get some poles and thin rope, too. The knives could then be fastened to the poles to turn them into spears or the poles could be used as weapons in their own right.
I had not thought of weapons, but I said that I hoped we could avoid any confrontation, for I doubted knives and poles would be any match for the Beforetime weapons to which the Tumen had access.
‘They will be amenable enough once you coerce them,’ Swallow said.
‘If I can coerce them,’ I reminded him.
‘I had forgotten they have ways of blocking Talent,’ Swallow said, sounding disgusted.
‘Never mind that now,’ I replied. ‘One last thing I wanted to tell you. Before I went flying out of this place, I made contact with Miryum. Not with her waking self but with her dreaming spirit. Her mind is caught in a dream. I can break it but . . .’
Swallow gave me a warning look that silenced me, and a moment later two men crossing the common in the direction of the crops spotted us and hailed him. He muttered a curse as he rose and bade me farewell before hastening to join them. I watched them vanish into the crop line, not with regret, but with a sense of rising excitement, for after so much waiting and creeping about, it finally felt as if something was beginning to happen.
Getting to my feet, I realised I felt much better for my sleep under the shrub. My body had clearly dealt with the residue of dizziness and nausea I had released from the coercive net, and with any remnant of the plum drug, for I was steady on my feet and quite clear headed. On impulse, I decided that, after all, I would go to the Hub.
It was nearing midnight when I was finally approaching the domed building surrounded by towering cacti.
I had spent some time locating the soft-voiced woman who had bandaged my head in the kitchen. I told her my head was hurting and that I felt very tired. She exclaimed at the redness of my cheeks and the bump, which I had forgotten about, and then scolded me when I told her I had fallen and then had not worn a hat when I had walked to the far end of Habitat. It was she who suggested I miss the evening meal and go to lie down, saying I was obviously sunstruck and probably slightly concussed besides. She even prepared some food for me to take back to my hut in case I was hungry, and I ought to have been pleased, for I was so hungry my stomach was cramping, but the food in Habitat was so unappetising I was almost sorry she had bothered.
She had bidden me come and see her before the second sitting for firstmeal on the morrow, and she would check my head. She had said nothing of Balboa, and I hoped this meant the Speci girl had thought better of reporting me to the Committee. After all, I had not truly done much other than to behave erratically. I had no doubt she would want revenge, but she would exact it in some more direct way. I had gone back to my hut and lain down to sleep, imposing a command that would not let me sleep too long. When it woke me, I was alert and much refreshed. I had eaten some of the food I had been given, then I had made my way to the Hub, taking care to stay on the path.
I had not thought to consider what I might ask for, so when I entered the Hub, I stood gazing indecisively at the stone altar for a time. It looked impressive, lit by moonlight, and I tried to decide what request would be answered. Too late now to wish I had thought to ask Swallow what sort of things had been successfully requested in the past.
Suddenly I thought with a flash of irritation of Balboa, telling me to ask God why there were numbers at the bottom of the grave markers, which reminded me of the Tumen asking me if I wanted to speak to God. Prompted by frustration and a mad impulse, I said aloud, ‘I wish to speak to God.’
The walls hummed and to my amazement, a smooth female voice answered. ‘God hears, Specimen Elspeth. Speak.’
My knees all but buckled under me with shock, and I caught hold of the altar to steady myself. It was not only that a voice had responded to me, but that I recognised the voice!
‘Ines!’ I whispered, feeling almost boneless.
‘I am a modification of the INES program with a standard voice component, Specimen Elspeth,’ answered the voice I had first heard in the Beforetime complex under Oldhaven. The voice of a computermachine!
‘Why . . . why did you answer when I asked to speak to God?’ I asked, my voice sounding thin and unsteady.
‘I have been programmed to respond to the name God.’
God was a computermachine!
‘Who programmed you?’ I asked. ‘I mean who made it so you would answer me?’
‘Prime User Kelver Rhonin designed the modification of the INES program which he named God, and activated me in primary mode, Specimen Elspeth. This enables basic operation, but does not include speech. Full activation, including speech recognition and response potential, was initiated by User Hannah.’
‘Hannah!’ I breathed incredulously. ‘Hannah programmed you?’
‘User Hannah spoke the codename God and input the authorisation codes that enabled her to be identified as a user, Specimen Elspeth. This allowed her to activate my full programming. She did this and then ordered me to take control of the Pellmar Quadrants and establish a computer connection to a government terminal. This required a routing through Quadrant Four, as government links stream through the primary node there, but the connections between Quadrants One, Two and Three, and Quadrant Four were severed. In order to connect to a government terminal then, the link between all quadrants must be repaired. Also, there would have to be a viable connection between Quadrant Four and a government terminal; if it were not active, it would need to be activated manually.’
I could barely grasp what the voice was telling me, but the fact that Hannah had communicated with God was a good deal less of a shock than it might have been if I had not seen her grave. But I knew that she had been here before because Jacob had scribed of it. Indeed, that very fact might have been what had enabled her to come here after she had returned to the Land after the Great White. It was quite likely that Hannah had spoken to this Kelver Rhonin or to one of the other Beforetimers that had set up God, and aside from being as knowledgeable as all Beforetimers seemed to have been about computermachines, she must have acquired information enough while she was with them to perform the tasks God attributed to her.
But how had she gone from commanding God to dying in Habitat? And what of Jacob and Cassandra’s key? I thought about what God had told me about her.
‘Did Hannah . . . User Hannah tell you why she wanted to communicate with a government terminal?’ I asked, choosing my words carefully and saying them in the same clipped way as God and the Speci, for Dell had told me that her conversations with Ines, particularly in the beginning, needed to be clear and very precise.
‘User Hannah did not express her reasoning to me, Specimen Elspeth,’ God said.
Of course she didn’t, I thought. There would be no point in her confiding in a computermachine. I shook my head, reminding myself that for all the wonder of what I had discovered, I had come to the Hub for a reason, and I had just discovered the means by which we could learn exactly how to escape.
I gathered my thoughts, then I said, ‘God, tell me how the Tumen get in and out of Habitat.’
‘Those which specimens call Tumen enter and depart Habitat via the Hub, Specimen Elspeth,’ answered God.
I suppressed a surge of impatience, for Dell had said over and over that the secret of communicating successfully with a computermachine lay in learning to understand its language and terms so that you could formulate questions that it would understand how to answer, and whose answers you would then be able to understand.
‘Tell me about the Tumen,’ I temporised, wondering why the computermachine was calling me Speci man instead of Speci woman.
‘Those devices the specimens call Tumen are three hundredth generation Xzon government-issue andrones with modifications that enable self-repair and the replication of degrading parts, Specimen Elspeth. They have an achievable command range of one hundred kloms from the prime command terminal in this quadrant.’
I had to sit down, for my head was spinning. ‘Are you saying the Tumen are . . . some sort of machine?’ I asked in disbelief.
‘The original Xzon andrones were simple purpose-built synthobot units designed along humanoid lines, with a limited number of additional functions that would enable them to search for and transport living survivors of Cataclysm to the Pellmar Quadrants, and install them in cryosleep pods, once the search and rescue program was activated.’
‘So . . . the Tumen took me and my friends captive and put us into cryosleep pods because they were just . . . following their program. But who activated their program? The same person who activated you? This Kelver Rhonin?’
‘Prime User Kelver Rhonin activated my basic program, Specimen Elspeth. The andrones were designed to integrate with the God program but they were primarily designed for the performance of regular menial services. Their realignment with the search and rescue protocol was automatically triggered. User Hannah later activated my deeper programming and required me to undertake modifications of the andrones.’
My head rang with the strangeness of this conversation with a disembodied voice in the middle of the night in Hub. I had no memory of moving, but I was now sitting with my back against the altar.
‘Hannah . . . woke you . . . I mean ordered you to . . . change the andrones? Why?’
‘User Hannah wished to send one of the units to repair the connection between the quadrants, Specimen Elspeth,’ God said.
‘And did she . . . I mean did the androne do that?’
‘It repaired the connections between Quadrants One, Two and Three, but Quadrant Four is beyond its range. User Hannah then required me to modify an androne so that it would be able to achieve a greater range. I began to develop a modification that would give the androne limited operational capacity independent of the God connection. But this was not completed until after User Hannah had expired.’
Hannah had died before she had been able to do what she wanted to do, then. I now had no doubt at all that two sets of bones lay in her grave, along with Cassandra’s key, which suggested she had arranged this with God. But why had she been trying to establish a connection to a govamen terminal?
I got to my feet, reminding myself not to become distracted with questions about Hannah. The most important thing was to get Cassandra’s key and escape from Habitat as soon as possible. But I had learned some important things, the most vital of which was that the Tumen were machines obeying a program and the mind controlling Habitat and the Tumen was that of a computermachine.
‘So it was one of these andrones talking to me, when I woke in the cryosleep pod?’ I said, at last.
‘I spoke to you using the inbuilt androne voice,’ said God.
‘All right,’ I said. ‘So you were talking to me through the androne. Tell me again how you knew where to send the Tumen after us. Tell me what happened once we were taken.’
‘Movement and heat signatures consistent with human-sized life forms were detected by outlying automated sensors in the catchment zone. An androne was dispatched to collect viable specimens. Severe dehydration and primary malnutrition were detected in all specimens, but all were evaluated as retrievable and viable. Brought back to the Galon Institute, they were installed in medivac units for minor repairs before being transferred to basic cryopods for the gathering of data as required by original rescue protocols. Once preliminary data had been retrieved, four specimens were resurrected in Habitat in accordance with Habitat variation protocol. One specimen – you, Specimen Elspeth – was held back for further investigation as an anomaly.’
‘Why do you call me an anomaly?’ I asked.
‘You woke from cryosleep and then could not be restored to the correct state for re-immersion. Protocols require full documentation of deviant phenomena.’
‘So you just wanted to know why I woke and how I stayed awake?’ I said, relieved it had not mentioned Misfit abilities.
‘Secondary data has been and is still in the process of being collected by surveillance array in Habitat,’ God said. ‘This will be collated with primary data after extinction.’
I blinked. In essence, God was telling me it had been watching me and would continue doing so until I died. I bit back the impulse to tell it bluntly that I had no intention of dying in Habitat, and asked, ‘How did Hannah end up dying in Habitat? Answer this question as fully as you can.’ There were a thousand things I wanted to know, but it seemed wiser to ask clear, simply formulated questions.
‘The completed God program had been installed but not yet activated when Class B Cataclysm occurred. Prime User Kelver Rhonin activated the God program in basic mode before departing Quadrant One to re-establish the severed links between the quadrants. He did not return. It was not until User Jacob Obernewtyn installed himself in a cryosleep pod that the survivor retrieval program was automatically activated. This resulted in the andrones adapting and extending their operational protocols. From this time, all surviving specimens entering the designated catchment zone were acquired by andrones, repaired then stored and maintained in cryosleep pods. By the time User Hannah arrived, there were seven hundred and thirty-nine specimens in sleep pods. Twenty per cent had expired in situ due to system flaws. User Hannah activated my full program and commanded the resurrection of all remaining viable specimens from cryopods, but this command could not be executed without a link to a government portal to acquire authorisation for the release of specimens, and this could not be achieved without the repair of the severed links between Quadrants One and Four. User Hannah then located and attempted to enact the Habitat solution.’
‘The . . . Habitat solution? What is that?’ I asked, fascinated. Realising I had been riveted for some time, I forced myself to cross to the Hub entrance and look out to be sure no Speci was approaching. All was still and dark, save where the moonlight fell.
God continued, seemingly oblivious to my movements. ‘The Habitat solution enables the construction and preparation of a suitable habitat for the resurrection and indefinite maintenance of six hundred viable specimens. This was rejected by my programming as an obsolete protocol, but User Hannah found grounds and resubmitted her application. It was rejected by my program as being unwieldy and impossible, given there were only two andrones available for construction. User Hannah then located an area within Midland that could be modified to enable the construction of Habitat. This time the proposal was acceptable to my programming. It took the two andrones five years to bring Habitat to the level that enabled the resurrection of specimens. During that time twenty-seven died in flawed cryopods. When it was complete, User Hannah proposed that all specimens be resurrected and put into Habitat, but extrapolation of data showed that Habitat would not support that number. User Hannah calculated a sixty-one per cent risk that some specimens still in cryosleep pods would expire before being revived, but my program showed that overpopulation of Habitat would result in dysfunction of specimens and destruction of Habitat with the projected expiration of ninety per cent of viable specimens.’
Trying to find meaning in the smooth flow of largely incomprehensible terms was like trying to catch tiny darting fish in my fingers. ‘So Jacob . . . when Hannah arrived, was he . . . sleeping still?’
‘He was the first awakened, Speci Elspeth.’
Despite all my own needs and the strangeness of this entire conversation with a machine, tears sprang to my eyes at the thought of Jacob reunited with his beloved Hannah. Incredibly, his mad dream of crossing the wasteland to find a Beforetime city where he would be reunited with Hannah had come true. That would mean it been a true dream all along. They had not been common among Beforetimers and Jacob had been unTalented, yet still, it might be so. It was wonderful, and yet some part of me found it almost impossible to believe that they had both slept in cryopods years and miles apart, their lives arrested for long periods, only to be reunited at the end of their lives, Hannah’s tasks completed by that reunion. Of course their story had not been flawless. I could imagine Hannah’s horror and later Jacob’s too, when he realised all of those hundreds of people trapped and dying in faulty cryopods were there because he had activated that part of God’s program simply by putting himself into a cryopod. I had no idea where so many people had come from to be captured by the Tumen nor why or how there had been so many babies and children, but it was no surprise that Hannah had been determined to save them. It might even be that she had been unable to free Jacob without finding a solution. The things God had told me made it clear she had begun by simply trying to release the sleepers and, finding that impossible, she had unearthed the Habitat protocol and had eventually managed to force God to create it. It had taken five years, then what had happened? She and Jacob had entered Habitat to live out their final years among the Speci? And all the rest of it, the Covenant and so on, had happened some time after that?
I frowned, thinking about the Covenant. I had been told that an old woman called Naha had been awakened in the Hub, bearing a list of laws and rules to live by, and that was the Covenant. She had been revered and had set in place many of the traditions and customs in Habitat. And she had been sacred because she had spoken to God, and God had answered her.
It must have been Hannah! But there was no mention of an old man. What if she and Jacob had spent their final years watching over the people in Habitat to be sure they were safe, using God’s resources, then after Jacob died, Hannah entered Habitat, so that she could ensure she would be buried with him when the time came. She might have brought in the Covenant simply to instil practices that would enable its inhabitants to better endure.
‘Hannah took the Covenant into Habitat, didn’t she?’ I said, though I was certain of it.
‘That is correct, Specimen Elspeth.’
I frowned. ‘How do you know my name?’
‘I have heard it spoken by other specimens and you respond to it, therefore it is your preferred designation,’ God said. ‘Do you wish to be addressed differently? My program enables language adaptation.’
‘No, and you need not say my name every time you speak to me!’ I said ‘Why did you resurrect me and the others when you did? I mean, why not other sleepers?’
‘Originally the sleepers woken were always those who had been longest in cryopods. But more recent data analysis showed that, for those resurrected, the potential to reproduce declines in direct relation to the length of time in cryogenic sleep. Given that the number of births in Habitat has been falling for the last three generations, and based on projected data, without intervention, the number of viable Speci will fall to a level that will endanger the future of Habitat in three generations. Also, there are few left in cryopods now, and many are flawed by illness,’ God concluded.
‘Oh,’ I said, thinking of Miryum. I wanted to ask about her, but I had been in the Hub for a long while and there was so much that I only half understood. Aside from it all, the need that had brought me to the Hub had not changed. I had to find out how we could get out of Habitat, and despite all I had learned, I still had no idea how that could be managed. I had asked God how Tumen got in and out of Habitant, and had been told they used the Hub. Could a computermachine lie, or evade a question? It was suddenly brighter and I looked up to see the moon overhead. I breathed deep and the air smelled sweet and dangerous. The cacti would be in full bloom now, and so perhaps I was safe from interruption for the time being. It struck me suddenly that I had been very fortunate I had not eaten the drugged plums before walking to the Hub the first time with Tash, since I might very well have stumbled off the path, even taking Tash with me. It was sheer luck that she had arrived just before I had been about to eat them, and had suggested the expedition, so that I had not eaten them until my return. Dismissing the plums from my mind, I looked down at the moonlit altar, thinking that what I needed was a way to convince God to free us, but since it regarded me as a Speci man, and no Speci man was able to be released without authorisation from the ubiquitous govamen, it would take some thinking. Better to go away, sleep, and then see what I could come up with on the morrow. Maybe one of the others would think of something.
But there was one thing I wanted to clarify before I left, for it had occurred to me that Jacob had to have been regarded by God as a Speci man. ‘God, what happened to Jacob Obernewtyn? Was he resurrected inside Habitat?’
‘User Jacob Obernewtyn was revived by User Hannah. Because he had installed himself in a cryosleep pod, neither government permission nor release codes were required for his resurrection and he was authorised by her as a user. He expired seven months after resurrection, while Habitat was still under construction,’ said the computermachine.
I found I was fiercely glad that Jacob and Hannah had managed a little time together. It was very little time, really, but I thought that, were I given the chance to see Rushton ere the end, for an hour, or even for five minutes, I would accept it with joy and gratitude. As for Jacob, the scribings in his journal showed that he had crossed the Blacklands Range and the poisoned lands beyond solely in the hope of being able to speak with Hannah again, so I could not doubt he would have woken to joy.




Having decided to leave, I lingered.
I would wait until the moon had begun to set, and the flowers to lose their deadly allure. I was not terribly tired, having slept well before I had come to the Hub, and how should I sleep in any case, knowing all that I now knew? I would only lie awake gnawing ferociously at all I had heard, longing to tell the others.
I sat on the step in the doorway for a time, staring out at the bristling, moonlit outline of the cacti plants, organising my thoughts, then I went back inside and sat cross-legged on the ground by the altar, where I could lean my back against it and look up and see the stars.
‘In which quadrant is the Galon Facility, God?’ I had worked out now that Pellmar Quadrants was actually four separate settlements.
‘It is situated in Quadrant One,’ said God.
‘And . . . that is here?’ I asked, and then I hastily rephrased my words. ‘I mean, is Habitat in Quadrant One?’
‘That is correct, Specimen Elspeth,’ said God.
The Tumen had said the Galon Institute had many levels, yet we were unable to see any scrapers over the wall around Habitat. Perhaps some levels were under the ground.
‘God, did Hannah ever try to go to Quadrant Four herself?’
‘After the expiration of Jacob Obernewtyn, User Hannah travelled to Quadrant Four. She wished to see if there was a viable link between the computer terminal at Quadrant Four and a Government Terminal. She also wished to see if the body of Kelver Rhonin could be found there.’
‘And did she find him?’ I asked, startled out of my list of queries.
‘She did not find a body, Specimen Elspeth. She saw no sign that Kelver Rhonin had ever been there,’ God answered. ‘Nor did she find a viable link to a government terminal.’
‘So she came back and went into Habitat? Why?’
‘User Hannah had observed Habitat since the beginning and she devised a charter she called Covenant, that would address certain flaws and ease relations between specimens that inhabited Habitat. She entered Habitat because she said that she wished to share their captivity since she could not find a way to release them.’
I nodded absently. ‘And she lived for two years, then she was buried there?’
‘When she expired, her body was buried in the Habitat burying ground according to Speci death protocols she had established,’ said God.
‘How did she die?’ I asked softly.
‘User Hannah Obernewtyn expired of physical breakdown as the result of exposure to contaminated material.’
So they had bonded after all, Hannah and Jacob, I thought, for there would be no other reason for her to have taken his second name. Garth would have been pleased and I looked forward to telling this news to Ana. Yet it saddened me that Hannah had died in such a way. ‘What can you tell me about the bones of Jacob Obernewtyn?’
‘User Hannah instructed that Hannah’s bones be buried with the bones of Jacob Obernewtyn,’ God said.
This was a strangely convoluted way to put it, but I was glad to hear that Hannah had arranged that their bones would be buried together at the end, just as she had always promised Jacob. Suddenly I was weary of my carefully composed questions. Bluntly, I asked, ‘God, how do I get out of Habitat?’
‘Specimens are not permitted to leave Habitat until government authorisation has been obtained,’ God said.
I sighed, but it was no more than I had expected. ‘How would I get out if that were permitted?’ I asked.
‘You would exit through the Hub,’ God said.
I glared at the sky and thought about the fact that Dell had been convinced computermachines could be made to dismiss or disobey their programming if they could be brought to understand complex reasoning, and God had refused Hannah more than once, when she had wanted it to create Habitat, until she had found a way to change its mind. The answer to getting out of Habitat seemed not to be that simple. I had to find a way to convince God to free me, and not only me. My companions had to be freed as well. Indeed I would be glad to have all of the Speci released from their serene, unnatural prison.
The trouble was I did not have a compelling argument, nor the time to construct one. But Hannah had known I would come here. Why allow herself and Jacob to be buried in Habitat with Cassandra’s key if she had not foreseen that? In which case, she had surely seen, too, that I would be trapped with my companions. Of course, Atthis might have been supposed to warn me, or give me some advice or device that would have prevented me ending up helpless inside Habitat. Hannah might have foreseen that, but not that I would beg the Agyllian to help me save Rushton on Norseland, which would result in the old bird’s early death. Was it possible that in saving Rushton, I had doomed us all? I found I could not believe it. Nor could I accept that my quest was to founder in this remote outpost of the Beforetime when I had come so far at so much cost. Cassandra’s key was in Habitat, and I was here to get it. Hannah had known I would come. It was even possible that I would find a message from her with Cassandra’s key, telling me how to get out of Habitat and what to do next.
Then an even more elegant solution presented itself to me. If Hannah had seen I was coming and that I would be trapped in Habitat, she would have wanted to ensure I could escape, and the best way to do that – better by far than scribed messages and codes – would have been for her to arrange it with God.
I must have slept, for I woke to hear a crunching step and leapt to my feet in startled alarm just as a man entered the Hub. He glanced at me without much interest, and I nodded awkwardly, not knowing if there was some courtesy required. But the man simply came to the altar lit now by dim dawn light, and looked around it disconsolately. Then he sighed and his shoulders slumped. ‘God’s will, then,’ he muttered.
He looked up at the skylight and it seemed to me he might say something, but at length he sighed again and went out with no more than another sideways glance at me. I hoped he had not recognised me, for if he spoke of my presence in the Hub, the Speci might wonder how I had managed to come here when I had been too ill to eat my meal in the common rooms. Yet I had the feeling he had been utterly preoccupied with his own concerns.
It was time to leave, for if one Speci could come, others might as well. It must be later than I had thought. I listened until his slow heavy tread faded, wanting to let him get a head start before I left the Hub. On the verge of leaving, I dithered absurdly at the door feeling that I ought to say some sort of farewell to God. Then a woman appeared, walking quickly along the path, head down. I stepped out as she approached the entrance to the Hub and she flicked a glance at me before entering, just as the man had done, but I heard her muttering something under her breath. Guessing that she was preparing to voice a wish-prayer, I wondered why God did not address the Speci as it had me. Unless it was that they did not actually ask for a response. The only answer they expected was the granting of their wish. Or not. And that was what they got.
The air still smelled faintly intoxicating as I made my way along the path, but I breathed shallowly and kept my eyes on the path, forcing myself to concentrate on walking. It seemed a long walk back, and when I finally reached my hut, I was tired and my feet were sore. Stripping off my shift, I splashed my face and rinsed my feet and hands, which were somewhat swollen. Probably it was the long walk the previous day, and the heat. Was there some more sturdy footwear in Habitat than the flimsy sandals I had been given, I wondered. If so, we ought each to get a pair before leaving. That was the last thought that entered my head as I lay down.
At once I fell into a deepsleep, and if anyone came to look at me, as I had been warned they might by the woman who had bandaged my head, I was not aware of it.
I dreamed of a woman of late middle years walking slowly along a black road across an undulant white plain. The desert?
I was aware that I was dreaming and I willed myself closer to the woman to assure myself that it was not Hannah Seraphim, and it was not. The woman was older but not elderly, yet she limped and clearly had need of the staff she carried, whose head was carved into the shape of a goat. Her cracked and faded walking boots and worn clothes suggested she had come far, as did her shabby pack and the thin sack slung over one shoulder. Her face showed the marks of travel too – the weathered skin, the farseeing, weary eyes scanning the distant horizon – yet she did not look frightened or desperate, only stoic and determined.
She was humming a soft tune under her breath and I recognised it as a Highland cradle song I had heard Rushton sing sometimes, when he did not know it. It was night in the dream, but the light had been growing and now the sun rose. A tide of red gold rose up and gilded the woman’s face, and licked one side of every dune, sending a violet shadow stretching out the other. The woman lowered her head to shade her eyes, for she had her hands full with the sack and the staff. Her eyes narrowed into a slit then widened as her face suffused with wonder.
I was unable to turn and see what she saw, but as she continued to stare, seemingly mesmerised, I realised with fascination that what she saw was reflected in her eyes. And I saw it too: a tiny Beforetime city silhouetted against the fiery dawn sky, complete with tiny perfect soaring towers, the tallest of them being a spire with a bulb at the tip.
The woman’s eyes filled with tears, which distorted the reflection of the city and caught the dazzle of the sun. ‘Mama,’ she whispered, ‘we did it together, just as you always said.’
The memory dream billowed and broke, and I fell into a deeper, dreamless sleep. Then a soft hand was shaking me insistently, a soft voice saying, ‘Elspeth, wake up.’
I opened my eyes to find daylight streaming into the hut, for the heavy curtains that had protected my eyes had been removed. A slight shape was bent over me. It was the Speci girl, Tash, and she was smiling down at me. ‘How is your head? If it is not troubling you, I thought you might like to walk to breakfast with me. That is what your friends sometimes call firstmeal. You have been shifted to the first sitting.’
I sat up abruptly, rubbing my eyes and wondering if the events in the Hub had been some sort of vivid and outrageous dream. Had I really spoken to God, who had turned out to be the voice of a computermachine?
‘Best make haste,’ Tash urged mildly. ‘Balboa ought to have told you yesterday, but she refused to come to your hut. She said if you had come to supper as you ought, you would have got the message.’
‘She does not like me,’ I said, but without passion, for the confrontation with the girl seemed to have taken place long ago. My mind was full of the Hub and other questions I seemed to have formulated in my sleep, which might be asked. But I needed to tell the others what I had learned and I could not return, without causing comment, until after I had eaten, especially after I had missed two meals in a row, and only one with permission. I hoped fervently that Balboa had not mentioned the incident at the burying ground to anyone, for the last thing I wanted now was any sort of fuss. Better to put off returning until mid morning when most people would be working. Besides, if I went to eat, I might even manage a conversation with the others.
‘It is only because of Dameon,’ Tash said gently. ‘Because of how he feels about you.’
I shrugged irritably. ‘He is my friend and that is all there is to it,’ I said, remembering with a heavy heart that Dameon was in love with the wretched Balboa, for there was nothing but grief in that.
Tash gave me a quizzical sidelong look and I realised that I was probably leaking a torrent of conflicting emotions, but she said nothing.
As we approached the door to the eating hut, she asked if I would like to bathe after I had eaten. She could not come in with me because she was assigned to the third sitting, and in the meantime, she had to help prepare the food. But she could go to the bath hut before midmeal, if I did not mind waiting for her. I could sit on the common under the shrub I liked, and she would come and fetch me when she was free. It was a shy invitation, and the thought of a bath was almost irresistible, especially since I had not bathed thoroughly since waking in Habitat, but I wanted to go back to the Hub and speak with God again. I saw by her disappointed expression that Tash had sensed my refusal before I voiced it, but then she brightened and said that we could bathe on the morrow instead, if I liked. She gave me a wistful diffident smile and it struck me that she had come to fetch me less out of duty than in proffered friendship.
This shamed me, for though I liked her very well, my whole will was bent on escaping Habitat so that I could get on with my quest. Even thinking of how long I had been caught here, like a fly in a web, filled me with a sudden violent rage of impatience.
Tash’s smile faltered. ‘I do not mean to impose . . .’
‘You do not,’ I said, too fiercely, and made myself smile at her. ‘I mean, I would like very much to bathe tomorrow.’
She smiled uncertainly, then after a slight hesitation, she said, ‘Maybe we will be assigned the same work once you begin.’
‘I would like that,’ I said, and while this was true as far as it went, my greater hope and intention was to be out of Habitat long before I had to undertake any training or work. But in the meantime, I would try to be as kind as I could to this gentle girl with her wistful face and warm eyes.
After she had left, it struck me that I could do with some clean clothes as well as a bath, but I would need to learn where they were stored. It might be as well to get some additional spare clothes at the same time, to make up for some of our lost supplies. That reminded me of the memory seed. I had completely forgotten to ask Ana or Dragon about it, but I must do so the first moment I saw either of them. With this in mind, I entered the eating hut and looked about hopefully once my eyes adjusted to the dimness, but there were only a few strangers seated at the tables. It was only the start of the sitting, I realised, and remembering I was supposed to see the woman who had tended my head the previous day, I sought her out. She examined the place where the bump had been and said in her soft way that I was healing well, though I still looked too thin.
I promised to take extra food and went to make my selection. None of the others had entered yet, and I gave up waiting and sat down in the nearest free seat. Inevitably, as I chewed my way through the bland fare, my thoughts were all of the questions I wanted to ask God the next time we spoke. There were important questions of course, connected to my quest, but I also had a multitude of smaller questions. For instance, how had Jacob known where to find a cryopod and how had he known how to use it, and why had he used it at all? Had he still had the wild hope that after years and years, Hannah would come to wake him? Love ought to be so steadfast, and in his case at least, his longing had borne sweet fruit.
Taking my plates to the washing room, and making my way out into the sunlight, I thought of how God had spoken of a Class B Cataclysm severing the quadrants from one another. That had obviously been the Great White, or some part of it, and maybe it had caused the upheaval in the earth that wrenched and cracked the graag and collapsed the secret Reichler Clinic at Obernewtyn, killing every single person there save Jacob, who had been in the house speaking to Hannah by means of some Beforetime device.
I stopped. I had reached the wall, and I needed to make up my mind if I would go to my hut and wait a little before visiting the Hub, or go to the fields and see Swallow or one of the others. I needed to tell them what I had learned.
The touch of a hand on my shoulder made me cry out in fright. I whirled to find a slender woman running slightly to fat around the hips, with yellow hair like Ana’s but dry looking and thin at the ends. She was staring back at me with astonished indignation.
‘I called your name twice,’ she said.
‘I . . . I didn’t hear,’ I stammered, remembering just in time to be simple Elspeth.
‘I hope your hearing is not defective,’ she said in a brisk voice. ‘That would be tedious.’ I blinked at her in a confusion that was not feigned.
‘You are to come to the weaving house where you will have your first assignment,’ she said. ‘I am Feeny. Balboa sent me to get you. She is preparing the loom.’
My heart sank, both at the thought that I was not free to do what I wanted, and at having to spend time with Balboa. If only I had walked more quickly, instead of dawdling along in a daydream.
The rest of the day reminded me of the period I had spent working in the cavernous kitchens after I first arrived at Obernewtyn. The enormous cook Andra had not been ill natured or malevolent, but Ariel had sent me to her as a punishment and so, dispassionately, she had obeyed his command to work me hard, filling my days with drudgery. What had made it bearable was that she had obeyed Ariel without any real animosity. Once she even told me with rough sympathy that it was unfortunate I had earned his enmity. I could have borne the drudgery easily save for the endless bullying of her vile daughter, who had possessed a streak of meanness that delighted in a helpless victim.
Yet she had mistaken me, for I had not been helpless nor was I afraid of her. I gave as good as I got, pinch for pinch and slap for slap in a silent savage war in which we had both striven not to be caught by Andra, for the cook would slap us both with a heavy hand if she caught us at our covert battles, because they disrupted her kitchen.
Balboa lacked the energetic ill will of Andra’s daughter, but when she looked up to see me being ushered into the weaving house, there was a flash of triumphant malice in her eyes that did not bode well.
Balboa’s lesson about threading a loom was surprisingly efficient, although far beyond the capacity of a beginner. I might even have been interested, but it was delivered without any pretence of liking or warmth. When I failed to answer her questions swiftly enough, for I was playing my simpleminded role, her corrections were sharply delivered, and well sauced with sneering asides to others working in the weaving hut.
She then gave me a small basic weaving of two colours and demonstrated how to go on with it on a little handloom. It was not exacting but it was new to me, and watching me struggle with it, Balboa frequently hissed and tore it from my hand to repair a mistake or show me how I should do something better. She did this less out of impatience with my slowness, I thought, than for the sheer pleasure of it. All the while, she indulged in sighs and groans and eye-rollings directed at the other people about the table working on small weaves, who offered her sympathetic looks. Nor did she truly instruct me, for all her play at it. It was swiftly apparent to me that I was supposed to learn my work from a teacher who had no desire to teach me anything and who had a positive desire to ensure I failed. She left out details and told me things in a muddled order, so that to begin with I truly seemed a fool.
I soon became wise enough to carefully weigh anything Balboa told me, and observe the other workers covertly to see how things were truly done. It was not, in the end, very exacting, for the fine and intricate work was done by Feeny and several other workers who shifted about the tables constantly, bringing their nimble fingers and this or that yarn or laying out a new bit of pattern, or examining what was being done and then resetting the pegs in the loom. I was careful not to work too quickly, but by the end of the morning I allowed myself to be reasonably competent at the work, for it was demanding of neither wit nor flesh once I knew what I was doing. Yet it was wearying to work alongside someone who begrudged every word she spoke to me and was at pains to let me know it, all the more so because her dislike infected the others at our table, men and women both, who needed no more reason or evidence for their dislike of me than that Balboa disliked me.
No one did me actual harm, but nor did anyone go out of their way to help me or welcome me. Indeed, if I failed to understand something, there were sly smiles and irritated huffs. My elbow was jostled at the crucial moment of tying off, when I had been warned to hold a thread tight, ruining hours of work so that even Feeny shouted at the waste of it. But no one criticised me so I was unable to defend myself. Nor could I have managed it within the limitations of the simpleton Elspeth I had offered them.
The ill treatment tapered away as the long day progressed, broken only by a message sent and a midmeal spent with these same people about me. Maybe it was because my lack of rancour or indignation seemed a strangely flat response to Balboa’s campaign of provocation that most of the people in the weaving hut seemed to lose interest in me. Not Balboa.
‘Leave her be, Bal, she is a proper fool but harmless,’ one man said finally, mildly, not troubling to lower his voice when Balboa let go of a box a moment before I had closed my fingers around it securely and it fell and broke, scattering needles all over the floor. It was at the end of the day when we were cleaning up the tables and putting away yarn and bolts of cloth and tools. Impatiently Feeny bade me hurry and pick them up, and though I smarted, I did not try to explain that Balboa had caused the accident. Feeny was not unkind, only too busy to take note of what had been happening in the weaving house because she was charged with deciding the patterns and seemed constantly half lost in a dream of shape and colour. Indeed her irritation at my clumsiness seemed to be more the result of having her dreams interrupted than because a needle or two might be lost. No one helped me to collect the needles and I saw Balboa give several a sly kick that sent them spinning under benches and tables, so that I must lie on my belly to retrieve them.
I felt foolish and pitiful grovelling under their feet, and yet I pitied the Speci, even Balboa, for surely all of their pettiness and dullness, and even Balboa’s malice, arose from the stunted lives they lived in Habitat. No matter that they were healthy, they were still prisoners and the life they lived was abnormal and constrained. There was nothing in it to test one or lift the spirits. The wonder was that they were not more profoundly disturbed.
Of course some had activities to sustain them – not mere make-work or basic labour but something that engaged their minds and hearts. Sikoka and the others in the Committee had the pleasure and challenge of their intrigues. Feeny’s mind was focused and enlivened by her work in the weaving house. Tash had her empathy and her growing awareness of her difference to occupy her, even if there was no joy in it. Balboa had her propensity for malice, not to mention her infatuation with Dameon. Having spent the day with her, I could not believe she loved him.
I was still collecting pins when the others carefully rolled up the weaves that had been finished and departed. I hoped for my release at last, but Feeny bade me sweep under the tables and vats and looms, and mop the floors after the others left. I thought it a punishment, but as she was leaving, she told me it was a task always given to the newest and least experienced person in the weaving hut for the whole of their first assignment period.
Then I was left blissfully alone in that large, silent chamber full of the scents of plant fibres and sap. I continued mopping, but slowly, knowing there was some time before the evening meal sittings began. One thing I had learned was that a circular device hung upon the wall showed a day divided into hours, and a small arrow moving upon it showed the passing of hours. Now the arrow pierced the hour of four, and outside, the light told me it was still afternoon.
As I swept and then mopped my way around the hut, I forgot about Balboa and the Speci. I thought instead of the Beforetimer who had made God out of Ines. Kelver Rhonin had survived the Great White without harm, because the settlements of Pellmar Quadrants seemed not to have been any sort of target, perhaps because they had been remote. They might even have been nearly deserted, given that God had said nothing about anyone other than Kelver Rhonin, but perhaps a computermachine program did not think much about people other than their makers and users. In a way, this long-dead man ought to have been of no interest to me, and yet, he had been of interest to Hannah, who might actually have met him before the Great White. Also, he had been a man who had intimately understood computermachines and whom at least one computermachine addressed by name, and there might be something I could learn from him that would serve me in my quest.
So I indulged myself in recalling the bare details of his story as God had related them to me. Following the Cataclysm, Kelver Rhonin had partly woken God before leaving Quadrant One to reconnect the quadrants. How God could have known that if it had been mostly asleep, I did not know. Perhaps it was possible for a drowsing computermachine to absorb information it would later examine more wakefully. In any case, he had then gone to Quadrant Four to try to reconnect the computermachines, presumably so that he could find out what had happened to the world, or maybe to find out if there was anyone else alive. That was where his story dissolved into mystery, for when Hannah had gone to see what had happened to him, she had found there was no computer link to govamen, according to God, nor had there been any sign of Kelver Rhonin.
I bestirred myself and set the mop and broom to rights before coming outside. The air was fresh and sweet and I was hungry enough that even the thought of the tasteless Speci fare made my stomach rumble.
‘Well that is a sound I have heard before,’ Ana said.
She looked frazzled and there were dark circles under her eyes. My smile faded. ‘Are you ill?’ I asked, dismayed.
She shook her head, eyes bright. ‘I am not ill but only deadly tired. I did not sleep much.’
My eyes widened and she nodded. The digging had begun. ‘Tash told Dragon and Dragon told me that you had been shifted to the early meal sitting. Then I overheard Balboa complaining about your clumsiness today, so I knew where you were and decided to come and fetch you. It is still too early to eat but I thought you might like a bit of fresh air. I always want that at the end of a day of work. Swallow and I have arranged to meet on the common just before the meal, so we can wait for him together.
I did not need to ask where they were to meet. I said only that I would like to go. The moment we reached the bush I asked her what had happened at the burying ground. ‘How deep have you got?’
‘Swallow brought a digging machine so we got right down to the bones last night, but there was no key,’ she began.
‘It is likely not a key as we know it,’ I interrupted her. ‘It might even be glass or some sort of plast . . .’
‘Elspeth, listen,’ Ana said forcefully enough that my questions died on my lips. ‘There was nothing in the grave but the bones of a single person and there was no key or any other device.’
‘It might have . . . but wait, what do you mean the bones of one body? That is not possible. God told me they were buried together.’
‘God told you?’ echoed a familiar voice, sharp with incredulity. I looked up to see Swallow approaching, with Dameon coming along behind him.
My heart lurched at seeing the empath, whose face, while not as lined with fatigue as Ana’s and Swallow’s faces, was drawn and sad. Yet the smile he gave me was as warm and loving as ever and I felt truly wretched that such a man should suffer for love of a person as full of spite and petty malice as Balboa.
Ana impatiently bade them both to sit and Swallow obeyed, saying, ‘I think you had better repeat yourself, for I misheard . . .
‘You did not mishear,’ I told him, as Dameon sat down, too. ‘I went to the Hub last night and spoke to God, which turns out to be a computermachine program woken ages ago by Hannah Seraphim. Actually it was Jacob who roused it by shutting himself into a cryopod. Then Hannah came along and woke it properly, when she found Jacob and a lot of others mouldering in faulty cryopods. She woke him but God refused to release the others without govamen permission, so she bullied it into creating this place because at least the Speci would have a chance. Then when Jacob died, she came in here. She was Naha, and Covenant was supposed to fix the problems of the Speci.’
The others were gaping at me.
‘If I could not see that you are telling the exact truth, I would have thought you had gone mad,’ Swallow said slowly.
‘Or maybe it is as mad as it sounds, but she believes it is true,’ Ana said.
I told them everything that had happened in detail, still trying to be succinct, and they were riveted enough that they scarce interrupted me. That was just as well because I had barely got through it when Swallow noted that people were beginning to straggle into the eating hut for the first sitting.
‘We have a little time,’ I said. ‘Now tell me again about the grave. God told me Hannah and Jacob were buried together in Habitat.’
‘Then it was wrong,’ Ana said. ‘We dug up the grave. There was one set of adult bones. There is no way to know if they were male or female. Yet it was small so I would call it female.’
‘Hannah . . .’ I said. ‘But how deeply did you dig? Could there be another body deeper down?’
‘It took us most of the night to get down to the bones, even with the help of a digger. The ground is like rock, and not the soft kind,’ Swallow said. ‘I would swear the ground underneath had never been disturbed, but if you wish I will try again tonight. We had to refill the hole before leaving but it will be easier to uncover a second time. Are you . . .’
I nodded to him to go on.
‘Are you absolutely sure the computermachine told you Jacob and Hannah were buried together?’
‘Well, what it actually said was that Hannah had instructed that her bones and Jacob’s body be buried together. It put it a bit awkwardly, I remember, as if she had been talking about the bones of some other Hannah. And strictly speaking, it ought to have said Jacob’s bones and Hannah’s body, for he died before she did.’
‘Perhaps it lied,’ Swallow said.
‘A computermachine does not lie, Garth told me, and Reul said it too,’ Ana said. ‘It has no motivation to do anything but tell what it knows. It has no guile because it is not alive.’
‘If it were instructed to lie . . .’ Swallow said. ‘Or maybe it spoke the truth it had been told, and that was a lie.’
‘But why would it or anyone else lie about the bodies?’ Ana asked. ‘And who would the lie be intended for? Jacob is dead and Hannah too, and even this Kelber.’
‘Kelver,’ I corrected. ‘Kelver Rhonin.’
‘What sort of name is that?’ Ana demanded.
‘A Beforetime name,’ Dameon murmured.
‘Hannah would have been the last person to speak to the computermachine before she went into Habitat, right? Maybe she told it what to do with her body and then she told it to do something else to Jacob’s,’ Ana said. ‘Dell once told me that a computermachine can refuse to tell you something because you don’t have the words or code to unlock the knowledge. Perhaps Hannah told it to tell you they were buried in the same place, unless you had the secret words.’
‘Maybe God sent the Tumen to do what Hannah asked and they disobeyed,’ Swallow said.
I realised I had not told the others about the andrones, and did so now, keeping one eye on the eating hut, where a few people were straggling in to the first sitting. ‘If God told the Tumen to bury the bodies together, they would have done it,’ I said. ‘The andrones are not separate beings with minds of their own. To suggest they would disobey God would be like saying I want to pick something up but my hands refuse to do it. That would not happen unless I were ill, and a machine does not fall ill, though maybe it can break . . .’
Swallow said, ‘I did not mean the Tumen disobeyed God but only that they might not have obeyed its command as we imagine.’
‘There is another possibility,’ I said. ‘Hannah might have seen a vision of me at her grave with Cassandra’s key, and assumed that was where I had got it.’
‘But Hannah is the only name on the marker so why would she think Jacob was buried with her?’ Ana asked.
‘I will ask God about it. Tonight, I hope. But in the meantime, have another dig around in the grave and see if you can’t find the key. That is the vital thing.’ I got to my feet reluctantly, wishing I could stay and talk. There was so much yet to say.
‘Wait,’ Swallow said, getting to his feet. ‘What about a way out of Habitat? Did it tell you anything?’
‘Nothing of any use, but I will try again tonight. There has to be a way.’
Dameon rose too. ‘If I have understood you well, Elspeth, we are in one of the four settlements that comprise Pellmar Quadrants, and the Galon Institute is in Quadrant One, which is this settlement. That means Miryum is likely to be close by and if Jacob’s body is buried outside of Habitat, it is likely to be somewhere near as well.’
‘If only we could get out of here and look for them,’ Swallow muttered.
‘It is sad to think she came all this way to find Jacob and then she died,’ Dragon said suddenly.
‘Not so sad,’ Swallow said almost defiantly. ‘She did as she swore and completed her preparations for Elspeth honourably. And she followed Jacob or her visions and was able to wake him so that they had some time together ere the end, for love. That is not nothing.’
‘Except she didn’t,’ Ana said with asperity. ‘She didn’t fulfil her vow to Jacob or complete her preparations for Elspeth because she isn’t lying with him in death and we do not know where Cassandra’s key is to be found.’
‘Maybe the grave we dug up is not Hannah Seraphim’s,’ Swallow said. ‘We have not looked at every marker. There might be another Hannah, or a Jacob. Maybe we had better look through the graves rather than digging up the same one again.’
He had a point. ‘I have to go,’ I said. ‘Do what you said and see if there is not another grave. But you won’t get through the whole burying ground in a day.’
‘We will find it if it is here and if their names are on it,’ Ana said. ‘You concentrate on God and learn the way out of Habitat. If it refuses, you must find a way to convince it.’
‘The simplest solution would be for whatever we need to make God let us out of Habitat to be in Hannah and Jacob’s grave, with Cassandra’s key,’ I said. Ana suddenly gave a laugh and I stared at her, startled. ‘I was thinking how incredible it is,’ she murmured, gesturing vaguely around us, ‘that all of this should have been created by a computermachine from the Beforetime. I laughed to think how often the Speci have told me to talk to God, never knowing you could.’ She shook her head then said in her usual quick, sharp way, ‘Just before you go, tell me again why God won’t release you. What did it say exactly?’
Well aware of her ability to think in unexpected ways, I said, ‘It regards me as a Speci man. I supposed that is a muddling together of human and Speci. And it says it can’t release any Speci men because it requires permission from a govamen. Which of course it can’t get because of the broken links and also because there is no govamen to give it permission.’
‘A govamen computermachine had great power and the capacity to link with many different computermachines at the same time and even to give them orders,’ Ana said knowledgeably. ‘Reul said only the greatest chieftains of the Beforetime lands had them. I don’t know why this Kelver Rhonin would have gone to try to make the computermachines in Quadrant Four link to a govamen computer because it could only happen the other way round.’
‘I think he was just trying to see if a link still existed,’ I said.
‘I think all of this is beside the point,’ Swallow said suddenly. ‘Hannah came here because of you, Elspeth, not because of Jacob. I mean, he was part of it, but I’m sure it was about getting Cassandra’s key to the Seeker. She would never put herself and the key in here without being sure you could get out.’
‘Perhaps God would tell you where the grave is, if you ask,’ Dragon said.
I kissed her briefly, telling her she was brilliant before hurrying away to shovel in a hasty meal under the frowning gaze of the few remaining diners. I ignored their approbation, my mind racing with ideas and possibilities the others had roused. It was so wonderful to be able to talk about my quest with other people, even if we were all trapped in Habitat like flies in a web. They had given me much to think about.




I woke the next morning to Tash shaking me.
‘I am so sorry to wake you again but you did not hear when I called you from outside. I was wondering if you would like to come now with me to the bathing hut? It is very early so we can go before any of the meal sittings.’
‘I . . . I went to the Hub last night . . . it was very late when I got back,’ I mumbled. What I wanted to do more than anything in the world was to lie down again and sleep away the exhaustion of the abortive night’s expedition, but I did not want to disappoint the Speci girl.
‘Wait,’ I said, and began casting about for my clothes.
‘I heard you cry out and I feared you were ill,’ Tash said.
‘I must have been dreaming,’ I said, though I did not recall any dream.
I held up the tunic and overtunic I had worn the previous day, wondering again where one got clean clothing, for it was covered in threads and dust. Tash suddenly flushed and said that she would wait outside. After she had gone I sat for some moments, blinking stupidly. I had to splash my face with cold water, but it was not till I had dressed and combed my hair that I felt properly awake.
Finding one sandal and hunting for the other, I thought back on the previous night with weary frustration.
After I had eaten, I had returned to the hut and tried to sleep, but it had been useless. I had been too impatient to return to God. Finally I gave up on sleep, dressed and made my way to the Hub, my mind roiling with questions. It had been a long pleasant walk in the cool night, and I would have enjoyed it but for the fact that my feet still hurt from the day before, and I was tired out from my work in the weaving hut.
The moon had shone very brightly, and when I had finally reached the Hub, the altar had been bathed in silvery white light. It had such an eerie beauty that I suddenly understood why the Speci thought that wish-prayers made at such a moment were more potent. I had been on the verge of asking questions when a woman came in. I had not even heard her approach, and before I could think how to act, another entered and then two together, and then a man. None of them had stayed long. They had merely looked around, hope turning to disappointment or resignation when they saw there was nothing in the Hub. Or they had approached the altar, lips moving as they quietly voiced whatever they desired or needed or longed for and then departed. Some stayed a little longer and no one seemed to take much notice of me or indeed of any of the other Speci. As soon as one person left, another entered the Hub; sometimes two or three people had been there at once.
It had been quite impossible to speak to God, unless I had done so with the Speci looking on, and that was not safe, given the questions I wanted to ask, let alone the fuss it would undoubtedly have caused, for I had been told quite clearly that people spoke to God, but God had only ever answered Naha.
I had lingered and I might have stayed on, waiting and hoping, but in the end, I had given up and returned to my hut to sleep. I had completely forgotten Tash’s invitation to bathe and it was the last thing I felt like doing. I knew I could apologise and put the girl off, and she would accept the rejection humbly – part of her was expecting it. But aside from desperately needing to bathe and wash my hair, I recognised the terrible loneliness of the Speci girl, and under that, her fear of what she was. And I felt helpless guilt at the knowledge that we meant to leave her behind in Habitat, a fellow Misfit. The very least I could do was to bathe with her, though even this might harm her, because after we left, she was sure to be seen to be dangerously tainted by her association with me and her friendship with Dragon.
Now I felt a flash of impatience, for one of the things I had wanted to find out the previous night was how the computermachine regarded Talents and those who used them. I had realised a computermachine would not care what questions I asked or speculate about why I asked them, so long as I did not reveal that I was asking about myself or a particular person. If only I could be sure it was safe to use my abilities, I could ensure Tash was safe in the wake of our departure, even ease her lot. Finding my other sandal, I sat down to fasten them on, wondering when I would have another chance to ask my questions. I had been wiser than I realised when I lingered in the Hub the last time I had been there, for I might not have such a chance to question God so freely again.
Tash had been sitting on the bench, but when I emerged she leapt up, her face eager and smiling in the violet flush of predawn. ‘I am glad we are going together,’ she said.
I said I was glad too, but I thought that under her brightness she looked strained and there was a hectic flush to her cheeks. Again I felt a wash of remorse at the thought of leaving her in Habitat. Was she less worthy of rescue than all of the Misfits I had rescued in the Land over the years, a cold inner voice demanded?
My quest must come before everything, I told myself, wishing I had slept early and wakened well before dawn, so that I could have gone to the Hub before the day began. Well, it was too late now. I might just as well bathe and offer Tash this little time of friendship. It was all I could give, but I would give it with my whole heart. I mustered a smile for her as we set off, and only then, saw the dark shadows under her eyes, shadows in them as well.
‘What is the matter?’ I asked her, before I could think better of it.
She looked taken aback and then a strange wild despair flashed in her eyes before she lowered her lids and swallowed hard, saying lightly, ‘I . . . I had a bad dream.’
I did not believe her, nor did I think she expected me to. The careful avoidance of asking too many questions was one of the evasions the Speci must employ as part of maintaining harmony. It was a warning, too, which I reluctantly heeded. So I plodded along beside her in silence, wishing I dared probe her. And perhaps I might have done. Certainly nothing God had said made me feel that it had any special interest in Misfits, yet the Tumen had made it clear that anomalies were of interest, and he – it – had called me an anomaly. It struck me then that it had been Hannah who had drawn up the Covenant, listing the requirements of a good Speci. She would not have seen a Misfit Talent as something that needed punishing. Indeed she would have been more like to wish to protect Misfits by finding a way to include their traits. But Covenant did not mention Misfits or Talents, not even in the words the Beforetimers had used for them. It was impossible to believe it was a simple oversight. In not mentioning it, Hannah had made it necessary for anyone with Misfit abilities to conceal them. Why would she do that, unless she knew there would be a dangerous consequence? The only thing that I could think of was that God’s programming included some special instructions about Misfits, which she had known about. That meant my guess and fear were correct, and God did have some instruction about Misfits that was to be feared.
Having reasoned myself away from revealing my Talent to Tash, I was more determined than ever to ask God about people with Talents, though it was possible that a Speci would not be given complete information about anything. I assumed I was supposed to go to the weaving house again after I had eaten, but in fact I had not been explicitly ordered to do so. Perhaps I could pretend to have misunderstood, and go to the Hub instead. There would be fewer people there at mid morning when most Speci would be at their tasks. If I had to, I could pretend to be feeling poorly again. I sighed, thinking of how my efforts to communicate in Habitat had been frustrated the entire time.
Tash glanced at me again and I realised I had been silent for too long. On impulse, I asked what her dream had been about. I knew it was frowned on to speak of dreams, but it was not forbidden in the Covenant and it might enable Tash to say something she did not dare to say outright.
I looked at her curiously when she did not respond at once, and saw that she was looking at me searchingly, longingly. I nodded to her as reassuringly and meaningfully as I could, suddenly certain that her empathy had allowed her to see through my simpleton persona from the first. Her lips parted and there was yearning in her eyes, but fear too, and the fear won, perhaps because we had reached the wall path.
‘I cannot speak of it,’ she said as we turned along the wall path, her voice thin, striving and failing to be casual. She looked at me, and to my astonishment, her eyes filled with tears but she had restraint enough not to let them fall.
‘Tell me,’ I said. ‘It was only a dream and everyone knows dreams are nonsense.’
She gave me another searching look that had so much yearning in it I stopped walking. She stopped too, and turned to me, puzzled. Heart pounding with the hope that I was not making a mistake that would doom us both, I reached out very deliberately and closed my fingers around her arm. Then, holding her gaze, I willed her to trust me, willed friendship and sympathy at her. I was not using my Talent, only feeling as intensely as I could, knowing that her empathy would take in my emotions.
She smiled uncertainly, clearly puzzled, and I realised it was nothing to her to take in my emotions – she did it all the time.
Frustrated, I pictured the black sword, hoping to so strengthen the emotions I was feeling that Tash would understand I was directing them at her. I was utterly astonished to see a bluish-green outline appear around the Speci girl, like the halo that sometimes circles the sun, or the moon.
Tash reacted dramatically, starting back and wrenching herself free of my light hold, her eyes widening in fear. Impulsively, instinctively, I laid my right hand over my heart and offered her my left as the Sadorians do, when greeting friends. I looked into her eyes, smiling, and gradually fear left her face, draining away like water from a basin and leaving her looking pale and astonished. She did not take my outstretched hand. Instead, she reached into the little pocket sewn into the side of her tunic and withdrew something.
She held it out to me on her open palm. It was a little memory seed exactly like the one that had been left for me in the computermachine by Cassy, but red and very old and battered. The colour had worn off here and there and two tiny wires were unravelling at one side. She was looking down at it with a strange mixture of terror and elation.
I reached out to take it and look at it more closely, but she shook her head frantically and closed her fingers around it. Then she put it into her pocket, all the while looking at me with beseeching eyes. I did not know what she wanted of me, nor how to safely ask. She bit her lip, and with a look of determined purpose mingled with fear, she took my arm to make me walk with her, or so I thought, for she continued along the path, drawing me with her. But then I felt her emotions reaching out to me.
Having felt mine being directed at her, she was trying to do the same!
I felt dizzy with excitement and joy, for I knew what this was. Had I not felt it a hundred times as Guildmistress of the Farseekers, undertaking a rescue? It was the moment in which a Misfit began to acknowledge what they were, and the intoxication of the dawning realisation that they were not alone. It also showed me how strong her Talent was, for utterly untrained and only half aware of what she was doing, she was emanating empathy. Most empaths began by being receptive to emotions and it took training to enable them to use their Talent actively.
Yet there was a tentativeness to her, as when a farseeker first tries to make contact with another farseeker. I felt a renewed surge of guilty sorrow, which I quickly stifled. I knew I was stirring up something that might ultimately endanger her, and yet to be a Misfit alone, never knowing what one was or if there were others, had been hell for me as a child. I could not deny Tash the chance to communicate openly with another Misfit. Whatever happened, she would know that there were others like her.
I was no empath, but continuing along the path, I opened myself to her as I had seldom done in my life. As maybe I could not have done before loving Rushton and opening my whole self to him.
As she matched my slow steps, I felt her empathy move inside me like a soft hand, feeling in the dark for something it knows or hopes is there. I do not know what she found, for I had striven not to close any part of myself. It was strange, but it had always been so hard for me to open myself to others, even to Rushton, whom I loved. Yet it was not hard with this gentle girl, perhaps in part because she could not read my thoughts, but also because I felt so strongly that Tash was as I had once been, only softer, less able to protect herself. I wanted her to know that I had no desire to harm her, that I genuinely liked her. She might feel my sadness and guilt but she would find no ill intent in me.
It struck me as we walked, hardly aware of our bodies moving along the path, not looking at one another but deeply meshed, that I had never in my life opened myself so willingly to another mind.
At last that delicate empathic tendril withdrew. I looked at Tash. She was gazing at me in wonderment and sorrow. She blinked, and this time tears did spill down her cheeks, shining in the pearly predawn light. She did not brush them away but only reached across to kiss me. I felt the drying trace of her tears and that soft kiss on my cheek as we walked on.
‘My dream was of death,’ she said unexpectedly, as we came in sight of the common, the turning in the path to the huts. She did not look at me now, though she went on talking. ‘It frightened me. But it comes to me that one must die in the end, and that if one has lived deeply, if one has known the love that is friendship, it is a thing that can be accepted gracefully.’
Now she looked directly at me and put her hand on her heart as I had done. I did not understand what she was trying to tell me, but where there had been misery and fear in her face I now saw only tranquillity. Acceptance. She smiled, a quiet smile full of gratitude and kindness.
I was baffled, though I was conscious that I had comforted her in some way. It was not until we were approaching the door to the bath hut, from which steam billowed in a great cloud, that I felt suddenly worried about our exchange. It was as if something momentous had happened, in which I had played a pivotal part, and yet I was ignorant of it. I still had no idea what had distressed her so profoundly, or what she now seemed to have accepted. What had my reaching out to her done? What had changed after I reached out to her emotionally and then allowed – invited her – into my own emotions? I had acted on impulse, wanting her to feel the relief and wonder I had once felt at the discovery that I was not a lone freak. But she had talked of death and acceptance of death, and she had smiled.
Perhaps she had been thinking of the man who had been killed not long before I came to Habitat. Perhaps she feared the same would happen to her because of what she was. All of the Speci must fear that terrible death, and maybe she had dreamed that she would suffer the same fate, her fear being fuelled by the knowledge that she was not a good Speci, failing to perfectly fit the list of requirements in Covenant. But why should being shown what she was have given her such a look of relief and acceptance? And what had the red memory seed signified?
The simplest thing would be to ask Dameon to use his formidable empathy on the girl, for he was more skilled at deriving information from emotional emanations. I ought to have asked him the previous night on the common, but aside from my slight estrangement from him since my confrontation in the burying field with Balboa, my thoughts had all been of God and Hannah’s grave.
This reminded me with a rush of excitement and anticipation that my friends had almost certainly gone to the burying field the night before, and they might have found Jacob’s grave. I hoped I would see them at firstmeal.
I glanced at Tash standing at the door to the bathing hut, her smile now peaceful, and felt again a stab of unease at having wrought such a transformation by some means I did not understand. I had to ask God about the murders, for the computermachine must have sent the Tumen to kill the man who had died. Ana had been right in saying there was no reason for God to be evasive or to lie. It would not feel shame or guilt or even fear of the consequences of telling me what it had done, as a human would do. It would tell me if I asked in the right way, or it would tell me that its programming did not allow it to tell me. And that would be an answer of sorts, too.
I was about to ask Tash why we did not enter when two Speci women came out, laughing, their faces flushed and rosy, their hair wet and slicked to their heads. They looked at me without great interest, yet it seemed to me the eyes of the older one lingered momentarily on Tash, though with no discernible change of expression.
Then a young man in white trews and a tunic stepped out and bade us enter, giving us each a thin towel.
Inside, the air was thick with heat and moisture and I looked around in wonder, seeing that the hut was one large open chamber containing a series of streaming hot pools separated by woven partitions. Tash said all of the pools were fed by a hot spring via pipes running under the floor. The pools ranged from very hot to cold. I asked what happened to the water that was used and she told me that it was piped away constantly, some of it to water the common and some to be used in the privies and washhouse. All of it passed through a machine that cleansed it, though not for drinking or cooking, she added vaguely.
Tash led the way to an empty pool towards the back of the chamber and I wondered who maintained the pipes, for even Beforetime artefacts would need to be repaired, and things must sometimes want replacing, too, especially when water was involved?
Tash dipped a bare toe into the water after slipping off her sandals, then she smiled at me and, without further ado, stripped down to the same kind of light loose undergarment I had been given to wear beneath my tunic. I did the same, after taking off my sandals, glancing around as I did so. The partitions were low enough that I could see other people moving about in the thick, damp, cloudy air. There were windows all along one wall, beyond which plants rose up in a row, dark shapes against a sky beginning to blush faintly pink. The sole light in the bathing house this early in the morning was the light of the small red lamps fixed to the walls. There was no flame and yet the light they offered had the same shifting inconstant flicker.
I heard a soft word and then the peeling laugh of a child, swiftly hushed. That froze me for a moment, for I had not set eyes on a single child even in the eating hut. But from what I had been told, children lived somewhat apart from the rest of the Speci community. I thought of the way the child’s laugh had been swiftly quelled and felt stricken all at once, knowing that when I left Habitat, it was not only Tash I would be condemning to this life until her death, but children too, who would never know anything but this flat, bland existence.
If only there was a way to make God release the Speci. But Hannah had tried and failed to make God release them, and had ended up joining the Speci in Habitat, maybe partly in remorse because she was responsible for their captivity.
‘Elspeth, get in the water!’ Tash called softly, and I realised I had been standing there in my undergarments at the edge of the pool for some time. It was fortunate that I had represented myself as a simpleton, I thought drily.
I stepped into the water quickly, gasping at the heat, which was just tolerable.
‘We can move to one of the cooler pools,’ she said. ‘It is only that there are people in them already.’
‘In a bit,’ I said, sinking into the water slowly.
For a moment I floated like that, my whole body light and hot, all of the tensions in me melting and flowing away.
‘It’s lovely, isn’t it?’ Tash said. ‘It is my favourite place in all Habitat. I love being assigned to work here.’
I heard another laugh, a man this time, followed by soft words from a woman, and thought this hut must be a favourite place for many Speci. Through the opening in the partition, and through the gaps in other partitions, I could make out the shapes of several people in pools, soaking. All looked naked, for the light undergarments that seemed to be worn by men and women alike, clung and became transparent. I wondered why people wore clothes to bathe, and if there was some tradition forbidding nakedness. If so, it must have developed within Habitat, for I could not see Hannah caring about such a trivial thing. The bathhouse itself was intimate and made for modesty, but it was not puritanical or secretive, and I supposed that it had been built as part of the original plans for Habitat. Those had not been Hannah’s, of course. Perhaps a group had been tasked with imagining Habitat and then figuring out how it could be created.
Several men and women drifted past our enclosure and looked in, then passed on, perhaps also seeking a pool they would not have to share. I closed my eyes and floated, wondering why immersing myself in hot water always felt so good. Then I thought of the way the ship fish regarded water and wondered if it was something to do with the way spirit could move within water. I heard a step and opened my eyes to see a women approaching. She wore a long plain tunic and carried some small jugs on a tray. Squatting down gracefully, she set two on the side of the pool and Tash told me the thick liquid they contained was for cleansing flesh and hair. Her words made the woman look at me more closely, then she smiled and went away.
Watching her depart, I thought how, from the first, I had regarded the Speci as adversaries at worst, and as hindrances at best. The truth was that they were merely human, imprisoned by walls and by the ideas and fears of people who were long dead. And it was not just these Speci who had been imprisoned, but generations of them in the past and yet to come, who had lived and died as prisoners.
It is not my task to free them, I told myself sternly, rubbing the thick soap into my hair. My quest was to ensure there was a world for them to discover, if ever they freed themselves. Maybe I muttered the words aloud, or more likely I sent out some emotion that prodded Tash, for she gave me a quizzical look.
I shut my eyes, immersed myself, and shook my head to rinse the suds from my hair, then I emerged again to find Tash was now floating on her back. Steam hung above the water, which had the same strong mineral odour I had noticed in the bowls of bathing water brought to the hut. Two women and an older, fit-looking man entered through the opening in the partition and began to take off their clothes without interrupting a quiet conversation about a process used to hasten the drying of cacti fibre. They paid no attention to us. One of the women said that fibre could be handled more easily while it was wet, but the man with her said he saw no need to change the method they had been using, since it worked perfectly well. One of the others suggested it might be quicker.
‘Why would there be a need to do it more quickly?’ he asked, and the women seemed lost for an answer.
‘Do you want to shift to another pool?’ Tash asked me quietly. ‘Not that it will be much use.’
I started a little, for she had glided up beside me unnoticed. I let her see my puzzlement.
‘All of the pools will be occupied by now and it will get worse the later it gets,’ she explained. ‘The baths are always crowded, except for very early in the morning and very late in the evening. Feyat thinks it is a sin that people come here so much and she is trying to get the Committee to restrict the number of baths people are allowed to have. Fortunately Sikoka loves baths, too. He sometimes comes twice a day.’ She giggled a little at this and I was startled by the lightness of her voice and manner after the strange intensity of our exchange on the path. Perhaps I had been wrong in taking her mood so seriously. If only I could coerce her, I would soon enough discover what ailed her.
After a time, Tash announced regretfully that we would have to get out or miss firstmeal. I would have been glad to miss a meal to remain in the bathing hut, but I did not suggest it. I would be told I had to attend the sitting I was assigned to, and in any case I had no doubt that at least one of the others would be there waiting to tell me what they had done and to hear what I had done. Which was nothing, I thought glumly. I only hoped they had had a more fruitful night than I.
Tash insisted on getting out with me, though she was not to eat until later, and she showed me where to get fresh underclothes, tunic and overtunic, my old clothes having been swept away unnoticed. Then she showed me a little partitioned space where I could change in privacy. Once dressed, she insisted on brushing and preparing my hair. I offered to brush her hair too, though I said I could not manage the complex nest she had made of mine. She gave me a look of sweet joy and sat down before me.
I did the best I could, filled with pity for a girl who was so alone that the offer of such a small thing was cause for such radiant happiness. In that moment the thought that I would leave her seemed a betrayal of the sharpest and most cruel kind.
‘Elspeth,’ said a voice close by.
I turned to see Ana, and my heart began to pound with anticipation. ‘Did you . . .’ I began, then stopped.
Tash stood and greeted her politely. Ana responded dismissively enough that Tash smiled at me and left. I wanted to stop her, but I needed to know what Ana would tell me and perhaps it was possible to speak more freely here, as it was in the eating hut. Ana watched Tash go, then turned to me and shook her head, very deliberately. So, we had to be careful then. She mimicked looking around and finding nothing, and finally she made a common beast signal meaning many. My heart sank. They had not found the grave. They had looked, but there were so many. She was looking at me expectantly now, and I had to shake my own head and gesture to the Speci moving about. Her face registered understanding and frustration. Then her expression changed and she pointed at me. I understood. She was telling me I must keep trying to speak with God. I nodded, pointed to her and mimicked looking. The others must keep looking, too. She nodded and then glanced around to see if anyone was watching us. Perhaps they were, for she said suddenly, ‘I have been shifted to the middle sitting. I did not know until I came to the eating hut. So I thought I might as well bathe. I was glad to see you here.’
‘It is . . . very nice in here,’ I said, taking my cue from her and keeping my response flat and rather dull. At the same time, I could not see how enthusiastic speech would be a cause for concern. But perhaps the general repressions of Habitat were so insidiously pervasive that they had led naturally to the flattening and dulling of communication. We bade one another a good day rather stiffly, and I went out to see if Tash was waiting, but she had vanished. I was sorry even though I had to go to the first sitting in any case. I resolved to eat as fast as I could, and slip away quickly in the hope of evading any summons to the weaving hut. I would then wait until mid morning and go to the Hub.
Outside, the sun shone with a brightness that seemed almost shocking after the warm dimness of the bathing hut, and I realised the glass must diffuse or dim the light somehow. The path was busy with people walking towards the eating hut, and I joined the flow. Inside I went to get my food while my eyes adjusted. When I finally glanced about, there was no Dameon, no Swallow and no Dragon. Perhaps they had all been assigned to different sittings, too. It did not matter, since I had exchanged what little information there had been to exchange with Ana already and she could let the others know using signal speech whenever she encountered them during the day.
After I had eaten my bland meal, I left and made my way as quickly as I could along the path to the wall, taking care not to make eye contact with any of the Speci coming towards me. With luck, if I was wanted, no one would be able to remember having seen me, and they would search elsewhere before coming all the way to my hut. I passed several going in the same direction before it struck me that I was moving faster than anyone else. I immediately slowed down, but in fact no one took the slightest interest in me. Even so, I did not relax until I turned onto the gravel path leading to my hut. As I did so, I noticed the retreating backs of two people I presumed were going towards the Hub, or perhaps beyond it to the huts where the cacti were refined. That confirmed me in my decision to wait until after all the breakfast sittings to go to the Hub myself. But it did mean I would have to while away several hours.
I did the exercises Tash had set me outside the hut, and then my own, all the while hoping no one would come to summon me to the weaving hut. By mid morning, I was beginning to believe I had not been expected there, and sat on the bench in front of the hut in the shade to drink a cup of water, and think again about the questions I wanted to put to God.
In the end, it was late in the afternoon when at last I set off for the Hub, because of a visit from a Speci who came to tell me I was to move out of the hut the following day. I had been assigned a regular hut with someone called Rikan whom I was to meet that evening after the nightmeal. Knowing that I would have no real privacy after this day made me all the more determined I would not leave the Hub without finding out how to get out of Habitat. I would ask God bluntly where Jacob’s bones were, just as Dragon had suggested, and I would also ask if God was responsible for the killings of Speci, and why. The more I thought about it, the more convinced I had become that God must send the Tumen into Habitat to perform the executions, for how should a Speci be responsible for killings that had been happening for generations? Finally, I would find out, if I could, whether God had some instructions about Speci who showed Talent. But I must be very careful to frame this question in such a way that I did not implicate myself, or my friends. Or indeed Sikoka and the other empath Dameon had mentioned.
The odour from the cacti flowers was dreadful and I tried to breath through my mouth, marvelling that it should have the ability to so completely alter its scent in the dark. The only consolation was that the foul reek could not befuddle me. It occurred to me once more that whoever had left the plums outside my hut might actually have intended to kill me. Intoxicated, I would almost certainly have stumbled off the path and into the cacti needles. That I had found them just before my first walk there might be a coincidence, and yet a number of people had known of my intention to go there. It seemed to take a long time to reach the Hub, but at last I saw it ahead through the cacti. The thought came to me again that if Hannah had futureseen me trapped inside Habitat, she would have done something to ensure I could free myself.
And quite suddenly I thought I knew what that was.
‘God are you listening?’
‘I am always listening, Speci Elspeth,’ came the same smooth, female voice that had spoken to me before.
I felt a surge of relief as I moved to the altar, half of which shone in a square of bright sunlight on the floor beside the shaded half of the altar. I saw there was a small bottle and a device of some unknown kind. I stared at them, knowing they must have been brought into Habitat by one of the Tumen at God’s behest. But rather than asking about this, I lifted my head and asked in a voice that sounded breathless to my own ears, ‘God, did User Hannah Obernewtyn give you any instructions concerning Elspeth Gordie?’
‘She did not, Specimen Elspeth,’ it answered.
My spirits plummeted, for I had been absolutely convinced that Hannah had left instructions to God commanding it to free me when I identified myself. Perhaps she had tried and had lacked the power to make God release me. Better still, she might have foreseen that I would discover how to get out of Habitat. That was preferable to Ana’s suggestion that what Hannah had seen might be an alternative future to the one that had unfolded, a future in which I had never been taken by the Tumen in the first place. ‘God, what is the means by which the andrones get in and out of Habitat?’
‘They enter and exit through the Hub,’ God said.
I bit my lip. It was the same answer as before, and yet it told me no more than I already knew. I tried another question. ‘God, where is Jacob Obernewtyn buried?’
God answered, ‘The body of Jacob Obernewtyn is buried in Northport, Speci Elspeth.’
I was struck dumb for a moment, because before, God had said Jacob was buried in Habitat. But then I thought about that previous conversation and realised that was not what the computermachine had said. It had told me that Hannah was buried with Jacob, and that Hannah was buried in Habitat. Yet it came to the same thing. ‘You told me Jacob was buried with Hannah’s bones!’ I said.
‘That is so, Speci Elspeth,’ said God.
I frowned in exasperation and wondered if God had taken Hannah’s instruction to bury her with Jacob, for she must have asked that, to mean that her body should be removed from its grave in Habitat and transferred to wherever Jacob was buried, so it had sent its andrones to do this.
‘Where is Northport?’ But even as I spoke, inspiration struck. ‘Is it in Pellmar Quadrants? Is it one of the Quadrants?’
‘Northport is the name given to Quadrant Four,’ God said.
I felt a thrill of triumph at having finally got some useful information from the computermachine. From what I had been told, Quadrant Four was the most distant of the settlements. In my spirit-travelling beyond the walls of Habitat, I had located three settlements, and so Northport, being farthest away, must be the one I had not visited. It was also, according to God, the quadrant containing a computermachine that both God’s maker and Hannah had sought out, in an attempt to make contact with a govamen terminal. So Jacob and Hannah must be buried there. If I had not somehow misunderstood God, that, then, was where I would find Cassandra’s key. Not in Habitat. So the grave the others had dug up must be that of a Speci after all.
Did that mean our time in Habitat had been a mistake? Perhaps not, since how else should I have made contact with God? And for all I knew there was something more here that I needed to know; after all, Hannah and Jacob had been here, and Hannah had communicated with God over a number of years. At the very least, I would be able to get information enough to lead us directly to Northport.
With this in mind, I asked God to tell me more about the relation of the quadrants to one another.
‘Pellmar consists of four physically discrete districts, known as quadrants,’ God said at once, as if all it knew was instantly available to it without any need for it to ponder or remember. ‘Three were established at the location of water bores cut through narrow chimneys in the stone shelf underlying the desert sands. The first of these is Quadrant One, also known as Midland. The second is Quadrant Two, known as Westside. It is situated thirty-eight kloms north-west of Midland. Subio, or Quadrant Three, is fifty kloms east of Quadrant One. Northport, or Quadrant Four, is two hundred and seventy kloms north-east of Quadrant One, and is the only one of the quadrants not situated at a bore site.’
I pictured the settlements in my mind; three grouped together, and one some way distant from the others. Mentally I positioned myself at Midland, adding the Blackland Range and the swathe of virulent poison lands we had travelled under through the graag. Westside was the westernmost settlement, which put it closer to the Blackland Range than the others. Probably we would have seen it, had we continued along the range rather than cutting east from the observing house. Subio was further east than Midland, which suggested it was the settlement I had seen last when I had spirit-travelled. Northport lay in the direction we had originally been travelling, and although I did not know what kloms were, it was roughly six times further away than the other settlements. I wondered why Northport had been situated so far from the others if its location had not been dictated by a water source. I had calculated from my spirit-travels that the nearest settlement was a day’s walk from Habitat, which made Northport several days distant, but it was only a guess for it was hard to calculate distance in spirit-form. Of course, it also depended on the terrain. If it was sand with a lot of dunes, or if there were areas that had to be circled like Blacklands or obstacles, it would take longer. I wondered with sudden excitement if Northport was not the settlement where I had dreamed of Maruman prowling. If Jacob was buried there, Maruman might very well have been told so by the Agyllians, or he could have dreamed of me there, and was now waiting. The thought filled me with longing and impatience. There had been scrapers behind him in the dream, and even a glimpse of the place he was in suggested it was many times larger than any of the settlements I had visited in my dreamtravels.
‘Is Northport bigger than the other quadrants?’ I asked.
‘Northport Quadrant was designed to be the capital of the Pellmar development, Speci Elspeth,’ said God. ‘It is three times larger than Subio and Westside Quadrants combined. Midland is almost as large again as Northport, but nine-tenths of it is subterranean whereas only one-third of Northport is subterranean.’
I nodded absently, wondering if Northport might not be the city Jacob had described in his journal, given that it was the only one of the four settlements with an independent capacity to communicate with the govamen’s terminal. If so, he would have found what Kelver Rhonin had discovered, and what Hannah later learned: the connection was useless. Something else occurred to me. ‘God, you told me before that the Tumen could only go one hundred kloms away from you, but that Hannah had asked you to make it so one of them could go further. Is that so it could bury Jacob in Northport?’
‘Neither of the Tumen buried Jacob, Speci Elspeth,’ God said. ‘Hannah buried Jacob Obernewtyn.’
Neither? I thought, thinking I must have misheard. ‘How many andrones are there?’
‘There are two in Midland. Unit B is on subterranean level fifteen in a workshop undergoing a minor maintenance cycle. Unit A is seeking specimens in Subio.’
‘How many andrones are there in the other quadrants?’
‘None,’ said God.
I closed my eyes. Two men, I thought incredulously, not Tumen! God had even spoken of two andrones, I remembered, but I had not realised it meant there were only two! ‘What is the range of an androne, including the area outside of your direct control?’
‘The optimal roaming range of the androne model in use in Pellmar is a thousand kloms, but the two in Midland were modified by Kelver Rhonin to prevent the andrones going beyond one hundred kloms from Midland as a way of preventing them moving over high-level radioactive terrain that would erode components, resulting in loss of data.’
I was about to ask how the Tumen had brought us back to Midland, when it occurred to me that Hannah might well have wanted to leave some sort of instructions concerning me, but may never have known my name. Certainly neither she nor Cassandra had ever named me in any of my past visions. They had always referred to me obliquely as the Seeker.
I licked my lips, which were suddenly dry, and asked, ‘God, did User Hannah leave any instructions for the Seeker?’ I was so tense with expectation that I was trembling slightly.
‘Yes, Speci Elspeth,’ said God.
‘What were her instructions?’ I asked in a voice that shook.
‘User Hannah left instructions about a data cache for a person codenamed Seeker. Release of data requires input of key code.’
I racked my brains, trying to think what code Hannah might have given the computermachine to enable me to identify myself.
‘Jacob?’ I said.
‘Incorrect,’ said God.
‘Obernewtyn,’ I said.
‘Incorrect,’ said God.
I thought for a moment, then I said, ‘Cassandra.’
‘Incorrect,’ said God.
I scowled, frustrated by the thought that I might be prevented from leaving Habitat simply because I was unable to guess what code word Hannah had devised for me. Yet it must be something obvious. She had not been trying to trick me or even test my wits, after all. In truth I could not imagine why she had bothered setting a password at all. It must be something God required.
All at once I heard the sound of running feet.




Startled and alarmed, I moved quickly to the wall farthest from the sunlight, which had shifted from the end of the altar to the floor and was beginning to creep up the wall. Two figures appeared in the door, both women.
‘Elspeth?’ Dragon called, and I saw it was Tash with her.
‘I am here,’ I said, stepping out from the wall. ‘What is it?’
‘We have to hide,’ Dragon gasped. ‘The Committee have taken Ana and the other two and all of the adults are out looking for you and me. The only reason they didn’t get me was because Tash overheard some people talking in the kitchens saying it was a pity about Ana and Dameon, and she came to warn me. I was in the bathing hut and she bade me come out with her. I got dressed as fast as I could, but before we could get out, some of the Speci men came. I . . . I made them afraid. I know we are not supposed to use our Talents but . . .’
‘It seems the time for playing it safe has come to an end,’ I said grimly. To Tash I said, ‘You saw what happened with Dragon and the men who were sent?’
‘I saw they were terrified but I did not see what they saw,’ she said. ‘What Dragon said she made them see.’
‘She has an unusual Talent,’ I said, wondering belatedly if someone was listening to us. Abandoning caution, I added, ‘As do we two, though all of our abilities differ. But tell me, why were the others taken and where are they now?’
‘They are being prepared to be given to God,’ Tash said.
‘What does that mean?’ I asked. ‘They are not . . .’
‘People to be given to God are put to sleep, and once that is done, none may wake them save God,’ Tash said. ‘As to why they were taken, Dameon, Ana and Swallow were caught in the burying ground and it was discovered that Naha’s grave had been dug up. Balboa convinced the Committee that it is your fault, that you are trying to disrupt harmony in a way that will cause God to abandon Habitat because you are mad and you commanded it of them. She told the Committee that she had seen you at the grave the day before and that the rest of us are somehow under your sway. You must go from here, else they capture you and put you to sleep as well.’
‘Go where?’ I asked in despair, for I felt sure it was only a matter of time before I worked out the code Hannah had left with God, and the last thing I wanted to do was to leave the Hub.
‘There is a place . . .’ Tash began.
‘No,’ Dragon said fiercely. ‘Tash, you have done enough in warning me and helping me to find Elspeth! Those men did not realise you had come to warn me at the bathing hut, and you made sure they did not see me with you, but it is known we are friends and maybe someone is listening to our words even now. You must leave us, otherwise the Committee –’
‘The Committee will do nothing to me for I have been in God’s hands since He sent me the red token. Now please, come. The place I would take you is within the cacti grove but no one knows of it. It is a clearing – difficult to reach and you will have to be very careful not to let the needles prick you. We must go now before the scent changes.’
‘What about the others?’ Dragon asked me. ‘We can’t just let them be killed.’
‘Speci do not kill Speci,’ Tash said primly. ‘God’s Tumen will come to take Dameon and the others. They will not be harmed physically but they will have their minds wiped clean. That means when they are resurrected again, they will have to relearn everything: how to speak and eat and walk. Like babies. That is why the people I heard were sorry. At least for Ana and Dameon.’
For a moment I was unable to speak for the horror and fury that raged through me at the thought of Ana, Dameon and Swallow being erased as mindlessly and comprehensively as a wave washing away footprints in the sand. I knew computermachines really had the power to destroy minds because Ariel had used one to transform children on Norseland into Nulls. The thought of my friends’ minds being erased seemed to me worse than if the Speci had been plotting to murder them. Indeed it would be killing them, since whatever was left behind would be the emptiness of a baby who had yet to be formed.
‘Let’s get away from here while we can,’ I said, and was amazed at how calm I sounded.
We left the Hub, but instead of striking out along the path, Tash led us around the back of the Hub. The cacti plants grew a little distance from the walls, so there was no danger of our being pricked. Once we were out of sight of the path, Tash bade Dragon take off her overtunic and drag it along the ground behind us to obliterate any footprints we had left that would show our pursuers where we had gone. A serious search would find traces of our passing, but the first searchers were like to make a cursory search of the whole of Habitat to begin with. Leaving Dragon to wipe away our passage, Tash got down on her hands and knees and crawled into the cacti plants, warning us both to follow her exactly, which we did.
It was slow going at first, but then the cacti plants began to grow further apart until at last there was room to stand. We moved mostly sidelong for the gap was nowhere near as wide as the path, getting steadily narrower as we moved deeper into the grove. When I stopped at one point and looked back, I was both relieved and dismayed to find that I could no longer see the Hub. When the gaps between the cacti plants began to close up again it seemed we would have to retreat, but Tash merely gathered her tunic, tied it in a knot that bared the whole of her legs, then got down on her belly. To my amazement, she used knees and elbows to propel herself forward, passing under cacti whose needles were so long they meshed with those on the adjacent plants. Dragon and I exchanged a glance then followed. It was an awkward and uncomfortable way to progress and it was not long before the thin fabric of our clothes began to wear at the knees and elbows. I ignored the stinging pain and the occasional vicious tug I got when my hair snagged on a needle. It was soon after this that we finally came to a little bare clearing in the midst of the cacti. Someone had transformed the clearing into a slight depression by digging out a bowl shape, and there was a neatly folded blanket on one side with a cloth bag atop it.
Tash spread the blanket over the bottom of the depression and bade us in a very soft voice to sit. ‘Here we can stand and even sleep without fear of rolling into prickles. But while we are close to the wall, we are also quite close to a curve in the path, though you cannot see it, so we must keep our voices low.’
I surveyed my raw knees and elbows, regretting that there had been no time to rip the overtunics into bandages to protect our skin. But the main thing was that we were safe for the moment.
‘However did you find this place?’ Dragon asked Tash softly.
‘Sometimes I . . . I wanted somewhere quiet and alone. I heard . . . there was a rumour of a secret place in the cacti where even God did not hear. Many searched but I found it.’
Dragon opened her mouth, then glanced at me and closed it again. A third deaf place, I thought. But I merely said, ‘We can’t stay here forever. The scent . . .’
‘Don’t worry about the flowers,’ Tash said. She dug purposefully into the cloth bag and withdrew some soft plast devices. Offering us one each, she kept one for herself. They were masks with clear plast eye places but the lower part was some sort of small machine. ‘I found two of these when I first came here.’ She added that the masks were used when burning off certain fields as protection from the fumes. Some long time past, a Speci had requested them of God and they had been in use and replaced regularly ever since, because the soft plast did not last more than a few years. God created them anew, she added, and I wondered how she knew that. Or was it simply common knowledge in Habitat, which I had been here too short a time to absorb. Tash added that she had begun by supposing that whoever used the clearing before her had obviously used the devices to block the noxious daytime scent of the cacti flowers. Only later had she wondered if they would block out the dangerous night scent as well.
‘The only way to test it was to try it,’ she said. ‘I did not dare try it here of course. I took a flower and when I was alone in my hut I tried smelling it with the mask on and then off. The mask stopped the scent. Later I tried it here at night.’
‘We can stay here even when it gets dark then,’ Dragon said eagerly. ‘And even if they discover where we are in daylight and send someone to fetch us out, it will be almost impossible because the way is so narrow.’
‘If the Committee guess we are here they will send in people with slashers to fetch us,’ Tash said.
‘But the Covenant forbids Speci destroying anything . . .’ Dragon objected.
‘Cacti arms don’t count because they regenerate,’ Tash said. ‘But the cacti grove is not the first place they will look. They will concentrate on the empty huts and the crops.’
‘No matter how quiet and cunning we are, eventually they will catch us,’ I said, ‘especially if they ask God to help them. Would they ask?’ I addressed this question to Tash.
‘They might,’ she admitted. ‘But when two people are permitted to make the blood offering it usually takes several days before God says if they can be together or not. And it always takes at least a day for a wish-prayer to be answered. If you can evade capture for a time, I will try to talk to Sikoka and convince him that Balboa was lying.’
‘I think she tried to kill me,’ I said, suddenly certain of it. ‘She left plums at my hut and they made me sick and dizzy, then I fell unconscious. That was when you found me on the floor, Tash, but I didn’t tell you the truth because I didn’t want to worry you or cause any sort of dangerous fuss. The thing is that Balboa knew I was going to the Hub, and if I had eaten the plums when I first discovered them, I would almost certainly have blundered into a cacti plant. What’s more, you were with me, Dragon, so you might have been hurt too.’
Tash looked distressed. ‘If she truly did try to kill you, it is a very serious charge and they will not give you to God until they have investigated it. Perhaps you can convince them that she lied about you ordering the others to dig up Naha’s grave. But Dragon . . .’ She hesitated then said, ‘They will give you to God no matter what is said because you have shown yourself to be an anomaly and all such are claimed by God.’
I stared at the Speci girl, genuinely astonished, because this was the first time anyone had said God laid claim to anomalies. And how did it fit with the fact that the Tumen had called me an anomaly before I had been resurrected in Habitat? Had the point been to find out if I would use any anomalous ability consciously?
All at once it struck me that none of this mattered now. The only important thing was to work out the code word Hannah had given God to identify me so that I could get out of Habitat and stop the others having their minds wiped clean. Of course, at some level I had been wrestling with possible code words ever since we left the Hub, but I had not yet come up with anything that felt right. I did not now make the mistake of trying to force it. My mind always worked better at this sort of puzzle if the question was allowed to sink deep, while my superficial thoughts wandered aimlessly.
Tash and Dragon curled up at the edge of the blanket, heads close, talking softly. I lay on my back, closing my eyes and letting my thoughts rove over all the events that had occurred since I had woken in Habitat. I remembered waking in the Hub; my relief that my friends were safe and my fears for Ahmedri and the others; the long days of waiting to recover; the bland, strange food which I now understood was so because it had been prescribed by a computermachine with no notion of taste; the meetings on the Common; the walk to the burying field.
I thought of Balboa and my mind sharpened at the thought that, in betraying me, she had betrayed Dameon whom she had claimed to love. Perhaps she wanted to punish him because she believed he did not return her love. Of course, her main aim had been to damage me, and Dameon and the others had already been exposed as having dug up the grave of someone revered by the Speci. The bleak irony of her betrayal was that Dameon had cared for her but had not allowed himself to explore or express his feelings because my quest made any relationship between them impossible. I rued his failure to sense her malevolence, for he might have turned both love and hate harmlessly aside. No doubt he had been oblivious to her growing rage because he had blocked her emotions to save himself anguish. But even if he had nullified her bitterness, it would not have saved him or the others.
In a sense what had happened to them was my fault because I had bidden them dig up the grave. In this, at least, Balboa had been correct, and in the end, it had not even contained the bodies of Hannah or Jacob, or Cassandra’s key. I opened my eyes to see the moon visible above, wondering suddenly whose body lay in the grave if not Hannah’s, and if Hannah’s body had been taken from the grave and buried in Northport with Jacob.
I looked up to see that Dragon and Tash were already sitting up.
‘What is the red token?’ Dragon asked Tash.
The Speci girl gave her such a queer look, in which pride and misery were perfectly comingled, that I was distracted from my thoughts.
‘God sends the red token to those who must be tested,’ Tash said. She looked at me. ‘I showed it to you.’
I was about to shake my head when I remembered her showing me the red memory seed. I remembered something else, too – Balboa spitting venom and rage, wishing I were dead, wishing I had got the red token.
‘Tested how?’ I asked.
‘Tested for what?’ Dragon asked at the same moment.
‘To see if I am a good Speci. It comes to those who have kept their sin and corruption secret, sometimes even from themselves,’ Tash said. ‘I always thought there was something wrong with me, but . . .’
I remembered with sudden deep concern that Tash had said the Committee would not harm her because she was God’s responsibility. She must have been referring to what would happen to her, because she had got the Token. I asked, ‘How are you supposed to be tested?’
‘When darkmoon comes I must go at night to the crops, and use the red token,’ she answered softly but with great resolve. ‘I will be tested. If I pass, I must never speak of it. If I fail . . .’
‘If you fail . . .?’ Dragon echoed anxiously.
‘That man who died,’ Tash said, looking down at the plast mask. ‘The one you saw in the crops, Dragon. He had the red token in his hand. Later it was gone. All those who die in the crops have been tested by God and found wanting.’
Dragon looked aghast. ‘You think that?’
Tash looked at her gravely, sorrowfully. ‘I know it. All know it, but we do not speak of any of the mysteries that happen during darkmoon nights.’
‘Who told you about the red token in the first place?’ I asked.
‘It is one of the things you learn in the childhouse,’ Tasha said.
‘Has anyone ever passed this test?’ I asked, realising Ana and the others had not mentioned it because, as adult resurrectees, they would have been told nothing about it, especially if it was informal information.
‘Those who have been tested may not speak of it,’ Tash reminded me.
‘Then maybe no one ever succeeded!’ Dragon growled indignantly, her voice loud enough that Tash bade her urgently to lower it.
‘I am afraid, I do not pretend otherwise,’ the Speci girl told us both with earnest dignity. ‘But God chose me and I was saved, and now God would test me. Am I to reveal myself a coward to my saviour? I am a good Speci, whatever people say, and God will know my heart and spare me. Or if I am truly an anomaly, God will claim me.’
I wanted to ask her to say more about anomalies but there were more urgent questions to be answered. ‘What do you mean when you say you use the token . . .’ I began, then broke off, hearing voices in the distance.
Tash begged us both in a whisper to be utterly silent, for sound carried in the profound silence of the cacti grove and we wanted them to have no reason to suspect we were close by. I became aware that the foul scent of the flowers had begun to change. Tash must have noted it too, for she held up the mask and put it on slowly, showing us how she attached and adjusted it. We had to lean close to see, for while the sky above was blue, it was darkening in the cacti grove, where the shadows had woven an early twilight. Dragon and I fitted the masks we had been given. The air I breathed through it tasted odd, but I could no longer smell the flowers.
Gradually, the sound of feet and talk grew louder, and I realised just how very close the path came to our hiding place. ‘I knew it!’ Feyat said fervently. ‘I knew there was something wrong with her the first time I set eyes on her.’
‘I had the feeling she was hiding something but it seemed to me there was no evil in her,’ Sikoka said, his voice troubled. ‘And then Balboa was so eager to speak ill of her that I was completely diverted.’
‘It may be that Balboa’s dislike of her was not mere spite,’ Feyat said. ‘Look how she gravitated at once to Tash, who was already inclined to poke and pry into secrets she had no right to know.’
‘God will deal with Tash,’ Sikoka said, a note of regret in his voice. ‘As for the other of Elspeth’s companions, I am less sure they ought to be squandered so readily. Ana is a very useful and clever Speci, and Swallow is strong and willing.’
‘We have been through this already,’ Feyat snapped. ‘We can ask God to return them to us, once they have been nullified.’
‘That is my point, Feyat,’ Sikoka said. ‘It takes years for a nullified Speci to regain knowledge enough to be useful. That would matter less if so many of those returned were not damaged. Do you truly want Dameon nullified?’
‘Certainly he will be a great loss,’ Feyat admitted. ‘He is capable of bringing harmony to any situation and he could be very useful to us in the Committee. As to Ana, I agree that she would be a loss as well, though I am less sure of the value of the man Swallow.’
‘His pairing with Ana would settle him,’ Sikoka said firmly. ‘It is clear his emotions are firmly engaged. And if approval were not granted by God after the blood offering, we could deliver the red token to him next time God requires it to be invoked.’
‘In my opinion Ana would be more useful if she were not paired to Swallow,’ Feyat said. ‘She has shown a great capacity for devotion – a most desirable trait in a Speci, and one that can be strengthened by other deprivations.’
Someone else spoke. ‘I do not know why we are even discussing this. The three of them have been prepared, and it is up to God to decide what will become of them. We should concentrate on capturing the other two. Given what those sent to capture her say, Dragon may be an anomaly even as Edek and Lisetta were. How are we to capture such a one?’
‘She did no physical harm to them, which suggests she is capable of no more than mind trickery,’ Feyat said briskly, dismissively. ‘In any case, God will deal with her soon enough if we are unable to take her.’
‘For the sake of harmony, both of them should be located quickly and given to God,’ Sikoka said.
‘There is no help for it, as I see it. Elspeth will have to die,’ Feyat said.
There was a pause before Sikoka said stiffly, ‘Speci do not kill Speci.’
‘I did not suggest breaking the Covenant,’ Feyat said. ‘But if the red token were offered tomorrow night . . .’
‘What use would there be in that when it is not darkmoon?’ someone asked.
‘It must be done when the moon sets,’ Feyat snapped. ‘It will be dark enough and late enough for no one to see.’
‘But whoever used it would die,’ Sikoka said
‘Obviously Tash will offer it,’ Feyat said impatiently. ‘You must tell her to use the red token tomorrow.’
Sikoka said reprovingly, ‘Tash must use it of her own volition during darkmoon, as is traditional.’
‘If you tell her to use it and she obeys, that is her choice. The sooner she and the newcomers are dealt with, the sooner harmony will be restored in Habitat,’ Feyat said implacably. ‘Let us make an end to this.’
‘What I don’t understand is what this Elspeth’s purpose can be in trying to disrupt harmony,’ said someone else in a querulous tone. ‘If God abandons Habitat we will all be lost.’
‘She is obviously mad,’ someone else said.
Gradually their voices had been fading and now I could hear nothing but the soft breathing of my companions.
‘Where are Dameon and the others?’ I asked.
‘Don’t you understand? They are being taken to the Hub now. That is why the Committee is going there,’ Tash said. Her voice sounded flat and strange, but maybe that was the mask.
I felt sick to my stomach at the thought that I had sat there doing nothing as the others were carried by my hiding place, unconscious and helpless. Yet what should I have done had I known? I could do nothing to save them or us without the code word that would give me the power to command God as Hannah had done. Hannah Seraphim had been an extraordinary person, far-sighted and resourceful as well as Talented. She would have left a code I could guess. But what was it? Everything hinged on me discovering it.
Hannah, what would you know that I would know? I thought, and it was a wish-prayer sent to that long-dead woman to help me save the others.
And all at once, it came to me what the code word must be.
‘When will God take the others?’ I asked.
‘Before dawn,’ Tash said, glancing up at the sky. ‘The Committee will wait outside until dawn once they have laid them in the Hub. It is part of the ceremony of offering. When the sun rises, they will go in to see if anyone has not been taken. That will mean they are good Speci and that God wishes them to remain in Habitat.’
Dragon looked at me in despair. ‘What are we going to do? We have to save them.’
‘We will,’ I said. ‘Tash, lead us back to the Hub.’
‘It is no use,’ the Speci girl said, and there was pity in her voice. ‘Even if you could get to them and bring them out of the Hub, you would not be able to wake them. Only God can wake your friends now. And the Committee will not allow you to reach them. They are old, but they have ceremonial weapons, and they work. Once there was a man who did not want his daughter to be given to God. They used the weapons on him and then gave him to God, too.’
‘Dragon and I can deal with the Committee and their weapons,’ I said, and from the corner of my eye I saw Dragon nod grimly. ‘Once I get inside the Hub I can make God release us from Habitat.’
Tash stared at me as if I had gone mad. ‘Even if that were possible, Elspeth, there is only death waiting outside Habitat.’ Then she laughed harshly. ‘But perhaps it matters not, since it seems there is only death inside for us.’
‘Lead us back to the Hub,’ I said again.
In the dimness, I saw Dragon reach out to squeeze her hand, and then she got down on her belly and began to crawl back the way we had come.
It seemed to take a good deal longer to return to the Hub than it had taken to get to the clearing, but at last I heard a hum of talk and knew we were close. Tash stopped and I wriggled up beside her. She had brought us to the side of the Hub so I was able to see the front door, though not inside it. Three people were clearly guarding the door, standing with their backs to it, each bearing short, thick metal tubes, from the end of which flowed a widening beam of red light.
‘I do not understand,’ Tash whispered. ‘It is forbidden to bring light into the cacti plantation. It kills the night flowers.’
‘Maybe the red light doesn’t hurt them,’ Dragon whispered. She had wriggled up on the other side of Tash.
I turned my attention back to the Hub. Whatever else happened, the Tumen would need to enter it, so there had to be a place in the walls that would open. It must be at the back, else the Committee would see. Unless the Committee were allowed to see them. It would fit with their beliefs, for they believed the Tumen served God. Maybe it was something they witnessed but kept from the general populace of Habitat. There was so much that was not spoken about in Habitat, but now was not the time to think about it.
Abandoning conjecture and caution, I closed my eyes and concentrated on forming a coercive tendril. I intended to enter Feyat or Sikoka to learn what they expected to happen, so that I could decide the best way to get into the Hub. If I had to, I could coerce one of them to turn a weapon on the others to drive them back.
But the moment I sent the farseeking tendril out, it was enmeshed and unmade by a source of buzzing energy exactly like that which formed the net above Habitat. Horrified, I tried forming another probe. This time I extended it slowly enough to discover before it was unmade that the interference was centred on the Hub itself. Whether it was aimed at preventing the use of Talent or was merely an accidental side effect of a device that served another purpose, brute strength now seemed the only option. I had no weapon but perhaps if I crept around the edge of the Hub, the element of surprise would enable me to leap out and disarm one of the guards using coercer techniques Gevan had taught me, so that I could grab one of the weapons. But it was very likely one of the others would use their weapon on me before I could work out how to use the one I had taken.
‘Do you know how the ceremonial weapons work?’ I asked Tash.
Her eyes widened, but she whispered, ‘They are called stunners and they work like slashers in the crops, if you have had the chance to see them. There is a little knob on the side of the slashers and when you press it, a beam of heat comes out and you use it as if it were a knife. Only the most experienced older Speci use them because they are very dangerous. The stunners work the same way, but they use some other force that is not hot but dazzlingly bright, and if it touches you it is like a hard blow. They are only used by Committee members or by someone they appoint to act on their behalf, to deal with a person or people causing serious disharmony, who will not hear reason.’
‘What happens if you are struck?’ I asked.
We all froze as someone walked past our hiding place, obviously on patrol. It struck me that God was listening and I wondered what it made of what was happening. It was possible the Tumen that must even now be making their way to Habitat had some instruction concerning us, which was all the more reason to get to God before they arrived.
‘I have seen one used only once,’ Tash whispered, when the walker had gone out of sight. ‘A man went mad from heat and tried to attack Feyat. She pointed a stunner at him. A thin beam of white light came out and when it touched the man, he fell down as if he had been struck a hard blow. He was unconscious for hours.’
Dragon and I exchanged a quick glance, and I saw that she recognised the description as I had done. Obviously the Tumen had used some version of a stunner to render us unconscious when it found us in the white desert.
‘I need to get inside the Hub without being seen,’ I told her.
‘You will be taken by God, too, if you go before the others are taken!’ Tash cried softly.
‘Trust me,’ I said.
She looked at me, her face very pale; another white flower in the shadowy night. I realised it had grown very dark and wondered if the moon had set, or if a rare blanket of cloud had covered its face. The only light came from the red lightsticks carried by the people in the clearing before the Hub. I saw two people on the far side of the clearing come together and talk in low voices, their lights lifted so that they could see one another’s faces.
They did not expect us to be in the cacti grove, which meant their attention was lax. I wondered if there was any chance I could simple slip around the Hub and dart into the door before anyone spotted me. But even as this thought came to me, I saw one of the guards sit down on the step.
‘There are too many of the Committee for you to fight, even if Gevan is right about you being one of the best he has ever trained, in spite of yourself,’ Dragon said, mimicking the Coercer guildmaster perfectly, even to his acerbic manner. ‘What you need is a distraction.’
Tash said fiercely, ‘I can crawl through the cacti to the path and then come along it in a great noisy flurry, saying I have seen you. I can draw them away.’
‘They won’t all go,’ Dragon said. ‘They are old and Gevan says old means wily. But if you get some of them to go away, I can distract them.’ She spoke with a calm authority that startled me, her face determined. How had she grown so decisive in such a bland place, unless the drama of the last hours had awakened her old feral instincts?
‘I am not sure you will be able to do anything,’ I said, knowing she thought to use her coercive Talent. ‘There is something in the Hub that dissolved my probe and it is likely to do the same to a coercive probe. But let’s wait a little and see what unfolds. I am very curious to know how the Tumen are supposed to get to the Hub with the Committee waiting outside.’
Dragon’s face changed. ‘You think to see how they get into Habitat?’
‘I am wondering if the Committee is expecting them,’ I said.
‘But if we wait until they come, we might not be able to stop them taking the others,’ Dragon said worriedly.
‘I don’t believe the Tumen will do anything to them here, but I do wonder how they are going to move three unconscious people out, when there are only two of them.’
‘Two?’ Dragon asked.
‘There are only two of them,’ I said softly, realising I had not mentioned this. ‘Two men. Tumen. I suppose the original Speci called them God’s Two Men, and somehow it got muddled into being Tumen.’
‘What if, after Tash gets some of them to follow her, I go deep into the cacti and call out,’ Dragon said, clearly fired to act. ‘They will not know how to get us . . .’
‘The Committee will send for slashers if they do not already have them to hand. They will cut through the cacti arms and come after you with the stunners,’ I said.
Tash nodded, her eyes widening. ‘They would, though I do not know how you can know that.’
‘It is what I would do,’ I said, edging forward until I had a better view of the clearing in front of the Hub. Now I could see that Sikoka was standing on the other side of the open area speaking to two men and Feyat. There was another group of men standing a little way from them, and the two talking to one another, who I had seen before. I noticed a man alone standing near the cacti and I wondered how he was resisting the scent of the flowers, which now would be thick in the air, unless he and the others also had some means of ensuring they would not be affected by the scent – perhaps some small devices procured from God. Examining the people in the clearing again, I noted that most but not all carried the small tubes that gave out widening wedges of red light.
I considered the problem of reaching the Hub as if it were a Farseeker rescue, my mind growing cool and calm in the process. At length I turned to Dragon. ‘If the Committee people were to see something . . .’
‘But you said . . .’
‘Try it,’ I urged. ‘Create something innocuous that will make anyone who sees it react. That way we can see who is unaffected, if anyone,’ I said.
Dragon considered for a moment. ‘What about an owl?’
‘Perfect,’ I said. ‘One swoop. It is just a test, and if it works, we will decide what to do then.’
She nodded and gazed beyond me, but almost at once her face fell. ‘As soon as I tried to reach past the Hub I couldn’t make a vision.’
As I had feared, the block was affecting her too. ‘You might manage it if you get far enough away from the Hub,’ I said. ‘See that man standing alone? Get away from the Hub and see if you can summon up a vision, he might be far enough away to see it. If it works on him, maybe you can provide enough of a distraction to make him distract the others.’
‘I will make him see a dragon,’ Dragon growled. Without further ado, she slithered away. The moment she was out of sight, I could hear nothing and I marvelled at her stealth.
‘What is an owl?’ Tash whispered.
‘A bird,’ I said absently.
‘What is a bird?’ Tash asked.
‘It is a small feathered flying creature,’ I said, suddenly remembering that I had not seen a bird since entering Habitat.
‘Creature . . . do . . . do you mean a beast?’ Tash asked incredulously. ‘There are no beasts left in the world.’
‘I assure you there are,’ I said tartly, realising the owl might startle the man rather more than we had planned.
Moments later, I heard a terrified scream. The man nearest the cacti had thrown himself to the ground and was playing his red lightstick beam wildly to and fro. The other Speci were gaping at him in astonishment.
Sikoka urged him to get up lest his antics offend God, but the man seemed not to hear him. ‘I saw an angel! We must find shelter!’ he shrieked.
‘What are you talking about, you fool?’ demanded Feyat impatiently, though she glanced up uneasily.
‘We must go into the Hub!’ the man on the ground moaned.
‘No one may enter the Hub during a taking ceremony lest God take them as well,’ Sikoka said sternly. ‘Now get up, and calm yourself.’
The man scrambled to his feet, but he was cringing, his eyes wild as he looked up into the sky, the beam of light from his tube swaying this way and that, its brightness swallowed by the vast darkness of the night, ‘Didn’t you see it!’ he gasped. ‘You must have done! It swooped right down at me! I saw its wings. Tash must have offered the red token!’
Feyat made a disgusted sound. ‘Don’t be a fool. She will not use the token until darkmoon unless she is told to, and even if she did you know very well that God would scream out a warning. You got too close to the cacti. One of your nose filters must be flawed and the blossoms have affected you.’
The man looked confused. ‘Blossoms?’
‘Their scent, man, now pull yourself together,’ Sikoka said gruffly.
‘I don’t understand,’ Tash whispered, as Dragon returned looking fiercely triumphant but also puzzled.
‘Why did he scream? It was only an owl.’
‘There are no birds in Habitat,’ I said. ‘I think he thought it was something else.’
‘An angel,’ Tash said.
I stared at her. ‘What is an angel?’
‘It is said God’s angels come if the person with the red token is a bad Speci,’ Tash said. ‘It always happens between midnight and dawn at darkmoon, when everyone is supposed to be asleep in their huts with the doors and windows shuttered. It is said a frenzy of righteousness comes over the angels when they are sent out and they will judge any Speci they find.’
This was obviously the way the man in the crops had died, and I wondered why none of the others had mentioned the token or angels. Was it yet another of the unspoken things that all born in Habitat knew, but which those resurrected when they were older must discover?
I thought of what she had said. ‘Do you mean the Tumen come to judge you?’
‘The Tumen are God’s hands, not God’s angels,’ Tash said. ‘The Tumen do not fly. They do not swarm or kill.’
‘Swarm and kill . . .’ I murmured, thinking of the owl Dragon had meant to conjure and then of the terror shown by the man in the clearing. ‘Swarm and kill . . .’ Suddenly I thought I understood exactly what the angels must be. Moreover an idea was beginning to form in my mind. ‘Tash, what happens when you offer the red token to God? I mean, how do you offer it?’
‘It has to be pushed into the red square at the beginning of the Cacti grove.’
‘I never saw any red square,’ I said.
‘It is on the wall.’
‘Do you have the token with you? I asked. Tash nodded. ‘How long after you . . . offer it do the angels come?’
‘We are told there will be time enough for the Speci who uses it to reflect and repent after it is offered. The one to be judged is supposed to confess their sins kneeling by the red square and then the angels will come, or they will not come, and you know God has spared you. Or the Tumen comes and God claims you.’ Her face had brightened with reverent zeal for a moment, but abruptly, she grew sad. ‘But maybe that is a lie too.’
‘Too?’
‘Didn’t you hear? It was not God that sent the red token to me. Feyat said that I had been given it because I spy and find out secrets I ought not to know. She is talking about her and Bondy cohabiting even though he is to make a match with Fenrick. I did know but I don’t know how. I didn’t sneak like she said. She saw me looking at them together and guessed.’
‘It was your Talent that told you, Tash, just as Dragon’s Talent let her make that man see a bird,’ I said.
‘It does not matter,’ Tash said miserably. ‘It seems as if God instructs only that the red token be given to someone, and it is the Committee who decide who is to have it. So maybe there is no being spared or being claimed. Maybe there is only the wrath of the angels.’
‘Tash, forget about Feyat,’ I said urgently. ‘I need you to run back and offer the token, but instead of waiting and praying, come straight back here. Run.’
‘Why do you want her to do that?’ Dragon asked, clearly anxious for her friend’s sake. ‘Don’t you want me to frighten the Speci?’
‘I have had a better idea of how to frighten them off,’ I said.
I looked back at Tash. ‘Can you do that, Tash? Will you?’
She looked into my eyes for a long moment, and the uncertainty in her expression faded into steadfast determination, and resignation. No doubt she thought she had nothing to lose. ‘I will do as you ask, but it is not darkmoon so perhaps the angels won’t come.’
‘But if they do come, what do you think the Committee will do?’
‘If they stay in the open they will be judged as well, but if they go into the Hub God will take them. I think they will make a run for the cacti-refining huts.’
‘That’s what I thought,’ I said.
‘I will go with you,’ Dragon said to her, then she turned rather defiantly to me and said, ‘Away from the Hub, I can protect her if we are spotted.’
‘That is a good idea,’ I said. ‘But I have the feeling the real danger will not come from the Speci or even from the Committee. Go now, both of you. Once it is done, return as fast as you can.’
A moment later they had both vanished into the cacti and I prayed that Tash was right in believing the angels would take some time to respond to her use of the red token.




Not more than twenty minutes later, a deafening unending wail split the night air. I was almost shocked, not by the noise but because I recognised it. I had heard it in dreams of Sentinel!
The man who had seen Dragon’s owl uttered a hoarse shriek and plunged away from the clearing to gallop along the path towards the cacti-refining huts. After a moment of wild confusion, the other Speci followed, all of them babbling in fear and alarm, or uttering cries and curses. Sikoka exchanged a look of astonishment with Feyat, then they glanced at the Hub before they hurried after the others, constantly scanning the sky. That they did not run hard suggested to me that Tash had been right, and there would be a little time.
Then the clearing was deserted.
Elated at the success of my plan, I wriggled out of the cacti and got to my feet. Willing Dragon and Tash to make haste, I scooped up one of the red lightsticks that had conveniently been dropped and ran around to enter the Hub with a feeling of indescribable relief. It was dark inside but the red glow illuminated the chamber well enough for me to see at once that the altar was bare. I moved deeper into the Hub, expecting to find Ana, Dameon and Swallow laid out neatly in a row behind the altar, awaiting the arrival of the Tumen.
They were not there.
The Hub was empty.
In a voice that struggled to be steady, I asked, ‘God, are you listening?’
‘I am always listening, Specimen Elspeth,’ answered the smooth voice of God, as the ear-piercing yowl went on and on.
‘What does that terrible noise mean? Did Tash make it happen by using the red token?’
‘The siren is part of Revision Protocol Seventeen governing the creation of Habitat. It signifies the temporary shutdown of the overhead force field that protects Habitat from carnivorous nocturnal flying mutations. That which the specimens call the red token is a breaker switch that interrupts the circuit, switching off the force field and lights within Habitat for a period of two hours. The specimens have evolved cultural practices connected to their belief that the mutations that swarm on Habitat are angels come to test the faith of the one who activated it. According to current Habitat mythology, those found slain are believed to have been judged by their deity for hidden transgressions of the Covenant.’
‘What was the original purpose of the red token? And how did the specim – Can you just call the people who live here Speci, God. It is too confusing when you call them Speci sometimes and Speci mens at other times.’
‘Elspeth, my program allows for integration and adoption of degraded or new language usage, but knowledge gained from my interactions with you is not yet fully resolved.’
‘Never mind that now,’ I said. ‘Tell me how the Speci came to use the red token. Where did it come from?’
‘The red token was introduced to Habitat by User Hannah,’ God said. ‘It is an adaptation of technology originally developed to enable moving ground and air vehicles to pass through force fields. After studying the early specimens in Habitat, User Hannah required the creation of a portable breaker and formulated the base mythology underpinning the specimens’ current belief system governing its use. She presented the original red token to the first Committee after she had entered Habitat and formed it.’
My mind reeled. ‘Hannah gave the Speci the red token! Why would she do that?’
‘She did not record her reasoning. But the introduction of random danger was part of a behavioural modification pattern designed to stabilise the Habitat population, Speci Elspeth,’ God said pleasantly.
‘Look, I don’t care,’ I said, beginning to worry about Tash and Dragon. ‘I want you to make the force field work again.’
‘Overriding of the protocol ruling this disruption of the force field will require the authorisation of a User or Prime User, Speci Elspeth.’
‘I am not a Speci, God,’ I said with as much authority as I could muster, ‘I am the Seeker, of whom User Hannah Obernewtyn spoke.’
God said, ‘Identification code is required for reclassification of Speci Elspeth to User Seeker.’
It wanted the code word. For a moment I felt unable to breathe because, for all my certainty that I had discovered the code word Hannah had left with God to enable me to free myself from Habitat, it was still possible that I was wrong. And yet, had not it been told to the ship fish Ari-roth and Ari-noor by the Red Queen, and she must have got it from Cassandra and Hannah.
‘Maruman,’ I said.
‘Code invalid,’ said God.
My heart sounded like a drum hammering in my ear. Then it occurred to me that Hannah had styled the word differently. ‘Merimyn,’ I said.
‘Identification established, User Seeker. Do you wish classified data left for the Seeker rendered as an aural message?’ God asked.
I had to lean on the altar to stop myself slipping to the floor, my relief was so intense. ‘Right now I want you to stop that noise and the . . . the signal light and make the force field work again. And tell me the whereabouts of the three people the Committee brought here unconscious.’
Abruptly, the wailing noise stopped. ‘Force field rebooted and signal light shut down, as required, User Seeker,’ God said. ‘The three prepared Speci delivered to the Hub are currently being processed for insertion into cryopods, User Seeker. Nullification will occur during the deepest phase of cryosleep.’
‘No! D . . . don’t hurt them!’ I was all but stuttering with anxiety.
‘The bodies of the Speci will not be harmed by the processes employed,’ God said.
‘I don’t want their minds harmed either,’ I roared. ‘They are my friends!’ I realised the computermachine would have no idea what that meant, so I added quickly, ‘They are my helpers . . . my technicians. I am sure User Hannah left instructions for you about them.’
I held my breath, willing it to be so.
‘She did, User Seeker,’ God said, and then there was a new voice. It sounded as if it belonged to an old woman. ‘The Seeker will have four technicians, God. They are not specimens though they may be within Habitat with the Seeker when she identifies herself. They are to be released to her on the strength of the authority I have input. She will need them for the completion of her mission, which is to avert a Class A Cataclysm: total extinction of organic life on Earth. The technicians serve the Seeker and her mission and must not be interfered with in any way that inhibits their usefulness to her.’
Then God’s voice spoke again: ‘The cryosleep preparation process initiated on User Seeker’s technicians has been aborted. The subjects will awake naturally within forty-eight hours or they can be revived immediately with a sixty-five per cent possibility of slight mental or physical impairment.’
In the midst of these words, Dragon and Tash tumbled, panting, into the Hub. I felt a rush of relief at seeing them. Both carried metal tubes from which red light flowed, but hearing the disembodied voice of God, Tash had dropped hers and fallen to her knees in terror. Dragon merely looked at me in amazement.
‘God, let my technicians be made comfortable and keep them safe until they awake naturally,’ I said.
I heard a distant babble of voices.
‘The Committee,’ Dragon said urgently. ‘The minute the siren stopped and that red light went out, Tash told me they would come back. We were afraid they would get here before we did. Two of them arrived just as I came into the Hub. They saw us but I suppose they are too frightened to come in. What are we going to do?’
‘God, we need to get out of Habitat.’
‘According to records, one of the two women with you was resurrected in Habitat as an infant,’ God said. ‘She is not one of the four technicians to which User Hannah referred. This Speci cannot be released from Habitat without government authorisation.’
‘Elspeth, they saw her with me and they have to know she used the red token,’ Dragon said. ‘She has to come with us.’
‘Dragon . . .’ I began.
‘I saw that man in the crops. They meant to do that to her,’ Dragon insisted. ‘I won’t let you leave her here!’
We both looked at Tash, still kneeling, head now pressed to the stone floor of the Hub. I wondered if she had heard anything of our exchange. Dragon crossed to the Hub door and peered out before announcing that there were more Speci outside, all of them looking towards the Hub.
‘Tash said they won’t come in until dawn, but the sky is getting lighter.’
‘God, what happens when you discover an anomaly in Habitat?’ I asked.
‘Government protocol requires that all confirmed anomalies discovered in Habitat be removed and put into cryosleep.’
‘What about anomalies who have abilities and capacities that other Speci do not possess,’ I said boldly.
‘These are classified as special anomalies and must be put into a separate high security storage.’
‘Then you must remove Specimen Tash because she is an anomaly, and it may be that she is a special anomaly.’
For the first time, there was an appreciable pause before God responded. ‘Recordings from Habitat suggest a fifty per cent likelihood that Speci Tash is an anomaly but sensors have not yet provided conclusive data. Once conclusive data has been found, Speci Tash will be tested to discover the nature of her divergence and whether she warrants being designated a special anomaly.’
‘I believe that once you listen to the conversations that have taken place in Habitat in the last hours, you will find the proof you need. But in the meantime, you must get Tash out of Habitat with us lest she be harmed by the other Speci. I know Speci don’t kill Speci, but what else is it but murder if they gave her the red token, for if she had used it at darkmoon, she would have been killed!’
‘My records suggest many Speci suspected of being anomalous have been given the red token before their status could be confirmed,’ God said. ‘Also a high percentage of those for whom nullification is required are suspected anomalies.’
‘Exactly,’ I said crisply, wondering why God had not noticed sooner that anomalies were in danger in Habitat. Perhaps it was because it could not care or fear.
‘Uh oh,’ said Dragon.
I whirled to see she was at the door again, her attention riveted to whatever was happening outside the Hub. She looked back at me. ‘Elspeth, there are too many of them to fight and its almost dawn. We have to get out of the Hub otherwise we’ll be trapped where we can’t use our Talents.’
I considered ordering God to stop blocking our powers but I did not know what words to use, nor even if it were possible. ‘Listen to me, God,’ I said through clenched teeth. ‘I am a User and you have been given orders about me and a command to help me so that I can complete my mission to stop the . . . the Cataclysm. I need to get out of Habitat and my technician must go with me. You need to bring out Speci Tash as well, because she is an anomaly and you have said you are meant to remove anomalies from Habitat. I am telling you that she is an anomaly but you can confirm that once we are out of Habitat. There is no point or need to put her to sleep, as you usually do with people being taken out of Habitat.’
Moments passed and there was no response. Was it possible for a machine to be indecisive? At last, God said, ‘I have reviewed recent Habitat recordings which suggests that you are correct in regarding Speci Tash as a special anomaly, User Seeker. Further tests will be required for confirmation of that status, but the departure of Speci Tash from Habitat outside normal protocol with User Seeker and technician can be affected in accordance with anomaly removal protocol under the acceptable variation coda. Evaluation of data required to determine the true status of Speci Tash will be undertaken at the Galon Institute.’
Elated, I turned to look at Dragon, only to discover that she had left the door and had gone to persuade Tash to get up. She was some way from the Hub entrance with her back to it when a beam of red light cut through the opening. It hit the two young women, and before I could gather my wits to cry out a warning, I saw something fly along the path. Tash screamed but it was Dragon who gave a cry of pain and crumpled to the floor. The Speci girl caught her before her head struck the stone and lowered her gently to the floor of the Hub.
‘Dragon!’ I cried in anguish, running to kneel beside her.
‘It was a throwing ball,’ Tash said, dabbing at her friend, her voice thick with relief.
I was about to ask what that was when the red light coming through the doorway ceased, then I heard a great clamour of talk and several cries from outside. Beyond these I could hear a queer whirring sound and Tash dragged Dragon frantically away from the door, giving me a look of such wide-eyed terror that the hair on my neck rose. ‘The angels are coming,’ she said.
I ran to the Hub entrance and looked out. The Speci had gathered outside but they were not looking at the Hub. They were gaping up, the wedges of red from their sticks wavering wildly to and fro, so that the darkness was divided and divided again by crossing lines of light.
‘It cannot be,’ Sikoka cried uncertainly. ‘The siren stopped. The God light is gone.’
‘They must have sabotaged it, you fool!’ Feyat screamed. ‘Look!’
The whirring, rushing noise now filled the air, and when I looked up this time, I saw a cloud of dark spiky shapes spiralling overhead in the beams of red light. One of the Speci gave a moan of terror and Feyat did something to her lightstick that turned the red beam to radiant white. She aimed it up, baring her teeth. Several of the fliers that cut through it fell like stones from the sky. The vast cloud of flyers, divided by the deadly white beam, separated into boiling clots, but only fleetingly. Then they began to spike downward, great dark arrows aimed at Feyat. For the first time I saw them clearly – a mewling chittering horde of the same terrible creatures that Gavyn had protected us from in the graag – rhenlings.
Feyat shouted at the others to get inside the Hub.
Another woman cried. ‘The angels will not harm us! Cease your attack!’
‘We would be taken!’ Sikoka said.
‘Then die, for what Speci has ever survived the judgement of the angels?’ Feyat snarled. She flung down her lightstick and ran towards the Hub. That was enough for several others to do the same, though Sikoka remained where he was, gazing up.
Before any of the Speci could reach the door of the Hub, there was a soft thudding sound that struck my ears like a blow and at the same time a flash of blinding whiteness so bright that it hurt my eyes terribly. I had fallen to my knees without being aware of it, and I forced myself to crawl towards Tash and Dragon, waiting for whatever doom had befallen us to complete itself. I could not see or hear anything.
It was some moments before I realised I had not been deafened, for I became aware that I could hear Tash’s breathing, harsh with fear.
I dared to open my eyes a slit. All was pitchy darkness. I was still clutching the lightstick, and I found the knob and pressed it, holding my other hand over it so that only a little light escaped. I had thought I was crawling towards the altar but I saw now that I had been turned around and was right at the door to the Hub. The minuscule light leaking through my fingers from the tube illuminated the Committee folk who lay motionless in various attitudes on the ground. There was no sign of the flying mutants.
‘Are they . . . dead?’ I voiced the appalling thought aloud, my voice sounding muffled to my own ears.
‘The Speci are alive but unconscious,’ God said.
‘What happened to them? And the . . . the flying creatures. How did they get into Habitat if you made the force field appear again.’
‘A limited sub-sonic was used to render the attacking Speci unconscious, and a light pulse employed to disorientate the flying anomalies. Those within range of the Hub defence array were incinerated. The remainder of the horde will overfly Habitat and attack any Speci who leaves their hut, showing light, until the sun rises. The mutations would not normally swarm before the moon is in darkmoon phase, but after so many generations, the local horde is habituated to rise at the sound of the siren. Individually, the mutations are repelled by strong light but enraged and attracted by lesser light sources. Once they have begun to swarm, they will fly at any light, except sunlight, which they cannot tolerate. They were able to enter Habitat because, although reactivated, the force field had to be recharged before it could again afford full protection to Habitat.’
‘What will the Speci think has been happening?’ I asked.
It was not truly a question but it had been formulated as one so God answered it. ‘Based upon previous Speci experience of unexpected phenomena that did not fit with Habitat mythology, the unconscious Speci will eventually value this event as a demonstration of God’s wrath when they wake. Projections suggest the Committee will reform and revise its protocols and practices. This will be attributed to the arrival and departure of you and your technicians, User Seeker. It is impossible to determine whether this will be formulated as a positive or negative event. Habitat will restabilise completely within one annum.’
Dragon groaned and setting my lightstick on the altar, its red glow angled towards her, I went to help Tash lift her to her feet. Dragon’s eyes were glazed with confusion, which suggested concussion, but she seemed not to have incurred any worse injury save the gash on her temple. But it was still bleeding freely, running down her neck in a bright rivulet.
‘What . . . what happened?’ she asked.
‘Wait,’ I said. I raised my voice. ‘God, get us out of Habitat now.’
‘Hub exit activated,’ God announced.
A soft humming sound filled the air and the enormous stone altar began glowing with a bluish light that filled the chamber. Then it began sinking slowly into the ground until it was at floor level, and fleetingly part of the floor; then it moved aside and I saw wide steps running down into darkness. I looked around to see Hub clearly illuminated for the first time. The light appeared to be coming from the walls, but I could also see small circular openings covered in mesh at regular intervals around the upper part of the dome. I turned my gaze back to the steps.
‘Where do these steps lead, God?’
‘They descend to an elevator that will carry you to the uppermost reception level of the Galon Institute.’
‘And the Galon Institute is in Midland Quadrant,’ I said.
‘Yes, User Seeker. The Galon Institute is situated on the six upper levels of subterranean Midland Quadrant.’
‘How many levels are there of Midland Quadrant?’ I asked.
‘There are twenty inhabitable levels above twenty storage levels,’ God said. ‘Elevator stations to all mid levels and to levels one to three of the lower levels can be found in the central elevator station on levels six, seven and eight. Elevators to the lower levels can be found in the service building on level eight. User authorisation must be produced to engage lower level elevators.’
‘Where are my . . . my sleeping technicians?’ I asked, unable to take in much more than that there were forty levels and many elevating chambers serving them, and praying they were not on the deepest level.
‘The three technicians have been relocated to the resurrection chamber on the lowest level of the Galon Institute, to be monitored as they wake. Do you wish intermittent reports on their status? These can be delivered as print outs should you require.’
‘I need to see them,’ I said firmly determined to assure myself the others were safe. Then I glanced at Dragon’s bloodied temple and ashen face, and asked if there was somewhere in the Galon Institute where healing could be done.
‘There is a fully equipped medical centre on level seven in the building that was occupied by Prime User Kelver Rhonin, and later, by User Hannah and Jacob Obernewtyn,’ God said. ‘All apartments are also equipped with basic medical kits.’
A thrill ran through me at the thought of seeing where Hannah and Jacob had lived, for surely she had left some sort of message there for me, telling me what I was to do after we had retrieved Cassandra’s key from Northport.
‘Guide us to the place where Hannah and Jacob stayed. We will use the medical kit and then we will go to the resurrection chamber,’ I said.
‘User Hannah occupied the residence of Prime User Kelver Rhonin, User Seeker,’ God said.
‘Even better,’ I said. Then a brilliant idea occurred to me. ‘Maybe we can stay there too, while we wait for the others to wake.’
‘Someone is coming,’ Tash said suddenly. She was not looking at the door of the Hub; she was staring fearfully at the dark opening in the floor.
We backed away from it as a very tall, very large, silver man emerged from the darkness that had been covered by the altar. I realised at once that it must be one of the Tumen. Two men, I thought, though in truth, it looked more like a metal statue of a perfectly formed man come to life than a man or a machine as it mounted the steps soundlessly upon legs with joints that moved so smoothly that it seemed to flow from one position to the next. Its man-shaped body was covered in a smooth silvery substance that emulated thin metallic cloth over human musculature. Its face was perfectly detailed and yet it was too handsome and smooth to be truly lifelike. Cassandra would have understood this, as the maker of the androne had not. But perhaps the maker had not been trying to make the androne look human, for aside from its face being the same silver material as its body, its hair was moulded. Only its blue eyes looked human, which made them truly eerie in that smooth satiny metal face.
‘What is it?’ Tash whispered in frightened wonderment.
‘I am Unit B, Speci Tash,’ the androne answered her. Its silver lips had moved to shape the words but its face showed no emotion at all. Its voice, too, though masculine, was flat and monotonous. ‘I am an androne. I am formed of synthiskin over a planesium organo-metallic structure implanted with elenic bionics and nanotechnology embedded in biological matter.’
Tash blinked uncomprehendingly at this, and I could hardly blame her.
‘Why did you summon it here, God?’ I asked.
‘Unit B will guide you to the medical centre, to Kelver Rhonin’s residence, and then bring you back to the cryogenic laboratory,’ God said. ‘But before you can leave, Speci Tash must be tagged.’
Tash shrank from the enormous silver form that loomed purposefully over her. ‘What . . . what is it going to do to me?’
‘God, what does it mean that she will be tagged?’ I demanded.
‘Revision Protocol Seventeen governing removal of specimens from Habitat requires tagging. This is usually performed during cryosleep preparation phase. The androne will apply the tag to Speci Tash in accordance with variation coda.’
‘Exactly what is tagging?’ I demanded, setting myself between the silver form of the androne, which had taken another step towards Tash.
‘Tagging enables the resurrected subject to move freely about Midland Quadrant,’ God said. ‘The tagging device bracelets the left wrist and facilitates the gathering of additional data unable to be acquired from unconscious subjects.’
‘A bracelet?’ Tasha said. ‘It won’t hurt me?’
‘It will cause neither pain nor discomfort during installation or afterwards, Speci Tash,’ God said.
Tash looked at me doubtfully.
‘I don’t see that we have any choice, truly,’ I said. ‘I think it is the only way God can let you out while you are conscious, and it is only a bracelet.’
She nodded and I stepped aside to allow the androne to approach her. It reached out its immense silver hand to encircle her slender wrist and she gave a soft gasp.
‘You said it would not hurt her!’ I snapped as the androne released her and stepped back.
‘I am sorry, Elspeth, I’m not hurt. I was just surprised,’ she said, fingering the flat, shining bracelet that now circled her arm just above the wrist. There was no visible join but I noticed there was a line of the same numbers and letters I had seen on the grave markers in the burying field in Habitat.
‘Is it too tight?’ I asked, seeing that it clamped her so closely that it did not slide down her wrist.
‘It . . . it feels like it is stuck to my skin,’ said Tash, apprehensively pulling at the bracelet.
‘The tag is connected by microfibre filaments that run through the skin to the specimen resurrection implant,’ God said equably and incomprehensibly.
I did not like the sound of this, but the thing was done and there was no sense in frightening Tash.
‘Follow me, please,’ said the androne in the same calm voice that had urged me to drink slowly. Tash gave the bracelet one last uneasy glance before taking Dragon’s arm.
We walked on either side of Dragon down the dark steps leading from the Hub, for she truly was pale. There was an odour in the stairwell that was not exactly musty or dank, but nevertheless suggested the way was little used. It was also extremely cold. We had not gone far before we were all shivering in our thin tunics and sandals. I had made Tash and Dragon pass through the opening before me after the androne entered the stairwell, having experienced a sudden fear that God might close the way after me, leaving them stranded in Habitat.
It was a foolish fear, I realised now, because God was unlikely to try to trick me or deceive me. These were human deceptions. I felt more than saw something move overhead and looked up to see the square opening growing smaller – the altar resuming its place. Then without warning, it was pitch black.
‘Elspeth!’ Tash quavered fearfully.
I reached out to squeeze her hand reassuringly, bitterly regretting that I had set the lightstick down when I had gone to look at Dragon.
‘How do you feel?’ I asked Dragon.
‘Cold . . . sick,’ she said.
I felt the same myself, but there was an uncertainty in her tone that alarmed me. However, there was nothing I could do for her now. ‘We just have to get to the bottom of these steps and then there will be an elevating chamber,’ I said, repeating the things I could remember God telling me, and trying to sound reassuringly certain. It was frightening to descend into the unknown in total darkness, but I had been in Beforetime buildings before, and once I had been lost in darkness for almost an hour. I knew it must be infinitely worse for the Speci girl whose entire world had been turned on its head in a matter of a few hours. It was to her credit that, other than hitching a single sob, she continued.
I stumbled when I misjudged the next step, almost pitching forward. Heart pounding with the fright I had given myself, I wondered irritably why the stairs were not lighted. That reminded me of how dark it had been on the unlit, unused levels of Oldhaven, until it had occurred to me to ask Ines for light.
‘God, can you hear me?’ I said.
‘There are no direct mainframe sensors in this stairwell,’ said the androne. ‘But my aural and visual input streams to God’s receptors. Do you require information or feedback from God, User Seeker? I can request these or, if you prefer, God can assume control of vocalisation and respond directly.’
It took me a moment of thought to work out what the androne meant. ‘I just want to know if we can have some light to see where we are walking,’ I said.
‘I can supply light, User Seeker,’ it answered, and a wide beam of soft, white light flooded from the centre of the androne’s forehead, illuminating the bare sloping roof and unadorned walls of the stairwell, and turning the shadows black and dense. Despite the brightness of its light, I could not see the end of the steps and my heart sank. But there was nothing else for it but to go on, and so we did.
By the time we reached the bottom of the steps, my legs were shaking. Directly in front of us were the vertically seamed metal doors of what must be an elevating chamber, though it looked enormous. The doors were twice the width and height of the elevating chamber doors I had seen in my Beforetime dreams and in Oldhaven. There was no square shining panel to be pressed or touched beside the doors, but as the androne approached, the vast doors split at their central seam to reveal an elevating chamber of such enormous dimensions that I could have ridden Gahltha into it. The androne entered, turned, and I flinched at the glare of its headlight, but it was only light, albeit blinding. Raising a hand to shield my eyes, I ushered Tash and Dragon into the elevating chamber before me. The moment I stepped in, the doors slid closed, again seemingly of their own volition. The elevating chamber shuddered and I felt the strange sudden lightness that told me it was descending swiftly into the earth.
God must be operating the doors, I thought, which meant it was probably controlling the elevating chamber mechanism as well. Ines had been able to control the lesser computermachines and devices in Oldhaven, too, and I wondered how much control God had outside of the Galon Institute, always assuming that was where it was located.
I noticed belatedly that Tash was clinging to Dragon and both girls were white-faced now. Moved by a rush of pity and affection, I put my arms around them, knowing they must be terrified, neither of them having been in an elevating chamber before. I could feel Tash trembling.
‘Don’t be afraid,’ I told them both. ‘I have been in one of these before. It is just carrying us down to another level.’ I decided it would be better not to mention how far down we were going for I remembered my own feeling of suffocating oppression upon discovering that I had been carried down many levels under the earth in the Oldhaven elevating chamber.
The androne’s headlight, reflecting off the shining walls and doors of the chamber, was painfully bright, but I closed my eyes rather than ask for it to be shut off. Long queasy moments later, I experienced the momentary heaviness that told me the elevating chamber was coming to a halt, and then the doors opened.
I stepped out, ushering the girls before me, feeling somewhat unsteady on my own feet. Tash’s face was paper white but Dragon’s was grey and sheened with sweat, the blood on her temple still oozing. I was worried about her, but I could do nothing until we reached Kelver Rhonin’s residence.
The only light was the wedge of brightness cast by the androne’s headlight, and it was reflected on the bare, dark, shining floor we were standing on, which ran away into the shadows, save where it lit several immense dark columns stretching up out of the light. I looked away and blinked until my eyes adjusted enough to the dimness and I saw that we had entered a circular space surrounded by a ring of columns. Beyond these, I could just make out dark panels of glass offering the strange reflection of Dragon, Tash and me and the enormous silver androne.
I looked up, but could not see the roof: the columns and glass panels ran up into impenetrable blackness. I bade the androne stop, for it had begun to move away, and it obeyed with gratifying immediacy, turning back to face me.
‘Do you wish to go somewhere other than the residence of Kelver Rhonin, User Seeker?’ it asked with the same bland courtesy that had so baffled and infuriated me when I had woken from cryosleep. I was about to tell it to continue, when I heard a choking sound. I whirled to see Tash bend over and vomit noisily.
‘The specimen has deposited biological material,’ the androne said. ‘Do you wish it to be collected, User Seeker?’
I wanted to laugh at the absurdity of its question, but instead I answered gravely that it was merely waste material and did not need to be collected. The androne answered that cleaning was performed regularly by unibots, and that the waste would be dealt with by them. Seeing that Tash had regained her composure, and noting that Dragon was now glassy eyed, I bade the androne continue so that we could take care of Dragon’s injuries.
To my surprise the androne turned to Dragon and bent down to look into her face. She flinched from the radiance of its headlight, but almost at once, it turned and set off again, passing through the columns. I hooked my arm through Dragon’s and bade her lean on me. Tash wiped her mouth on her sleeve before coming to take Dragon’s other arm.
‘I am sorry,’ she said.
‘No need to apologise,’ I told her. ‘Vomiting is better than fainting, though I would have forgiven you for that as well. You are being very brave.’
‘It is just all so . . . so . . . impossible,’ she said.
I wanted to tell her that I thought we had seen the least of it yet, but decided against it. We crossed the shadowy floor and passed through the columns in time to see the androne approach one of the dark, shining panels. Two swung open of their own accord to reveal a narrow expanse of the pale, smooth, stone-like substance the Beforetimers had used for paths, and indeed, as I stepped onto it, I saw that it was a path that ran both left and right. Beyond it was a black road that ran left and right as well, but there was also a road running directly away from the open door, and it was this path the androne took.
Seeing these roads brought it home to me that Midland was not a single complex under the ground, like Oldhaven, but an actual city full of buildings like drowned Newrome under Tor, and we had come out of a building onto a street, a building that must be the Galon Institute. The androne’s headlight gave off enough light to show me that there were buildings either side of it, and I could just make out others beyond them. Opposite, on either side of the road leading directly away, were more buildings standing side by side and running up out of sight, with a grey path at their feet.
I glanced back at the doors we had come through, realising belatedly that the shining black panels were windows.
‘Androne, have we left the Galon Institute?’
‘Yes, User Seeker,’ said the androne. ‘Do you wish to change route?’
‘No,’ I said. ‘Go on and lead us to Kelver Rhonin’s residence, but go slowly, for Dragon is ill.’
Dragon tried to say she was fine, but to my dismay she slurred her words and I felt her stagger slightly. Certain she was suffering from concussion, I bade Tash support her on the other side, and in that awkward way, three clasped together as one, we followed the androne along the black road.




The road the androne was leading us along began to slope up and I realised it was exactly the sort I had seen in past-dreams, with one startling difference – this black road and the grey paths that cleaved to the sides of it, rose up into the air like a bridge without rails or supports. I could not see what was holding it up nor imagine why it would have been made in such a way, unless it spanned a silent subterranean river lost in darkness, but it felt perfectly solid underfoot. It was only when the androne turned onto another soaring road that curved out of the darkness to join the one we had been travelling on, that its headlight illuminated the buildings so that I could see they were not just buildings but the front rank of rows of scrapers.
The profound silence seemed all the more eerie, now that I had some sense of the vastness of the subterranean settlement. It could easily have been the same size as Newrome under Tor, but that crumbling city seemed smaller and less dense, for the fallen buildings had opening up great gaps between the other buildings and the rubble and mess at ground level was smoothed out by the dark waters of the Suggredoon, which flowed between the buildings. But this was not a crumbling city, and though silent and deserted, the buildings were so perfectly formed they looked new.
The road brought us back down to the base of the nearest row of buildings, where the flaring white light of the androne’s headlight and our forms were reflected in the gleaming window glass. We followed the androne along a grey path, his passage making almost no sound despite his height, and I became even more aware of the silence. Aside from our footsteps and the sound of our breathing, I could hear nothing at all. The absence of the natural sounds of the world – wind and water and foliage, the cries of birds and the whirr of insects – reminded me that we were deep under the earth, and also that this was only one of many levels that made up Midland.
I glanced at Tash, who was staring fixedly forward, keeping her eyes on the path, ignoring the dark, silent ranks of scrapers we were passing. Dragon did not react at all and her eyes were half closed. She had been leaning more and more heavily on us and I wondered how much longer she would be able to go on, and if the androne would carry her if she fainted. I prayed that she was only concussed, but that was dangerous enough. Roland had always said a bump on the head was a tricky thing. You could fall from a height and suffer no more than a headache, or bump your head lightly and die.
‘Androne, how much longer will it take us to get to the building we are going to?’ I asked.
‘Estimated time of arrival at designated destination, ten minutes, User Seeker.’
‘Good,’ I said, relieved.
We passed a building that seemed little more than sheets of dark, gleaming glass divided by ladders of shining metal running up out of sight, and I thought of what the androne has said about nanobots cleaning. Was it possible the glass in the building – in all of the buildings in Midland – was cleaned regularly? That might explain why everything looked so pristine and untouched. It was strangely pitiful to imagine God ordering an army of small machines to clean a city where no one dwelt, all the while keeping the only human beings it knew penned up in a sophisticated prison, utterly ignorant of reality.
When we came to a smaller intersecting road that broke the line of buildings, the androne turned into it.
‘Where is it taking us?’ Tash whispered.
‘Somewhere we can take care of Dragon’s wounds,’ I said, forcing myself to speak normally.
‘We are under the ground? Under Habitat?’ she asked timidly.
I was glad to be distracted from my anxiety about Dragon, and I said gently, ‘You have seen enough to know that much you were told in Habitat is untrue.’
She looked around. ‘Did the people who lived here in the time before die in Cataclysm?’
‘I do not know what happened to them, truly. It may be that they died here, or they could have fled to some other place before Cataclysm.’ Though I did not know why they would have done that when Midland had clearly been untouched.
‘Who made Habitat?’ she asked.
‘Some of what the Speci believe is true,’ I said. ‘Habitat was build by God, or at least, God had a plan for it which it used to make the andrones build the settlement. In case you have not realised it, God is not human nor a Lud, but a machine that speaks and thinks, and all of the things it does are things it was told by humans to do. Habitat was just a small forgotten part of a plan God had been given, which was supposed to ensure the rescue of survivors after some great and terrible event like Cataclysm. The andrones, which you call Tumen, were to go out and rescue survivors, bring them back and put them in cryopods that would let them sleep, unageing and unharmed, until they could be safely awoken. God didn’t decide to follow the plan. What you call Cataclysm happened and it was a disaster far greater and more terrible than anyone could have imagined, so most of the Beforetimers died. As I said, I do not know what became of the people who dwelt here, but after a long time a man came here and found it empty, and something he did accidentally prompted God to start following the plan it had been given. It sent the andrones out to rescue people and brought them back and put them in cryopods, just as it had been made to do. They did this for hundreds of years, and there were more and more sleepers, but none could be wakened and freed because the plan didn’t allow for that. Only someone from an organisation called govamen could do that, but they had all died. Finally a Beforetimer came and found that a lot of the cryopods containing rescued people had failed and many sleepers had died. Even so, God could not release the rest, so the Beforetimer convinced God to create Habitat so that at least some of the sleepers would live. That was the woman you call Naha.’
‘We were taught the govamen were to . . . to signal God to let the Speci out of Habitat when the world was clean again . . .’ Tash said. ‘I always wondered what a govamen was.’
‘Govamen was a powerful organisation that existed in all of the territories of the Beforetime. Either they ruled or they served the rulers. But govamen didn’t own or rule this place, which is called Midland and is just one of the four settlements that make up Pellmar Quadrants. They had the Galon Institute, and those who worked there were simply trying to discover ways to save people after a disaster. The creation of God was part of that, and its maker was a man called Kelver Rhonin. It is his home we are going to, now.’
‘Who is Hannah?’ Tash asked. ‘I heard God say she lived in that place, too.’
‘She was Naha,’ I said. ‘God told me that she lived here in Midland for two years or so before she came into Habitat.’
‘And the resurrected babies?’ Tash said.
‘I don’t know where they come from, but I suspect the babies must have been asleep since the . . . since Cataclysm, and God is putting them in because they are healthier and because Beforetimers were able to have babies more easily.’
‘The numbers in Habitat have been falling for generations . . .’
‘There is much I do not know,’ I said.
‘Why did Naha lie to us?’ Tash asked. ‘Why didn’t she tell us the truth?’
‘She may have told the Committee some of it,’ I said. ‘But I think the lies and the Covenant were meant to keep you all calm and quiet in Habitat. If you believe there is nothing outside Habitat, you won’t bother trying to escape. If you believe you were chosen, you will feel content.’
‘How can a machine want people to be content?’
‘It doesn’t,’ I said. ‘God can’t want anything, but it was designed to keep you safe. That is its purpose. So once it had built Habitat and wakened sleepers in it, it had to find ways to keep you as happy as possible.’
‘We were like seeds from a store being planted,’ Tash said bitterly. She looked at me. ‘Do the Committee know the truth?’
‘They know more than ordinary Speci know. They knew the red token was not sent by God, and I believe Feyat knew the angels were not angels capable of recognising a good Speci from a bad one, but I think they do believe that God chose the Speci and put them in Habitat and that it is the only truly safe place in the world.’
‘It seems so strange to build a place like Habitat when there is all of this,’ Tash said. She looked around and then shuddered. ‘Though maybe it is better to live in the sunlight where things can grow.’
‘I think it is better to know the truth and to be free to decide what to do; after all, the Speci could still live in Habitat if they want, or they could go and see what else the world might hold. But whatever they would choose is irrelevant, for God can’t let those in Habitat go free until the govamen contact it to command the waking of the sleepers and that can never happen.’
‘So the Speci will never go free,’ Tash said sadly.
I was struck by the fact that she had responded to all that I had told her with sorrow rather than anger and outrage, perhaps in part because Habitat had been shaped to quell the expression of violent emotion. Ironically, that made Balboa unique, because she had managed to retain and express passion despite being in Habitat. The pity of it was that the emotions were anger and jealousy.
‘Why did it let us out of Habitat?’ Tash asked after a time.
‘It let me out because I came here knowing what to say to make it free me and my three companions, but the Committee acted before I could discover how to use what I knew,’ I said. ‘It freed you because the govamen had a special interest in Misfits – God calls them special anomalies. In fact I think God was given instructions about anomalies and it might be that the Committee somehow came to think of them as bad Speci because God took them out of Habitat when it was sure of what they were.’
‘And what happens to them?’
I hesitated, not wanting to lie to her, but not wanting to frighten her either. ‘I am not sure what God has been told to do with them. Perhaps we can ask it. In any case, as you might have heard, it agreed to let you out of Habitat because it thinks you might be a special anomaly, and because I told it you would be in danger. The fact that this convinced it tells me it does not want you to be harmed.’
‘That is why the androne . . . tagged me,’ she said, glancing down at the flat shining bracelet. ‘Because it wants to be sure if I am an anomaly.’ She was silent for a time and then she told me there had been disappearances in Habitat but talk of them was frowned upon. ‘I thought it was because God had claimed them, but maybe all of those who disappeared were special anomalies.’
‘Why did God let you and Dragon out without tagging you? Is it because you knew what to say to it? How did you find out?’
I shrugged. ‘I have learned many things on my journey here, and the words I needed to say to God to make it think of me as a User were among them. It just took me a while to discover how to use them.’
‘Why did you come here?’
She was no fool. ‘I was looking for something, and I and the others were near, I think, when the andrones took us. The next thing we woke in Habitat. For a time I thought what I was seeking might actually be in Habitat.’
It was far from a complete answer to her question and the furrow between her brows told me she knew this. But she said nothing for a long time, and it occurred to me that her reticence came from living in Habitat where, like all of the Speci, she had been accustomed to incomplete information. No doubt she was also being guided by her empathy and my emotions.
‘You are trying to prevent another Cataclysm,’ Tash said slowly. ‘A worse one.’ She looked into my face and smiled a little at my astonishment. ‘I may be a seed from a crop of ignorant seeds, but I am not deaf. I heard you say it to . . . to God.’
‘We will talk more of it later,’ I said. She nodded and fell silent with all the exquisite sensitivity of a Dameon.
In truth there were many questions that wanted answering, not the least of which was exactly how Hannah had made God accept her authority and why she had introduced the red token to Habitat. But I needed to focus on my quest, which meant waking the others, finding and waking Miryum, and travelling to Northport to get Cassandra’s key. After that, I could only pray that Miryum, or Dragon’s memory, or a message from Hannah would reveal to me what I still needed to know.
I caught a movement across the black road and my heart punched at my chest in fright as I thought of the rhenlings, but when I turned my head I saw it was only our hurrying forms reflected in the dark shining windows on the other side of the black road. How insignificant we looked, the three of us, hurrying behind the shining metal androne, its headlight reaching before it into darkness, making a path, the enormous deserted city rising all about us. It was strangely difficult to imagine people had ever lived here.
The androne stopped at yet another road cutting across our path and made its way towards the wide front doors of a triangular building set back with wide steps running up from the paved triangular area that mirrored it at the corner. Unlike most of the buildings we had passed, this one was not all severe unadorned straight lines. Instead, it presented a face that was a series of overlapping curves, like waves in the great sea breaking one after another on a sandy shore. The large doors opened as we mounted the steps, and Tash and I followed the androne into the building, all but carrying Dragon’s full weight now. The androne made its way directly across an entrance chamber, where the floor glimmered with small tesserae showing glimpses of ship fish through deep green water. The design was very beautiful and intriguing, and but it also startled me, even though I had known that ship fish had existed in the Beforetime.
It was because of Ari-noor and Ari-roth, I thought. I would never be able to see ship fish as ordinary beasts, having met them and known them.
‘This was a pond,’ Dragon said suddenly, pointing to a shallow recessed area tiled green and silver in the centre of the foyer, the design a glimpse of what I guessed must be the vast greatfish shipfolk talked about.
‘A pond?’ Tash asked her friend, gently. I was very relieved to hear her speak, though in fact her words were slurred.
‘There was a pond like this in my mother’s audience room, only the design was of a flying fish with golden scales,’ Dragon murmured.
Tash shot me a puzzled look, clearly wondering if Dragon had fallen into delirium. But for me, her words confirmed once and for all that the long-suppressed memories of her childhood as the daughter of the queen of the Red Land were finally accessible to her. But now was not the moment to quiz her about the past.
The androne led us to the other side of the foyer where two low, wide steps brought us down to a crescent-shaped area where a seamed metal door in a curved wall was guarded by immense stone men even bigger than the androne kneeling on a raised platform. For a startling moment I thought it was one of Cassy’s statues, but closer to, I saw that it was the work of someone else. Yet it seemed to me there was something of Cassy in it, as if the person who had created it had learned from the same teacher, or had studied her works closely. Even the design – that of a man on the verge of leaping up – reminded me of the glass statue Cassy had created of a woman with all manner of beasts seething about her. Me, I remembered with the same little shock I always felt at being presented by fate with absolute proof that my face had been known in the Beforetime.
The doors of the elevating chambers split open, but when I tried to enter, Tash froze, stopping and releasing Dragon so that I was suddenly supporting her alone.
‘What is it?’ I asked her, puzzled.
‘I can’t,’ she said backing away. ‘Not again.’
‘Don’t worry,’ I tried to soothe her. ‘It is all utterly strange, I know, and I felt as you did the first times I had to go into an elevating chamber. But in just a moment we will all be somewhere where we can take care of Dragon’s wound and we will talk.’
Tash shuddered and reiterated desperately, ‘I can’t!’
I sighed, remembering she had vomited, and asked the androne how many levels we had to go to reach Kelver Rhonin’s residence.
‘The apartment of Kelver Rhonin is on the first floor on this building and can be reached by the emergency exit stair. Do you wish to use the stairs, User Seeker?’
‘Just one flight of steps,’ I said. ‘Dragon?’
‘I feel strange, and for a while I thought I would faint, but I feel steadier now,’ Dragon said. Her words were still slurred but she sounded a good deal more alert than she had done before.
‘Very well, androne,’ I said. ‘Lead us up to the residence of Kelver Rhonin.’
‘I am sorry,’ Tash said with a shudder. ‘I just could not go into one of those moving boxes again.’ We followed the androne along a hall at the top of a flight of stairs.
‘It doesn’t matter,’ Dragon said stoically. ‘Nothing is wrong with me.’ In truth she was walking more steadily now, but even so, I wanted to get her to a place where she could rest.
The androne led us past one door to another at the end of the hall, and stopped.
‘Here is the apartment of Kelver Rhonin,’ it announced in its pleasant emotionless voice as the door opened, again seemingly of its own accord, and I wondered if all doors in this strange place opened when someone approached them, for surely God could not be controlling the whole level.
‘I hope there is water, for I am thirsty,’ Dragon said, and that made me aware of my own thirst.
‘Androne, is there water in here fit for drinking?’
‘Yes, User Seeker,’ the androne said. ‘There has been a constant supply of water to this apartment since Kelver Rhonin inhabited it.’
There was something odd about this response, but before I could figure out what it was, the androne stepped through the door. I followed it into the short bare hall beyond the door, then all three of us gasped as the walls came immediately and startlingly to life, glowing with a pattern of radiant golden colour that reminded me of sunlight filtering through leaves moved by the wind. To my amazement, I realised I could hear exactly that – leaves being shuffled by the wind.
The androne did not react at all to this display of sound and light, but Tash and Dragon gazed around in wonderment. Then Dragon reached out a finger to touch the wall and I had a vivid memory of her as a child, reaching out to touch my bare wet belly with a grimy finger after I had lured her from the ruins at Oldhaven. She cried out in shock, and I saw, as she had done, that the pattern of light and shadow on the wall had reacted to her touch, as if she had pushed her hand into a cluster of real leaves.
She looked at me and said, ‘The shadows are not of real leaves and yet they act as if they are the shadows of something real. How is that possible?’
‘The walls of all residences in this building have sensitive hologram displays,’ the androne said, blinding all of us.
I bade it extinguish its headlight, for we no longer needed it. The moment it faded, the pattern of leaf shadow and sunlight on the walls became even richer and more detailed. I gathered my wits and bade the androne lead us to the place where we could see to Dragon’s healing, whereupon it continued along the hall and into a room with a high-domed ceiling. Once again, as soon as I stepped into the room, the walls and roof glowed with sunlight, shadow and leaf play. Dragon came after me and gazed about, then knelt to touch the floor, which had changed from a flat smooth whiteness to polished timber boards, pale and narrow with an intricate, almost lavender grain.
‘There are no joins,’ Dragon said, looking up at me. ‘It’s not real either.’
‘Androne, why did the walls and floor change when we entered?’ I asked it.
‘Domestic holos in the rooms in this residence were manually set by User Hannah. Like air and heating, they operate through sensors that detect human presence,’ the androne replied in its perfectly neutral voice. ‘Do you wish to change the enviro-holos, User Seeker?’
I shook my head and said that I did not want to change anything. It fascinated me that the pattern we were seeing had been chosen and seen by Hannah Seraphim. I crossed to a row of large windows along the side of the chamber, where the soft green light emanating from the walls and roof spilled into impenetrable blackness. The light was not strong enough to illuminate even the nearest building. I pressed my face against the glass, and cupped my hands around it, but still I could see nothing.
I had a sudden startling vision of how we would have looked to someone gazing out from a window, seeing us as half-lit ghosts hurrying along the raised black road in the wake of the androne, its reaching beam striking out ahead of us.
‘These are cookers like the ones in the Habitat kitchen,’ Tash said.
I turned to see that she and Dragon had been exploring a series of boxes fixed to the wall facing the dark windows, above and below a long bench. Dragon seemed much better and more alert than she had until now, though blood still glistened at her temple.
‘How could they bear to live without sunlight?’ she said.
It was not really a question, but I said, ‘I am sure they did not. They probably had some way to light Midland, just as there was a way to light Newrome. Something that was like the sun.’
Dragon slanted a look at me. ‘Why don’t you ask God to make it light, then?’
It was a good idea. I turned to the androne and said, ‘Can God light the whole of Midland?’
‘The Night/Day program can be implemented, User Seeker,’ God responded, the smooth voice of the computermachine coming not from the androne but seemingly from the air around us.
‘God, how are you here?’ I asked.
‘I have extended my control to the mainframe at the command of User Hannah, and so I am able to access and operate all programs within all of the levels of Midland, including the Night/Day program.
‘Will you do it, then,’ I asked.
‘The program cannot be initiated instantly without draining power from such essential services as the arc force field protecting Habitat from anomalous fliers, the pumps bringing water to Habitat wells and those supplying fresh air to Midland. In addition, cryosleep pod back-up generators would shut down.’
‘So you can’t do it,’ I concluded, disappointed.
‘The Night/Day program can be implemented in two hectocycles, if the solar wafer array in surface sector D is deployed,’ God continued. ‘Do you wish to pursue this program, User Seeker?’
‘I do,’ I said, not completely sure what I had agreed to. ‘As long as no one is likely to be harmed because of it.’
‘The first instruction coded into any computer program is to do no harm to any human save by authorised government override, User Seeker,’ God said. ‘By all reasonable projections, this action will do no harm to any living creature.’
‘Good,’ I said, reassured that I would not inadvertently do something that endangered the Speci. ‘God, can you have the androne show us where the healing things are, here?’
In answer, the androne crossed the chamber we were in and passed through a door on the other side. I hastened after it, with Dragon after me. The moment I passed through the door, the walls of the hall I had entered lit up with the same moving leaf play as in the other chamber. We passed a darkened room where I caught a glimpse of a bed, then the androne stopped beside a door leading to a bathing chamber with an enormous oval bowl big enough for two people to sit in comfortably and one of the upright plast cupboards the Beforetimers used when they wished to have water rain onto them from above as they bathed.
‘The medical kit is in the bathroom cabinet,’ the androne said.
I stepped into the bathing room, and the walls and ceiling glowed softly to life, this time with plain light though it was golden rather than harsh and white. A long bench was fixed to the wall facing us, with a small bowl-shaped depression over which crouched two of the complex metal devices I recognised from Oldhaven as water levers. There was one of the miraculously clear Beforetime mirrors fixed to the wall above the bench, which showed me how truly filthy and bedraggled Dragon and I looked. And weary.
The androne directed me to a box fixed to the wall, which turned out to be a cupboard containing bandages of all sizes as well as all manner of bottles and jars containing liquids of different hues or perfectly regular shaped pills. There were also many sheets of silver that bulged with what the androne told me were pills that would help someone whose heart was weak. Startled, and wondering how a pill could strengthen a heart, I questioned it until I had located a small bladder of salve that would prevent infection and inhibit pain, though Dragon insisted she was not in pain.
I wanted to wash the blood away to see the wound properly, so I pressed and pushed on one of the levers until it gave out a rattling cough and spat out a bubbling gush of yellowish water. My heart sank, but almost at once the water ran clear. Nevertheless, I asked the androne if the water was safe to drink. It seemed likely, given what God had said about Midland being built over a subterranean water source, that the pipes that carried water might have been damaged by the same event that had cracked the enormous pipes of the graag. But the androne assured me that God had ensured the supply of water to Kelver Rhonin’s apartment was safe. I motioned Dragon to quench her thirst, and when she finished I bent and drank my fill. Tash had not followed us and I guessed there must be similar levers in the kitchen where she would drink.
I tested the taps, twisting and pulling until the water grew hot enough to give off a cloud of steam, then I bade Dragon wash well and I did the same. Once my hands were clean and dry, I carefully bathed the wound until I could see the jagged, deepish cut. It needed stitches and I bemoaned the lack of a needle, but Dragon pointed to a tube and said she recognised it as the God stuff used by Committee healers in Habitat to close cuts. Squeezed into a wound that had been cleaned and sprinkled with disinfekan, she said the sides could simply be pressed closed.
‘But it must have been here a terribly long time,’ I muttered. ‘Androne, are you sure this medicine will do no harm to Dragon?’
‘The disinfectant will cleanse the wound, User Seeker,’ the androne said.
I cleaned the wound again, ignoring Dragon’s hiss of pain, sprinkled in some of the disinfekan and then squeezed a thin line of God stuff into the gash. It was thick and yellow but when I pressed the wound together, it melted, and when I released it a minute later, the wound stayed closed.
Impressed, I decided we would take the entire contents of the healing cupboard with us when we left Midland, after discerning the purpose of everything. I would delegate this task to Ana, who had been a midwife in the Land, and was the closest our group had to a proper healer. Ahmedri would have been even better, for as a tribesman, he had been trained in healing arts, but we had yet to find him. In truth, I felt sure that he, Gavyn and the beasts would be waiting for us when we got to Northport, because aside from feeling sure that Maruman and Gahltha would not leave me, I did not believe Ahmedri would leave until I had shown him where his brother’s body lay.
The androne interrupted my thoughts to say that God had instructed me to use a small round mental tube on the cleaned and closed wound. I followed its instructions carefully, and was startled when a fine pale-pink mist flowed out with a loud hiss to cover the wound. Dragon gasped with surprise, as the pink gruel that covered the wound hardened into a pink plast that looked so like skin, one might imagine the wound had healed instantly.
‘How do you feel? I asked.
‘Better,’ Dragon said, then she whispered, ‘We ought to take some of that healing stuff with us when we go.’
‘I thought the same,’ I said. I did not whisper for I thought it quite likely God had taken in every word we had said since leaving Habitat, through the androne’s perceptions or from any of these rooms, since it had addressed us in the main chamber of the apartment, so it was safe to assume it would be able to do so in any of these rooms. Indeed, now that I thought about it, I felt sure Kelver Rhonin would have ensured it, since he had created God.
Nor did I think that God would regard the taking of the contents of the healing cabinet and a few blankets as theft. Being a machine, it would not be possessive of things in the way that humans are; it had accepted me as a User and it had been wonderfully helpful in answering our needs since we had escaped from Habitat. I resolved to ask it to outfit us for the journey ahead and felt sure it would do so without demur. What worried me was what to do about Tash.
This thought prompted me to return to the main chamber, and only then did I notice the awkward way the androne was standing and realise it was too tall for the hall. It must have been hunched in that uncomfortable way the whole time we had been in the bathing chamber. I felt faintly ashamed and then chided myself for being a fool. A machine could not experience discomfort. Even so, I bade it go back ahead of us to the main chamber where it could stand up to its full height. As we followed, I thought it odd that the Beforetimers had not designed a mechanical man that emulated their stature, so that it could move easily about their dwellings. But perhaps andrones had not been intended to enter human living spaces.
‘How long are we staying here?’ Dragon asked.
‘Long enough for the others to wake and recover from whatever the Committee did to them,’ I said, thinking I also wanted to search the apartment to see if Hannah had left any message for me. But perhaps anything left behind had been cleared away, given that the whole residence was strangely lacking in life clutter. The thought that a message from Hannah might have been destroyed made my heart sink, but then I realised the Beforetime woman would never be such a fool as to have left me a message that could be so easily lost.
‘Can we go and find Dameon and the others now?’ Dragon asked, as we re-entered the main chamber.
‘You had better stay here with Tash and rest,’ I decided. ‘I will go with the androne to make sure the others are safe. You might sort out bedding for all of us.’
‘We will come with you,’ Dragon said, giving me the stubborn look I knew all too well.
‘God said that Swallow and the others are on the lowest level of the Galon Institute, which means using the elevating chamber,’ I said.
‘I can’t . . .’ Tash said in a thin voice. ‘I will stay here alone.’
‘You will both stay here,’ I said firmly.
Dragon bit her lip, glanced at her friend and then nodded.
‘I won’t be long. I only want to have a quick look at them. You should make up beds for them as well. They might need a few days’ rest before we can leave. Lay the bedding out here if there is not room in the sleeping chambers.’
‘There are a lot of sleeping chambers along there,’ Tash said, pointing to another door.
‘What about food?’ Dragon asked.
‘There is no food in the cupboards or on the shelves,’ Tash said. ‘I looked.
I frowned. I had no idea where we could get food, save from Habitat. Obviously the andrones did not need to eat, but perhaps one could be sent to acquire something for us from Habitat. It would take time, for they would have to make their way to Habitat at night when the Speci slept, and I had lost track of time, though it seemed to me that it must be very late, so it might happen immediately.
All at once, I remembered Dell telling me the Beforetimers had produced food in forms that would keep for long periods, perhaps forever.
‘God?’ I said, raising my voice.
‘I am listening, User Seeker.’ The smooth feminine voice seemed, like the light, to flow from all around us.
‘Is there any food in Midland that humans can eat, that is still safe and nourishing?’
‘There are various powdered and concentrated foods in storage silos which can be reconstituted with the addition of water and heat,’ God said. ‘There are also dried spices and herbs, but in the long term any diet will need to be supplemented by fresh fruit, nuts and vegetables and by various grains and legumes. The hydro gardens can be re-activated to provide fresh produce but this will take a minimum of a month.’
‘Maybe we can get some fresh food from Habitat,’ Dragon said. ‘Is that possible, God?’
‘Yes Technician Dragon,’ God said. ‘Do you require supplies brought from storage, User Seeker?’
Clearly God would listen to the others, but it seemed it would only take orders from me. I thought about this then I said, ‘God, I want you to take orders and answer questions from Technician Dragon and Speci Tash, as if they were from me. Can you do that?’
‘I am programmed to respond and to communicate with any human who speaks to me using the name God, User Seeker, and those who possess authorisation may command me as long as the commands given do not infringe upon my basic programming. I can obey your technicians, if you require.’
‘I do require it,’ I said firmly, then I turned to Dragon and Tash, who here both regarding me with wide-eyed awe. ‘Prepare beds and see if you can locate anything useful,’ I told them. ‘I will return after I have seen the others and we can send the androne to get the food.’ Without further ado, I turned and bade the androne take me to the cryosleep laboratory where my other three technicians were sleeping.
‘Be careful,’ Dragon called, following me to the door of the residence. I bade her get some rest, and promised again to return as soon as ever I could.




Walking back to the Galon Institute, I thought of the look Dragon and Tash had given me with the itch of discomfort I always felt when I found myself regarded with reverence. It seemed to offer homage to something that did not exist, a perfect and noble Elspeth capable of things other people could not do. My quest was important, but I was merely the person whom the Agyllians believed might be able to do what needed doing. I was no more nor less vital than Hannah or Cassy or Atthis. We all had our parts to play in what must be done. Certainly I did not feel worthy of reverence.
A small inner voice that sounded a good deal like Maruman’s jeered that my dislike of reverence was no more than cowardice, and I had to admit there had always been a good dollop of fear in my dislike of being regarded as a saviour heroine. It was not fear of what had to be done, but fear of proving inadequate, of failing and dooming all living things to extinction; fear that I would not measure up to the task appointed to me.
Of course, until a short while ago, Tash had believed God was a Lud and the only person ever to have spoken to it was the mysterious long-dead Naha, and here was I not only speaking to it but giving it orders. It made sense that she would feel awe, but I did not understand why Dragon would look at me that way.
Perhaps it was simply that I was going deeper into the vast dark city alone, yet I had taken the androne and Dragon herself would have gone with me, had I allowed it. Maybe I was misreading her expression and it was not reverence but the realisation that a day would come when she, too, must give orders rather than follow them.
I swept the muddle of doubt from my mind and turned my thoughts to Miryum, wondering if it was possible that she was located anywhere near where the others had been put to await their wakening. I would ask God, through the androne, after I had seen the others, though I would have to think how to describe the coercer so that God would know who I meant. There was no telling how many people remained alive and asleep in cryopods here and maybe in the other settlements of Pellmar Quadrants as well.
Finding Miryum would only solve part of the problem she represented; I would then have to convince God to wake her. It would be hard enough if it regarded her as a sick Speci, and worse, if it had decided she was a special anomaly. It might be that it would refuse to awaken her, either way. If I was lucky, I would find that Hannah had foreseen my need and had commanded God to wake Miryum when I asked it, but of course that depended upon whether or not the coercer had yet to fulfil whatever part she was to play in my quest.
I thought of Straaka’s words.
‘Find Miryum, Elspeth Seeker. Wake her, not only for her sake and mine, but because the oldOnes say she too has a part to play in your quest, ere the end.’
Presumably the oldOnes had not told him why she was important to my quest, for he had not told me what she was to do or say. Unless he had known, but lacked the time to explain it, given the brevity of our tenuous exchange in the high molten realm above the dreamtrails. Or perhaps he truly did not know and had only said what he had been told to say.
Perhaps once she woke, she would know what to tell me, or maybe she would simply relate something she had seen, without ever having any idea of the importance of it.
There was also the possibility that, finding her, my part was not to wake her, but to enter her sleeping mind and commune with her in that state. My profound foray into Rushton’s deepest mind in the Beforetime complex on Norseland had taught me that I could reach that level in another person while I was awake, but Miryum was in thrall to the dream that possessed her consciousness and so it was likely her mind would remain locked to me, unless I sought out her sleeping spirit on the high molten dreamtrails, and once again entered into her delusion with the aim of breaking the dream and bringing her to self-awareness. We would then be able to communicate clearly, whether or not she was awake.
The thought that I might have to commune with her while she lay in unbreakable sleep, and leave her in that state when I left, was chilling, and I vowed to myself that, if nothing else, I would encourage her to fight the cryopod and wake, for then at least she would be shifted to Habitat. Yet it was almost impossible for me to imagine the stolid, idealistic coercer among the Speci, and the thought of that was almost more difficult to accept than that I would leave her in Midland, lost in sleep. Both seemed betrayals.
Also, I was worried about her reaction to Straaka’s disappearance, and what that might mean.
I prayed that all my apprehensions were baseless and that the coercer would be easily and swiftly found and that God would be persuaded to wake her and that, wakened, she would immediately tell me something I needed to know to end the threat posed by Sentinel. Then she and Ahmedri would go to find Straaka’s bones and take them to Sador for a proper tribesman’s burial. This might take some considerable time given how much longer she had been in a cryopod than the rest of us. Nor did it take any account of her illness. If by bleak chance she had taint sickness – and how could she not? – having crossed the virulent Blacklands unprotected, then her illness was incurable.
That meant I would be waking her to die.
Straaka had told me Miryum said she preferred dying to endless sleep but maybe she had said that only because she wanted to free his spirit and had seen no other way to effect that, save by dying herself. If I woke her and she was able to release Straaka’s spirit without dying, always assuming it was not already free, would Miryum truly prefer to die? In her position I wondered if I would choose death, but even if she truly did want it, she might not have that choice if we had not worked out what she was supposed to be to my quest before we left Midland. If she was ill and dying, to take her with us would condemn her to a cruel death, and yet I could not care about that, given what was at stake.
I was glad to see that we had reached the end of the soaring bridge, the androne’s headlight illuminating the shining facade of the Galon Institute just ahead, for it released me from the torturous machinations of my mind. Perversely I immediately became aware of my body: that it was tired and hungry, my feet sore, the heels rubbed raw by the loose Speci sandals. It was no comfort that it would heal itself. In fact, it was probably doing that now, thereby increasing my fatigue.
The doors opened smoothly at our approach and I followed the androne across the shining floor to the enormous elevating-chamber doors beyond the ring of pillars. The doors opened smoothly, as before, and as we descended, I suddenly remembered how Ines had spoken to me inside the elevating chamber at Oldhaven.
I asked, ‘Do you hear me, God?’
‘Yes, User Seeker,’ God said, her voice coming from the elevating chamber. ‘There is a link between the mainframe and this elevator computer. Also, I am monitoring the androne’s feed.’
Feed? I thought, but I asked, ‘God, what is the message that User Hannah left for me? Can you tell it to me?
‘A portion of the message can be conveyed verbally,’ God said. ‘User Hannah instructed that I inform User Seeker that the artefact known as Cassandra’s key is in Northport, secreted in the marker of the joint grave of Jacob and Hannah. You will be given all possible assistance to reach the grave, and then helped to make all necessary preparations for the fulfilment of your mission to prevent a Class A Cataclysm event.’
I nodded. The message was pretty much what I had discovered for myself, save for the fact that the key was not in the grave but in the marker. I was glad we would not need to open up the grave. The only thing that struck a queer note was that if Hannah had spoken to God about me finding her grave in Northport, she must have foreseen her own death. Unless it was simply that she had already instructed God to bury her with Jacob. Yet how could that have been managed if neither of the andrones had been able to convey her body there and bury her? For some reason that made me think again of the body the others had found in Hannah’s grave in Habitat. A woman’s body. Was it connected to the mysterious words inscribed on the grave marker? Certainly it was not possible that Hannah had a child in Habitat, for she would have been far too old to do so, even being a more fertile Beforetimer.
The elevating chamber stopped and its doors opened to reveal a hall that looked exactly the same as the one leading to Kelver Rhonin’s chambers. On the verge of stepping out, I hesitated, remembering when I had become lost at Oldhaven because I had left an elevating chamber on the wrong level. ‘Androne, are my technicians on this level?’
‘This is the lowest level of the Galon Institute, and the location of the sleep laboratory,’ the androne affirmed. ‘The three technicians prepared for cryosleep by the Speci Committee in Habitat are in the recovery room.’
Heart beginning to race, I bade it take me to them, and it set off obediently along the corridor to the right, its headlight cutting through the darkness but revealing nothing other than an occasional door. The walls were blank and I was suddenly struck by the thought that these, like the surfaces in Kelver Rhonin’s chambers, might have the capacity to show visions and colours, if one knew how to work the mechanisms that controlled such things. Perhaps all of the bland and featureless walls I had seen in all the Beforetime buildings I had entered had this capacity. It was a pity I could not tell Dell.
But there were more important things to worry about than walls.
The passage ended in a door, which opened as we drew close. Following the androne through it, I found myself in a dome-shaped chamber with curved metal walls. It was like being under an overturned metal bowl that reflected the androne’s headlight blindingly. Squinting against the ubiquitous radiance, I saw the three forms of my friends stretched out palely on low white beds in the centre of the chamber.
The nearest was Dameon. He lay on his back, naked save for a swaddling of white cloth about his loins, and so still that he might have been dead. Moving to him, hardly able to breathe for apprehension, I laid a hand on his chest. His skin felt cold and a sick feeling of horror flowed through me as I felt for his heartbeat and then for his pulse, finding none.
‘He is dead . . .’ I said in a voice that shook.
‘All of the technicians are alive and recovering, User Seeker,’ God said, its voice coming smoothly and evenly from all sides. ‘The drugs given in Habitat slow the heartbeat and respiration in preparation for cryosleep. It will not wear off for another twenty hours. After this the body will regain normal temperature, and heartbeat and pulse will be discernible.’
I had to blink back a rush of tears and, feeling suddenly weak with relief, I slipped to my knees beside Dameon. Taking in the surprisingly thick sweep of red-brown lashes against his cheeks, the faintly sad droop of his mouth, I felt a potent welling of love and pity for my dearest friend, that he should be so utterly vulnerable. On impulse, I leaned over and pressed my lips to his cheek, praying he would wake without any memory of the treacherous Balboa. He might have forgiven her for her betrayal because his nature was gentle, but he would not now have that opportunity for he would never see her again. I was not sorry, for I did not think she had been worthy of a man like him. Yet I felt a stab of guilt at knowing that what truly mattered was not what I thought, but what Dameon felt.
I sat back on my heels, gathering my strength to get to my feet again, and noticed the way the edges of the bed curved up at the sides. It reminded me of my own waking and I wondered if I had been brought to consciousness here, too.
‘Is this a cryopod?’ I asked the androne, touching the bed.
‘It is the inactive lower portion of a cryopod,’ the androne said. ‘The upper portions are a fixed apparatus incorporating active cryopod technology and manual operation mechanisms. The upper portion joins the lower once the lower portion is in place, then locking sequences are implemented.’
‘And my friends – my technicians – are in the process of being woken?’ I asked, wanting to be assured of it yet again.
‘The three technicians will wake naturally so there is no need for any apparatus. They will be completely resurrected and conscious in approximately forty-two hours, if the process of resurrection is not interrupted or accelerated. Natural waking produces optimum revival in resurrected specimens,’ the androne said.
‘Will they be able to walk and talk normally once they wake, or will they need exercise and rest before they can move?’ I asked.
‘These specimens have not been in deepsleep nor inactive for a long period of time, therefore there will be no muscle or nerve degeneration requiring physical therapy, User Seeker,’ the androne said.
I rose and only then noticed that Dameon wore one of the same flat shiny bands that the androne had fixed around Tasha’s wrist. I went round to look down at Swallow and Ana, and saw they had the same bands.
‘God, why have my technicians been tagged?’
‘They were tagged to inhibit the cryosleep implant, which activated when they were removed from Habitat. Now that they have been redesignated technicians, the tag is no longer necessary and may be removed if required, because the implant has been deactivated.’
I did not understand. ‘What is this implant? What is it for?’
‘It is a nano device surgically implanted in the left wrist, required by Habitat protocol when a specimen is to be resurrected. It enables accurate tracking and allows a specimen to be swiftly returned to cryosleep. It also monitors health and speech when a specimen moves away from the Hub.’
So the others had been wrong about there being devices set about Habitat, enabling God to hear the Speci. The devices had been implanted in the Speci and it must be that there was something that interfered with them in the three areas the others had thought of as God’s deaf spots. ‘Do I have one of these implants? And Dragon?’
‘All Speci have the device implanted before resurrection, but your implant ceased to operate almost at once.’
My body had probably dealt with it, recognising it as something alien to my body, which needed to be healed. ‘What about Dragon?’
‘She has an implant but it was deactivated by the Hub array when she was redesignated a technician. In your case, it was unnecessary.’
I looked down at Ana and Swallow. Like Dameon, their breathing was undetectable and they looked as if they were dead. But I had to believe that God and the androne spoke the truth, and that all of them were alive and would soon be restored. There was nothing I could do for any of them in the meantime, save keep a chilly vigil if I stayed, and I had promised Dragon I would return directly. Also, God had already said I would be kept informed of their state no matter where I was in Midland.
Even so, it was very hard to leave them, near naked and vulnerable in that bare silent chamber.
As we re-entered the elevating chamber, I remembered I had wanted to ask about Miryum’s whereabouts, and I did so, describing her as the last specimen the andrones had rescued before I and my technicians had been found in the desert. It was the best I could manage in identifying the coercer, but I truly doubted there would be many people wandering in that desert.
‘The last Speci found before you were found was an anomaly and is in the Galon Institute storage in Sector C at the lowest level of Midland, User Seeker,’ said the androne. ‘Sector C is a maximum security storage and can be accessed only by a green line elevator which requires Prime User status authorisation.’
I was still trying to work out the meaning of its words when God spoke, the smooth feminine voice coming this time from the smooth, inhuman lips of the androne. ‘User Hannah created an exception coda that will permit you to access restricted sectors, User Seeker. This can be downloaded to Unit B, should you wish to activate it.’
Wondering if Unit B was the androne’s name, I gave silent thanks to Hannah, and said aloud that I did wish it, if it would let me visit Miryum. ‘How long would it take me to get to that storage from this place?’
‘Estimated time, twenty-five minutes, User Seeker,’ the androne said in its own flat placid voice.
‘Take me there now, then,’ I said.
We ascended to the original dark foyer with its ring of pillars, then the androne led me out of the Galon Institute and along the road to the left instead of back across the bridge road. Passing though the dead and silent city, I felt again how tired I was and regretted that I had not waited to look for Miryum until after I had eaten and rested. But we had not walked far before the androne entered another building inside which were a number of elevating chambers. We entered one and descended. It had not taken long but I was beginning to feel light-headed and nauseated with hunger and thirst and lack of sleep, and I was about to tell the androne I had changed my mind when the elevating chamber gave a light jerk and seemed to stop for a moment before continuing.
I pictured how far under the earth I must be, something I had been trying very hard not to imagine, and strove to distract myself by remembering the subterranean forest that existed, incredibly, at the bottom level in Oldhaven, but it did little to dispel my growing nausea. The elevator continued to descend and it seemed to me that it was slowing as well as becoming steadily colder. I thought I was imagining it, but when the elevating chamber finally stopped, and the doors opened, a wave of icy air flowed in. By the time I stepped out I was shivering uncontrollably and cursing myself for my impatience. If only I had got some proper clothes and eaten and rested before coming here. I was far too weak and unprepared to try farseeking or coercing Miryum. Yet having come so far, I could not resist at least seeing her. I would not try to reach her or to enter her deepest mind yet.
This time I was not in a bland hallway or a foyer, but in a chamber so vast that I had no sense of its shape. The immense empty darkness broke against the sharp white wedge of the light cast by the androne’s headlight, which illuminated only the dark, mottled floor and, strangely, a thin mist that hung like a wraithlike blanket just above it. As the androne moved forward, its headlight wavered and shifted, catching the mist that slowly swirled about it, thickening it, but it found nothing else to light, not a wall nor a single piece of furniture. As far as I could tell, we had entered a vast, dark, freezing, empty chamber.
Where were the cryopods?
I wrapped my arms around myself and realised I was breathing out puffs of mist. I turned back to look at the wall behind the elevating chamber so that I could get some sense of the space I was in, only to find there was no wall. I asked the androne to look up and it obeyed, its headlight revealing that the elevating chamber was enclosed in a freestanding shaft that went up and up into misty darkness. I could not see the roof, yet we were under the ground so there must be a roof. I had not been able to see the roof inside the Galon Institute either, and I wondered if all of the levels of Midland were so deep. It would explain why it had taken so long to travel through them, yet it was impossible to form a clear picture of the place.
Abruptly I dismissed the puzzle as irrelevant.
‘Miryum is here?’ I asked the androne over my shoulder. Immediately, eerily, my words set off a repeating echo that took a long time to fade into a whisper. ‘I mean, the last Speci to be brought in before me and my technicians.’
‘She is here, User Seeker,’ the androne said, its voice setting up a new cycle of echoes.
Its light offered a path through the misty dark and I supposed that the cryopods must be deeper in the chamber, but I hesitated to set off along it. It was so cold now that my teeth were chattering, and I wanted very badly to get back into the elevator and demand to be taken up to the surface of the world where, perhaps, a new day was unfolding, but I clenched my teeth together and struck out purposefully along the path of light cast by the androne’s headlight wondering how far I would have to go before I came to the cryopods.
At every step I expected to see the androne’s light fall on something, but there was nothing and nothing and nothing. Finally I realised the light was growing faint and I turned to ask the androne tersely where the cryopods were, only to find it was still standing by the door to the elevating chamber, watching me.
Watching me?
I stifled a jab of unease and called out, ‘Where are the cryopods? I can’t see them.’
‘Cryopods in Sector C are in sealed cold-cells recessed beneath the floor for maximum security,’ the androne responded. It had spoken loudly, and the echoes its voice set up were so loud that it took me a moment to grasp what the androne had said. Then I looked down and my hair stood on end, for I saw that the pale mottled patch under my feet was a human face.
For a moment I felt a mindless desire to run, before common sense reasserted itself, for these were not dead people as I had momentarily thought, but sleepers, just as Dameon and the others slept. Only for some reason, they had been put to sleep under the floor in this strange way.
I walked slowly back towards the androne, looking down at form after form, all human and motionless, but without clear features. Either the floor was opaque or, they were covered in ice, for there was no way to see what they looked like. Indeed, I could have been looking at Miryum without recognising her. I made my way back towards the androne, growing colder and colder as I passed each cloudy form.
‘How . . . how many people are here?’ I asked through chattering teeth when I finally reached the androne. I was trembling from head to toe now, and this time, the chill was not entirely due to the cold.
‘There are three thousand seven hundred and twenty Speci on this level,’ the androne said, and again the echoes of our exchange filled the air with a mad whispering.
I waited until the echoes had died away before asking very softly, ‘And Miryum is here, under the floor? She is alive?’
‘All of the Speci here are alive, but all are Class B anomalies.’
‘Miryum is here because she is a Class B anomaly?’ I asked.
‘Speci Miryum was salvaged unconscious and close to death from exposure, dehydration and starvation. These issues were addressed but tests revealed the specimen had contracted a virulent strain of the Endrax virus, released in a weaponised form during the Class B Cataclysm. Although no human hosts remain – the virus having a one hundred per cent mortality rate – it was passed through several animals during its development phase. It is probable that one of these experimental animals escaped and bred.’
‘How could it have lived to breed if it was sick?’ I interrupted.
‘Experimental animal hosts carried the virus in a passive form,’ the androne said. ‘It did not harm them and was not contagious to others of their kind, but when the virus is passed on to a viable host, such as a human, it activates. Specimen Miryum had several bite wounds on her left shoulder and arm and there is a ninety-seven per cent probability that the animal that bit her carried the virus. An antidote could be synthesised and genetically manipulated to treat the virus, however that would require the base formula and that cannot be obtained without a viable link to a government terminal.’
I tried to think but I was so cold that it seemed to me my mind was freezing. I managed to ask. ‘Miryum is contagious?’
‘The Endrax virus has three distinct and discrete phases,’ the androne said. ‘The carrier is infectious only in phase three. Specimen Miryum was acquired while in phase one.’
‘So if she is woken . . .’
‘The virus will reactivate, and in time she will enter the second phase known as hiatus. She is not infectious during this stage,’ the androne said.
The virus must be some form of plague like the one Ariel had found on Norseland and which he had used to infect Domick. I was again appalled by the thought of a people who could conceive of using sickness as a weapon. Truly the Beforetimers had been infected by a plague of madness.
‘God, is the sickness curable?’ I asked, rubbing my numb hands to try to warm them.
God answered, once again the voice coming from all sides, the echoes whispering and hissing about me like a building storm, ‘It would be possible to create a drug to cure this strain of the virus, and a vaccine to ensure no one else would catch it, but these responses would require access to the government medical resources site to enable sourcing of the genetic code of the virus. But there is no link to a government terminal and so there is no way to access the medical resources site. That is why the Speci you call Miryum was placed in Maximum Security Sector C. This is the protocol for infectious specimens that have the potential to be cured.’
I had thought Miryum had taint sickness, which was incurable, but the Endrax virus, however horrible, was curable. I had to take this as good news, even if, at the moment, a cure appeared to be impossible to acquire. It was also good news that Miryum could be woken and questioned without harming anyone around her, at least to begin with; we need only put her back to sleep before the end of the second phase. The thought of lying asleep for aeons might horrify the coercer, as Straaka had said, but surely she would see it differently when she learned there was hope of a cure for her sickness. Dell was striving to increase her knowledge of Ines, and if she managed it, perhaps a computermachine in Oldhaven could be made capable of reaching out to a govamen terminal and getting the information God needed. Also, Ahmedri would tell Jak about Miryum when he returned to the desert lands and I had no doubt that the teknoguilder would set out to find a cure for Miryum as determinedly as he had found a way to transform the shining, damp-loving, taint-devouring insects in the Land into creatures that could thrive in a hot dry climates.
But in the meantime, I had to talk to Miryum, and I needed to understand what that would mean for her and for me. ‘Tell me exactly what would happen if Miryum was wakened now,’ I said. ‘What would the virus do?’
‘Incubation period of the Endrax virus is seven days,’ said the androne. ‘Speci Miryum was put into cryosleep on approximately the fifth day of incubation. At that time, deepsleep arrested all organic processes, inhibiting the virus. Once Speci Miryum is resurrected, virus incubation will resume. The incubation period would end in three days, when the virus would become active but not contagious. It will remain in hiatus for seven days, during which Speci Miryum will be in good health but languid and mentally confused. The virus will then shift to the contagious stage, during which time she will appear to be in good health with high energy. Any contact during this time between Speci Miryum and an unprotected human will lead to infection. Expiration of Speci Miryum will occur between one to three months from first infection. Only at the end of the third phase will the health and vigour of the specimen decline sharply. At this time, the virus is no longer infectious.’
‘Was Miryum . . .’ I struggled for the term the computermachine used for badly tainted ground, feeling unaccountably sleepy. ‘Is she also contaminated?’
‘The Speci was also exposed to low-grade radioactive contamination which would result in some weakening of the specimen’s bones in later life, and to a higher risk of cancer. But the specimen will expire of the Endrax virus long before the results of contamination would begin to affect her health.’
I tried to think what else to ask but I was so terribly cold now. My lips felt numb and when I lifted my fingers to them, they felt as if they were made of cold marble.
‘Warning, User Seeker. Your thermal signature is fading,’ God said in her own voice, which again came from the vast icy darkness about me. ‘If you remain at this level any longer, you risk hypothermia.’
I did not know what hypothermia was but I could guess it had something to do with the mind-sapping cold. I abandoned the idea of locating the coercer and re-entered the elevating chamber. The androne joined me and the doors closed.
‘Take me back . . . up,’ I managed to say and the elevator began to ascend.
I was stumbling with exhaustion by the time we were making our way along the black bridge road heading for the residence of Kelver Rhonin. Although I was no longer numb with cold, I felt as if my mind had frozen. It was not until we were about to enter the wave building that I remembered Miryum might have to go with us. I would survive her virus, of course, but the others would not. If it turned out that she must accompany us, then she and I would have to travel separately from the others, for presumably I would become contagious too, even if the sickness did not kill me. How was that to be managed? And what of Miryum for whom such a journey would be a death sentence?
I shook my head. What had been the Beforetime expression Katlyn used when she had scolded people for worrying about things that might not come to pass? Don’t borrow trouble? Something like that. Maruman had a more pithy saying.
‘Stop gnawing,’ I muttered, and felt a raw pang of longing for the old cat and his acerbic scolding. I ached to feel his heavy, soft weight on my lap or across my shoulders, the comfort of his mind coiled about mine. Unexpectedly, tears sprang to my eyes, but I blinked them away fiercely, telling myself that I was beyond sensible thought.
I was very glad to enter the residence of Kelver Rhonin with its waving leaf pattern. Bidding the androne stay outside where it could stand up straight, I shut the door behind me and made my way quietly along the hall to the large communal chamber, expecting Tash and Dragon to be sound asleep. But they were both sitting at chairs pulled up to a square table I had not noticed when I had been there before.
‘Did you see them?’ Dragon asked anxiously, starting to her feet. Tash rose too, rubbing her eyes.
‘They are fine but still deeply asleep,’ I said. ‘Which is more than I can say for the pair of you! I told you to get some sleep.’
‘We have prepared beds for all of us, but we could not sleep until you were back safe,’ Dragon protested.
I sighed, but I was touched by her concern. ‘Well, I am glad to see you both, truly. It is a strange, bleak place we have come to. But you had better get some rest now. I will certainly do the same as soon as I have had a proper wash. I will tell the androne to go and see if it can find us some food.’
‘So we will stay here now?’ Tash asked forlornly.
She was shivering slightly, though it was quite warm inside the chamber. Was that God’s doing or was it simply that our entrance had woken some ancient device that had responded to our presence like the doors and walls? Dell had once told me that Ines controlled almost all of the thousands of machines and devices in Oldhaven, including those producing air and light and heat, to take care of the humans in her midst. And Jak said the primary function of any computermachine program was to ensure the safety and the comfort of its human users. It was only if an exception was established, such as with Sentinel, created to reject the control or influence of its creators, that a computermachine would be able to harm humans. But what happened when a computermachine obeyed their program faithfully only to find that they had harmed humans, as with God and the sleepers in flawed cryopods. Did they judge that they had failed, and if so, what did failure mean to a machine that could not feel guilt or sorrow or regret?
‘Elspeth?’ Dragon said in exactly the same way Ceirwan had always done, when my mind drifted in the midst of a conversation.
‘I am sorry,’ I said, rubbing my eyes wearily. ‘I am asleep on my feet. Tash, we will stay here for the time being. It is warm and safe and we need to organise supplies.’ No sense in mentioning Miryum to them just yet.
‘You would have us leave here?’ Tash asked eagerly. Then she asked less eagerly, ‘To go to another underground place?’
I stared at her, and then realised she still believed the world above to be uninhabitable. ‘We must go from here, so that I can complete my quest. But do not be afraid. The world is not all poison and fire. Beyond the walls of Habitat is a pale and lovely desert, and beyond that are mountains and then the great sea. There are tainted areas, but we can easily avoid them.’
‘We will go outside?’ Tash murmured the words, less as a statement than as an expression of yearning, her face a blaze of hope. Only then did it strike me that she felt utterly oppressed by the subterranean settlement and feared we would have to stay here forever. What a hellish prospect. Habitat would have been preferable, for at least those living in it had sunlight and starlight, sweet air and the smell of growing things. But I had spoken quite sincerely when I said we were safe in Midland, especially given what God had said about beasts carrying terrible Beforetime plagues. I thought of the vicious rhenlings from the graag and wondered if they were the carriers of the Endrax virus. The bites Miryum had suffered sounded small enough to have been delivered by them, except that if one had attacked, a whole flock of them ought to have descended to feast.
‘It is hard to believe it was a lie, all that God said of the world outside Habitat,’ Tash murmured.
I looked at her and said, ‘God did not lie, Tash. God is the voice of a computermachine that simply does what it has been told to do by its makers. If God lied, then the people who made it fed it those lies.’
‘A machine can do something wrong if it is broken,’ Tash said. She looked uncertain, and very fragile.
‘Then what it does cannot really be called wrong.’
Suddenly I became aware that I could smell food. I had thought I was conjuring it up out of hunger and yearning. In truth it was so long since I had eaten anything that smelled appetising, that my mouth began to water. ‘Have you found food?’ I asked.
Dragon grinned and bade me come and see for myself what they had created. It turned out to be a rich dark bean stew and a loaf of heavy, moist bread that smelled newly baked. I stared at it in wonder and disbelief, for surely there had not been time enough for bread to rise, let alone for the crock of butter beside it to have been churned, and where had the vegetables I could see in the stew come from?’
‘Tash did it all,’ Dragon announced dramatically. ‘She knew how to make food from the paper packages of dust and stones we found in the storage here. But she says the stuff God sent never tasted like this.’
‘I did not have God’s recipe book,’ Tash said. ‘I followed the instructions on the packets.’
‘I think God did not ever consider taste,’ I said.
‘It certainly did not,’ Dragon said, handing me a plate. I filled it from the pot and then sat gingerly on one of the spindly metal-legged chairs pulled up to a table set against the wall, and began to spoon up greedy mouthfuls of food. For a time I could think of nothing but how good the food was.
‘I do not want to stay here,’ Tash said, suddenly, and all my fears for her rose, but I fought them down and tried to think of some reassuring words to say, that would not be lies.
But before I could utter a word, Dragon laid a restraining hand on her arm and said firmly that we would have to stay for the night, at least, and that she ought to let me eat my meal in peace. ‘You need to sleep, Elspeth. You have very dark rings under your eyes,’ she told me.
‘We prepared the bed chamber in the other hall alongside the bathing room for you,’ Tash said.
‘I am beyond tired and I plan to take your advice and make use of that bed the second I finish eating. Though I ought to bathe. I am truly filthy.’
‘Dirt doesn’t matter,’ Dragon said firmly.




The room turned out to be quite empty of personality and not much different from the one I had slept in at Oldhaven. I stripped off my grimy clothes and, making a mental note to ask God where Hannah had slept, and if any of her things remained, fell into bed and at once into sleep.
I dreamed of Rushton standing upon a raised wooden platform clad only in a loincloth, the sun beating down on his unruly tumble of dark hair. Standing on the platform beside him, a burly man with tightly plaited hair hanging in gleaming oiled loops gesticulated and beamed and talked, though I could not hear what he said. He had a whip in one hand and every now and then he uncoiled it and gave it a loud, efficient crack that made passers-by look around, then drift closer to hear what he was saying. The gathering crowd seemed amused and entertained by his words and I saw that a good many were splendidly if exotically dressed, while others wore little more than rags. The earth under their feet had a reddish tinge, which might mean they were in the Red Land.
The man with the whip made an imperious gesture towards Rushton, who turned obediently, his face utterly expressionless. Then I heard a cry and several shouts and life returned to his face as he looked around, his dark green eyes suddenly very alert. The watchers and the whip holder turned in the same direction, their expressions puzzled, amusement giving way to confusion and then, as cries became screams, to shock and terror. As the crowd turned to run in the opposite direction, the whip man stood for one indecisive moment before leaping from the platform and running after them. Rushton leapt from the platform, too, but jerked to a stop and fell hard to the ground, and I realised he was chained to the platform. He sat up, shaking his head, and turned to kick the wooden pole to which he had been shackled, but he was barefoot and it would not give way.
He was facing the source of the commotion, and all at once his eyes went beyond the platform and he grew very still. His expression shifted from determined urgency to wariness and caution. He turned onto his belly and crawled under the platform and lay utterly still.
The screams continued and then I heard a terrible bestial howling.
I woke suddenly into darkness and lay, wide eyed, my heart pounding at the memory of the dream. It had been too brief for me to tell if it was a nightmare or a true dream, but it had been so strange that I felt it must be the former. Seeing Rushton had shaken me to the marrow, for I had managed to push him to the bottom of my mind, but now I saw him clearly in my mind’s eye and I felt a desperate, impossible longing for him that I knew would never be answered.
It was some time before I could think about where I was, and of the dramatic events of the previous day. Then I remembered the others, lying in the sleep laboratory in the Galon Institute, and wondered if they might not have begun to wake. The thought made me sit bolt upright.
I discovered my head was aching, probably from thirst, or maybe the lack of fresh air, though the air in the chamber was neither thin nor bad. Probably God was ensuring we had air just as it had ensured there was water. I remembered then that God had said I would be told when the others stirred, and so I got up and padded to the bathing room, for the thought of water reminded me that I had been too weary to bathe the night before.
I was wearing my rough Speci underclothes, and my arms, hands and face were filthy. I undressed, entered the upright bathing cupboard, and turned the water lever, closing my eyes to the rain of warm water with pleasure, thinking there were some things the Beforetimers had definitely got right. I stood for a long while under the water, thinking over the events of the previous day, of Dameon and the others, and then of Miryum in the deep icy storage where anomalies were kept, and the fact that she carried some terrible plague seed which would become active and eventually kill her after she was awakened. I resolved to reach her mind and free her from her dream, and speak to her before I decided what to do. Until I did that, there was no point in agonising over her fate.
Forcing myself to get out of the waterfall, I discovered the walls were streaming with moisture and the room thick with steam. I found some enormous towels and dried myself. Not wanting to put on my soiled Speci clothes, I simply wrapped the towel around my body when I was dry, and made my way to the main chamber, thinking of the stew Tash had prepared, for we had not eaten all of it the night before. Then it struck me that I did not truly know whether it was day or night, for it must have been midmorning or even midday by the time I had finally got into bed. But perhaps it did not matter in a city where eternal night reigned.
I had asked God to make it light, but perhaps it had proven impossible, for surely God did not control the whole of Midland, even if it had been able to speak to me in the deep storage where Miryum lay beneath the floor.
The walls of the passage glowed to sun-dappled life as I passed along it and into the kitchen, and on impulse, I asked God what other patterns there were, requiring it to answer me very quietly so as not to awaken the others. It offered a number of possibilities and, intrigued, I asked for a desert sunrise, since I felt as if it were early morning.
In the blink of an eye, the pattern of moving leaves was replaced by an undulant horizon that ran around the whole chamber. Below the horizon was the suggestion of dunes, purple and deep green with pools of shadow, and soft peaks touched with the rose light flowing from the sky just above the horizon, which faded into the blue-black darkness of night higher up the wall and on the roof of the chamber.
‘God, how are my technicians?’ I asked, moving to the kitchen space to see what I could find to eat.
‘The core temperature of the three technicians is rising and the temperature in the chamber is rising to complement it,’ God said. ‘Soon their heartbeat and breathing will reassert themselves. They will wake in approximately twenty-nine hours.
I found the stew in a pot in a white cupboard that breathed out a wave of frigid air. It was cold of course, but I carried the pot to the bench, got myself a cup of water and went to sit on the chair by the table. ‘God, tell me as simply as you can about the govamen,’ I said, as I began to eat. The stew was nicer hot but still very good cold.
‘Government is a pre-Cataclysm term for a group of people who have been given the power to make and enforce laws for a country or region. They can be chosen as representatives by the majority of the people of that country or region, or they can be part of a group that imposes its will on the many by main force,’ it answered, modulating its voice so as to speak quietly.
‘And the Galon Institute was built by some of these govamen?’ I asked.
‘The Galon Institute is not a government institution. It is part of the Pellmar Quadrants, and is privately owned. But the project to create my program and other post-Cataclysm research was funded by the Uropan government.’
‘Who did Kelver Rhonin work for?’
‘Prime User Kelver Rhonin was an employee of the Uropan government seconded to the facility to work on the development of a computer program capable of operating the search and rescue program being developed here. That is, on the God Project,’ God said.
So he had been employed by the Uropan branch of govamen. ‘What about the others?’ I asked.
‘What others are you referring to, User Seeker?’ God asked.
‘All of the other people who lived in Midland? Did they serve the govamen as well?’
‘The only other people who inhabited the Pellmar Quadrants were technicians and workers employed by the Pellmar Corporation, which was a cooperative made up of representatives of conservation groups and various private interests.’
‘What is a cooperative?’ I asked. ‘Tell me as simply as you can,’ I added hastily.
‘A cooperative is a pre-Cataclysm term for a group of people who form an entity to provide themselves with work or with goods or services, and within which all members have equal power,’ God answered.
I frowned, wondering what an entity was. Trying to understand what the computermachine was telling me was very difficult. There were so many unfamiliar words and complicated sentences that, even when I understood, I was not sure that I was understanding what had been meant. I got to my feet and carried the pot containing the remainder of the stew back to the cold cupboard, not wanting to eat it all in case one of the others woke hungry. I went to gaze out of the window into the darkness, and another question came to me.
‘God, do you know why contact between the Pellmar Quadrants and the govamen terminal was severed?’
‘There is too little data to draw any firm conclusion,’ God answered.
‘Speculate for me,’ I invited, as I had sometimes done in guildmerges when I was looking for ideas and inspiration.
‘Contact with all government terminals and portals ended simultaneously and without notice, which suggests the action originated at a single source,’ God said.
I was not sure what it was saying. ‘What do you mean by a single source? Did Kelver Rhonin have any theories about what the source was?’
‘Prime User Kelver Rhonin believed that links to government terminals were severed by the prototype Sentinel program as part of its responsive protocol.’
My heart leapt in my chest. ‘God, tell me what you know of Sentinel.’
‘The Sentinel Project, originally known as the Guardian Project, was a sophisticated and comprehensive state-of-the-art computer system developed by an alliance of the five principal world powers, intended as a nuclear deterrent and as a means of preventing aggression by terrorists whose origins and purposes were difficult or impossible to track, because retaliation would occur regardless of the political affiliations of the perpetrators. Once installed in its dedicated high-security facility, the completed Sentinel was to have complete access to all private and public computer networks in all five government territories, in order to be able to effectively and comprehensively monitor the movement of weapons, weapon components and relevant intelligence throughout the world, as well as aggressive activities of all kinds. Its mandate was primarily to issue impartial worldwide warnings prior to incidents in order that they might be prevented and would-be perpetrators apprehended and interrogated. The Balance of Terror program is a complex series of triggering devices connected to a vast arsenal of weapons, connected solely to Sentinel. No human would have access to it and to ensure that, Sentinel was given its own formidable defences. It was believed that, isolated thus from human influence or power, but having access to all electronic communications, Sentinel would be better able to issue warnings that would be trusted and judge the source of any incident that did take place impartially, and finally, if necessary, to execute a balanced retaliation. The environmental and collateral human cost of such a targeted retaliation would be minimal in comparison to traditional human engagements, and would not lead to escalation since no power would be held to be responsible.’
I nodded, pressing my hands against the glass, no longer seeing the darkness beyond.
‘God, did Kelver Rhonin play any part in the creation of Sentinel?’ I asked. I was not sure why I asked. Perhaps it was only because Hannah had been in Pellmar Quadrants in the Beforetime, and had discovered the means of gaining access to God then, and maybe even from Kelver Rhonin.
God said, ‘User Kelver Rhonin was employed by the Uropan government as a consultant hired for the work he did here. He did not have access to the Sentinel Project, which was a united governments initiative, at that time in the final stages of development, and located in Inva at the Hegate Complex. However, he was interested in the project and followed its progress closely. He knew that in its final form, Sentinel would have the capacity to sever all electronic communications in any area of the world where its intelligence led it to expect the occurrence of an aggressive incident, for the purposes of immobilising perpetrators prior to hostile activities. After the computerlink to the government was terminated following a major incident on this continent, Prime User Kelver Rhonin speculated that this had occurred during the final stage of the testing phase of the link between the Sentinel prototype and the Balance of Terror computer array, enabling Sentinel to make use of its power to sever communication links in the region responsible for an act of terrorism or war and in the region where the act occurred. Later environmental data confirmed that a true Class B Cataclysm had occurred, involving many locations and responsive attacks, following an initial triggering act of aggression. He later speculated that the original triggering aggression might have been centred on the prototype Sentinel itself, causing it to activate the elements of the Balance of Terror arsenal to which it had been linked.’
I went to sit down, thinking how strange it was to be having a conversation with a machine. I had been following its complex explanation as best I could, but there were many words I did not understand, or whose meaning I had to guess at. Yet the gist of it seemed to be that Kelver Rhonin thought that the Great White had come about because someone had attacked the Sentinel that had been developed at Inva, causing it to make use of the Balance of Terror weapons. That would certainly fit with my true dreams of Cassy, but who would have been mad enough to attack a computermachine with access to such formidable and terrifying weaponry? And why would this cause BOT to unleash so much worldwide damage? Could it have overreacted if it was Sentinel that had been attacked? Or was it that the attack had damaged Sentinel, causing it to send wrongful signals to the BOT computermachine, resulting in a vast and terrible response?
‘Did Kelver Rhonin have any idea who attacked Sentinel, God?’
‘There were many opponents to the Sentinel Project among the five powers, but Prime User Kelver Rhonin was unable to obtain any specific information about the nature of the incident, its cause or the perpetrators, because computer links to the government computers were disrupted. He believed that the links were never re-established because there was no one from the government left to do so.’
A sudden notion came to me. What if the Sentinel at Inva had been completely destroyed by whatever had been unleashed? Might not BOT, lacking guidance but activated, attack broadly and indiscriminately? God had spoken of the original Sentinel being in a testing phase when Kelver Rhonin had come to work at the Galon Institute. I knew Sentinel had been about to be tested because of my past-dreams of Cassy, but it had not occurred to me that a number of tests might be carried out over a period of time. Perhaps that was the period during which the remote base had been established, with a computermachine ready to serve as home to the final and complete Sentinel program. If the Sentinel at Inva had been destroyed, it must be that a version or a copy of the program had been taken to the remote installation and fed into that computermachine, which had been waiting ever since to be awakened, like Miky and Angina’s sleeping princess.
I felt a stab of sadness, thinking of the twins, and of the part I had played in Angina’s death, and the darker thought that I was a destroyer too, for it was not my part to wake Sentinel but to ensure it could never wake.
I licked my lips and then asked the question that mattered most.
‘God, where is Sentinel located?’
‘The pilot Sentinel program was located at the Uropan Government Research Complex of Hegate, at Inva in New Scotia, where it was developed. The location of the permanent Sentinel base is classified,’ God said pleasantly, implacably.
‘Do you know where the permanent site for Sentinel is, God?’ I asked, thinking that if it did know, I could try to find a way to convince it to tell me.
But God said, ‘I do not have that information, User Seeker. Prime User Kelver Rhonin also sought this information but he had no access to government terminals and so failed to find an answer.’
The news that Kelver Rhonin had been trying to find out where Sentinel was startled me out of my disappointment, and I was about to ask God if it knew why, when I head a soft step behind me.
‘Elspeth?’ I turned to see Dragon, her red-gold hair a fiery lopsided tangle. ‘Is it morning?’
‘Hard to tell, but you look half asleep still and since we have to wait till the others wake, you might as well sleep as long as you can,’ I said.
‘Did you sleep?’ She sat down, rubbing at her eyes. Her face was swollen lump where the thing thrown by the Speci outside the Hub had struck her. It was only lucky it had not struck her in the soft part of the temple, or the eye.
‘I did sleep, but thirst woke me and then I wanted a bath. I will show you later how it all works. But we need to find some warmer clothes if we are going to be able to move about in this place.’
She grimaced at the mention of bathing, and then said, ‘After you went to sleep God sent some clothes and food. I forgot to tell you. It’s over there in bundles. We were too tired to unpack them last night.’
‘God sent them? How?’ I asked.
‘The androne brought them. Unit B. God said the other one is called Unit A.’ She had started to rise but I waved her back down. ‘Leave it. How does your head feel?’
‘Last night it hurt terribly and I could not seem to think or hear or see very well, but it doesn’t hurt now except if I touch it,’ Dragon said. She got up restlessly and went to the window, gazing out at the darkness beyond it. ‘So much has happened so fast, after all that time in Habitat when nothing at all happened. It’s as if I need to think about it before I can stop thinking about it, if you know what I mean.’
I laughed a little, loving her quirky vividness all the more because I had been deprived of it for so long.
She looked at me. ‘You know it all started after you woke in Habitat.’
I said nothing and she heaved a sigh and went back to staring at the darkness. ‘It was a dream that woke me, just now.’
I wanted to ask what she had dreamed, but there was something sad and closed in her expression that made me certain she was dreaming about Matthew. I had no idea how she felt about what had happened between them, now that she was older. Had the more mature young woman she was becoming absorbed and comforted the hurt and angry child she had been? Had she forgiven Matthew? My discomfort about prying into emotional matters kept me from asking. I told myself that if she wanted me to know what she had dreamed, she would tell me.
She turned to me, her blue gaze very direct. ‘Elspeth, what is going to happen to Tash? God does not call her a technician. She calls her a Speci.’
This was something I had not allowed myself to think about, especially after my conversation with God about the tags in the resurrection chamber at the bottom level of the Galon Institute, nor was it something I wanted to discuss with God listening. Not until I had thought about it very carefully. ‘One thing at a time,’ I said firmly, pointedly.
She frowned, then her eyes widened and she nodded, glancing around. Her face changed again and she turned, looking around her properly, astonished and delighted. ‘The walls have changed!’
‘I changed them. At least I asked God what else it could offer. It seemed too early for sun dappling. Change it back if you like. Or there are other possibilities.’
She shook her head. ‘I like it, though somehow it reminds me too much of the real world and that makes me miss it all the more because, while this looks lovely, it is not real. There is no smell and no wind. I don’t much like this Midland, truly. Even if there was something like sunlight here, as God says, it would not be true sunlight, and the air smells strange. I wish we could leave.’
Now she sounded so much the mutinous child that I had to smother a smile lest she think I mocked her reflections. In truth I shared her feelings about Midland. ‘We must wait until the others awake, and in the meantime, we are safe and fed and comfortable and we will have time and the means to sort out provisions.’
‘I know we are lucky,’ Dragon said soberly. ‘I wonder how Maruman and the horses and Darga have managed all this time. And what about Gavyn and Ahmedri? They might find water but what would they eat?’
‘The beasts are probably better at surviving than we humans are. Horses can sniff water over very great distances, and the dogs will tell them if it is safe to drink. Maruman will hunt mice or other small creatures, and as for Ahmedri, he is desert born and probably the best of us to be out there. And Rasial will take care of Gavyn.’
‘I know Gavyn and Rasial are all right,’ Dragon said lightly. ‘I dreamed of them once in Habitat when I was sick and had a fever. There was a pack of people like them, only they didn’t have wings, and Rushton was with them.’
I stared at her, but her thoughts had gone elsewhere. ‘Tash and Ana and I can find provisions. God says there is a storage and she will guide us to it and get Unit B to help carry things. It will give us the chance to explore a bit, too, if I can convince Tash there is nothing to fear outside of this place.’
Dragon was fearless, I thought, because she had lived among the ghosts of the ancient past in the ruins at Oldhaven. Solitude and the lost Beforetime were nothing to her. I said mildly, ‘Hard to blame Tash for feeling uneasy. This must be utterly strange to her, and remember she had only just discovered that almost everything she thought to be true was a lie. But she will get used to it. Humans are nothing if not adaptable. That said, I need to get to Northport as soon as possible to get Cassandra’s key. If we are lucky, the others will be there.’
‘Is that what you think?’ she asked.
I looked at her, thinking of her dreams. ‘What do you think?’
She turned again to look out the window, or maybe she was studying her own pale reflection. ‘Once, before I woke in Habitat, I dreamed of Darga and one of the horses – I could not tell which – all alone in a Beforetime city like the one you described when you saw Maruman prowling, but in my dream he was not with them and neither was Ahmedri. I dreamed of Rasial and Gavyn, too – not in their dream form but in reality. It was night and they were by a vast lake of shining water. So I was thinking that maybe the others are all in different places.’ She turned to look at me. ‘I was thinking it would be silly to go all the way to Northport and then find some of the others are in one of the other parts of Pellmar Quadrants, closer to Midland. Though maybe it doesn’t matter if we are to come back this way after we get Cassandra’s key.’
‘That is an excellent thought about the others,’ I said, because although I was convinced the others were in Northport, there was no evidence for it and I did not want to worry her by admitting openly that I did not have the slightest idea where we were to go after Northport. I turned and said in a slightly louder voice, ‘God? Can you hear me?’
‘Yes, User Seeker,’ God answered patiently, its feminine voice still lowered. ‘What do you require?’
I was about to ask it to send one of the andrones to the two nearest settlements when a notion came to me to test the deductive intelligence of the computermachine. ‘Did you just hear what Dragon said?’ I asked.
‘I hear everything, User Seeker,’ God answered.
That made my skin rise into gooseflesh for some reason, but it also gave rise to another thought. ‘Can you hear everything in Subio and . . . whatever the other settlement is? Not Northport.’
‘Westside,’ God said obligingly. ‘But I cannot utilise any capacity in these two quadrants, because the links between them and Midland are inactive. They can be made active but only from Northport.’
‘Oh that’s right,’ I said, disappointed. I had forgotten it was not only Northport that God could not reach.
‘Can you send one of the andrones to Northport, God?’ Dragon said suddenly.
I opened my mouth to suggest she speak in a more formal way, but to my surprise God responded at once. ‘Yes, Technician Dragon. An androne could go there. The distance to both quadrants is within the range of an unmodified androne. In fact both andrones have traversed the settlements often, when searching for specimens.’
Dragon giggled. ‘It sounds so funny to be called Technician Dragon. I don’t even know what a technician is exactly.’
‘Someone who serves the Seeker,’ I said firmly, a little alarmed by her frankness. What if God decided she was not a technician after all? Or what if she mentioned the others and God decided they were Speci. It seemed foolish to fear a machine and yet it had almost more power over us in the subterranean settlement than in Habitat. But Dragon’s chatter had allowed me to think how to mention the others. ‘God, I have several technicians who were not with me in Habitat. I need to locate them, for I will need them in order to complete my mission to . . . to prevent a Class A Cataclysm. I want you to send one of the andrones out immediately to discover if my other technicians are in either of those places.’
‘How do you wish the androne to proceed in the search for your technicians, User Seeker?’ God asked.
I relaxed a little. ‘I want . . . Do they . . . can the andrones speak very, very loudly?’
‘Androne audio levels can be adjusted to full and augmented, if necessary.’
‘Good, then I want you to send an androne out, first to Subio then to Westside. I want you to have the androne walk all about the settlement saying this very loudly: “I, Elspeth Gordie, am seeking my friends, Ahmedri and Gavyn, and the beasts that travel with them. If you hear this message, please follow me. I will lead you to Elspeth Gordie. I will do you no harm.” That is what I want it to say, God, and when it has said these words, I want it to say them again, over and over the whole time it is walking. Once it has walked around for long enough that anyone in the settlement could have heard it, I want the androne to make three widening circles around the settlement doing the same thing, in case my technicians are camped in the desert outside one of the settlements. This should be repeated at Westside. Can this be done, God?’
‘Yes, User Seeker,’ God said. ‘Do you wish the androne to use its voice or to broadcast a recording of your voice?’
‘My voice, yes, that would be perfect,’ I said, marvelling that God had taken my voice even as the small computermachine in the Earthtemple had done. God bade me repeat the words and I spoke as myself, summoning the others to me.
‘How queer they will find it, to hear your voice coming from the androne,’ Dragon said, when it was done.
‘At least they will know there is no need to fear the androne,’ I said, but mindful of Dell’s warnings, I thought I would need to be very sure the androne would do them no harm. ‘One other thing, God,’ I said. ‘Remember that those who respond to my summons are not Speci . . . specimens. They are my technicians, and you must ensure that the androne you send understands it is not to attack them, or in any way harm or incapacitate anyone who responds, human or beast. It is merely to lead them back here, to allow them to follow it. Is that understood?’
‘Understood, User Seeker,’ God said, and surely it was my imagination that it sounded more crisp and cold than when it addressed Dragon. But maybe that was just a reflection of my tone.
‘God, is there some way for the androne to bring my technicians into this level of Midland without bringing them through Habitat?’
‘There are several entrances to Midland that can be utilised, User Seeker,’ God said, though it did not say where they were. Was that because I had not specifically asked, or because it intended to prevent one or more of us leaving? Surely it must be the former, since it had already told me that Hannah had bade it do everything to help me and nothing to hinder me in my quest, once I had identified myself. It was ironic that after all our desperation to get free of Habitat, we might have entered another kind of prison, though my fear was that this was only a prison for Tash. I set that matter aside to be puzzled over later, wondering suddenly if the androne would have answered directly if it were asked to go to Subio and Westside. I could not work out if it had a separate intelligence from God. It seemed to me that God always stepped in when a more complex answer was required, and yet was not God controlling the androne? How much autonomy did an androne truly have?
‘What of Miryum?’ Dragon asked suddenly ‘Will we look for her while we are waiting for the others to wake? It may be that she is in Midland, too.’
I glanced into her searching blue eyes and saw that, weary or not, she was very alert. This reminded me that she was a queen who would someday rule an entire land, if she survived my quest. And clearly, she was no longer a child.
‘She is here,’ I said. ‘I asked about her when I went to look at the others. The androne guided me to where she is, in a cryopod on one of the lowest levels of Midland among many others sealed in ice. It was absolutely freezing, which was why I mentioned needing warmer clothes. I was too cold to stay long enough to find her.’
‘You can ask God for warm clothing,’ Dragon said eagerly. ‘But why are they under ice?’
‘Because they have plague seeds in them and God can’t fix them because it needs information from govamen to do it and it can’t reach out to govamen of course.’
Dragon’s eyes widened. ‘I thought you said Miryum had taint sickness.’
‘That was what I thought because of what Straaka’s spirit told me about her journey. But let’s have a look at these bundles and see what God has sent us,’ I said. I thought to distract her, but Dragon asked how Miryum had got plague seeds in her, so I repeated what God had said about the Endrax virus.
‘But if all of the Beforetimers who had it died, how could she have caught it?’
‘Apparently it is a sickness that can be carried harmlessly in beasts, and only becomes dangerous when it gets to a human. God said Miryum had bite marks when she was found by the androne.’
‘Poor Miryum,’ Dragon said. Then her face changed. ‘But you said she knows something that you need for your quest. And if you wake her . . .’
‘God says she would not be immediately contagious. But before she can wake and answer any question rationally, I will need to bring her out of her nightmare, and that means entering her sleeping mind and becoming part of her imagined world.’
‘As you did when I was in a coma,’ Dragon said, almost shyly.
I nodded. ‘What I am hoping to do is to bring her out of her delusion and warn her about what has been happening, before I take her from the cryopod. It may be that she knows what she has to tell me and can do so without being wakened. Atthis may have used her deepsleep to send me a message before she died. In that case, Miryum can pass on the message and then remain in the cryopod and we can send Dell a message with Ahmedri to seek out the information that is needed to heal her. God said it exists but it cannot get to it because it cannot reach out to one of the govamen’s terminals. Of course I will also ask her about Straaka’s bones.’
‘What if Miryum must come with us to do something? Won’t she make us sick?’
‘Yes, but in that case you and the others would have to keep your distance . . . until . . .’ I stopped but Dragon nodded soberly.
‘Until she dies,’ Dragon said quietly. ‘But will God let her wake if it thinks of her as a Speci?’
‘I think it will because, although the section Miryum is lying in is restricted, Hannah had left some sort of code with God that would let me go there. So she must have foreseen that Miryum would be there and that I would need to reach her.’
‘She might have foreseen that you are to go into her mind,’ Dragon said. But before I could respond her face brightened. ‘But wait, the overguardian of the Earthtemple told Ahmedri you were to wake Miryum!’
‘He did say that, I had forgotten,’ I said, relieved.
Dragon’s smile faded. ‘If she wakes, she will die from the sickness she has.’ Her blue eyes met mine. ‘I think that would be better than to lie sleeping in ice, maybe forever. I would not want that. Better to have a clean death in the sunlight.’
I thought bleakly of Domick’s horrific death from Beforetime plague and wondered how clean that death would truly be, if Miryum chose it. But I did not burden Dragon with the memory. ‘Where there is life there is hope,’ I said firmly. ‘But it will be Miryum’s decision for I am sure God will agree to return her to sleep in a cryopod.’
Dragon nodded, but I had the feeling she had not really taken in my words. Seeing her stifle a yawn, I bade her go back to bed. This time, instead of arguing, she yawned again widely and acquiesced.
I took out some clothes I could wear and carried them to my sleeping chamber, hung the towel to dry and put them on, then searched all of the shelves and cupboards, once I figured out how they opened, but they were empty. This must not have been the chamber Hannah or Kelver Rhonin had occupied. When we were all awake, I would search all of the other chambers in the residence. I stopped, startled, catching a glimpse of myself in a mirror fixed to the wall. I looked pale and weary, and I realised that, despite sleeping soundly, I was weary. I decided to take my own advice and lay down fully clothed, save for my new boots which I had not bothered to put on. I drew the covers over me, turning on my belly and pushing my arms under the pillow, laying my head on it, thinking it was very difficult to know how to divide day from night without the moon and the sun.
‘Time we were back in the sunlight,’ I thought drowsily, and fell asleep imagining the feel of it on my face.




As if my thought had been a wish, and the wish had been answered, I woke to sunlight. And to the sound of voices – men’s voices.
My head felt thick and my mouth was dry as I sat up and looked around. Sunlight was coming through high windows, which I had not even noticed before. It was day, except that day was impossible in this place. But we had asked God for sunlight and it had said something about restoring a cycle of day and night. I had forgotten, but it seemed God had done what was required, given that it was impossible for it to be a true day.
I drank, splashed cold water onto my face to wake my wits and hurried barefoot along the hall, tying my hair in a hasty knot to keep it from my eyes.
Entering the large chamber, I found not only Tash and Dragon, but Ana, Swallow and Dameon! The latter turned, smiling, having sensed my entrance as he always did, though the others were still talking earnestly about something to do with supplies. Behind them the enormous dark squares of glass had become windows through which sunlight flooded from a blue summer sky, lighting not only the room and my companions seated at a table, which had somehow grown in length, but the city itself.
Tash looked from Dameon to me, obviously feeling Dameon’s response to my entrance, and Dragon leapt to her feet with a cry of ‘Elspeth!’ and ran to hug me. I smiled at her, noting that she was wearing the same lightweight black trews and soft white shirt as I wore – the only garments God had sent, along with identical warm overshirts and jackets – the only difference being the sizes.
‘I gather I have slept awhile?’ I said.
‘Ages,’ she said. ‘I wanted to wake you when Ana and the others came, but she would not let us. She said your . . . your healing powers drained you and that we should always let you wake naturally.’
‘The sunlight . . .’ I murmured. ‘But of course it is not real.’
‘No,’ she said. ‘God made it happen and it doesn’t feel real, truly, but it is lovely just the same. It is a pretend day, like the walls. But you notice how the pictures and patterns on the walls have gone? They don’t show when there is sunlight, God said.’
‘God said,’ Ana repeated, shaking her head. ‘How queer to think of the Speci, all but worshipping a computermachine. Dragon told us everything that happened after we were taken. You were lucky to have worked it all out before the Speci got you.’
‘It was Tash who saved us,’ I said, smiling at the abashed girl.
Ana suddenly grinned at me. ‘You know I dreamed of you when I was asleep. You were running and one of the andrones was running with you, and a whole host of cats and dogs and goats as well.’
I laughed and looked from her to Dameon and Swallow, who had stood up as well. I embraced them and then bade everyone sit again, and drew up a seat of my own. There were platters of food laid out, all of which smelled delicious, and for a moment sitting in the sunlight with my friends, watching Tash fill a plate for me, I was content. Then I said, ‘I am so glad to see you all here, though I expected to be summoned to come and fetch you myself.’
‘God asked us,’ Dragon said. ‘It knew you were asleep, though I don’t know how, and it asked us to wake you and ask if Unit B could bring your technicians up, now that they had woken. I said it should bring them up at once.’
‘It was incredible to wake in that strange dark place, and to hear a voice say you were here waiting for us,’ Swallow said. ‘Then the Tumen – the androne – came and brought us here.’
‘Eat,’ Ana commanded me. ‘You have too little flesh.’
I laughed at her familiar bluntness, saying, ‘You sound like Katlyn.’ But I did as she bade me, relishing the tastiness of the fare.
‘Dragon told us about Miryum,’ Swallow said. ‘That is a sad tale.’
‘It is less sad than if she had taint sickness,’ Ana told him tartly. ‘I am sure Dell will be able to get Ines to communicate with a govamen terminal and find out what God needs. Or maybe Ines has the knowledge God needs. And if not Ines, then Garth can have the teknoguilders find a govamen computermachine and get what is needed from it.’
I stared at her for a moment, realising how much I loved her steadfast courage and determination. For these things alone she would have been a worthy companion on my quest, and it was strange to think how I had wondered at her inclusion, when I had come to the valley of the Skylake to find her and Swallow and some of the beasts awaiting me.
‘I dreamed of the Norselanders,’ Dameon murmured, and all of us looked at him. ‘I dreamed they have found a way to wake the computermachine under Ariel’s residence in Norseland. Perhaps it is a govamen computermachine.’
‘I dreamed something of that, too,’ I said. ‘If it was a govamen computermachine and they can get it to work, it might be possible to have it commune with the computermachine in Northport and make it reach out to God, so that it can heal Miryum.’
‘Unless she is to come with us,’ Swallow said.
I sighed. ‘Let us not think about all of this yet. First we have to find her. In fact, I mean to do that as soon as I have finished eating.’
‘We will come, too,’ Ana said. ‘I want to get out there and have a look around.’
‘Me too!’ Dragon beamed at her.
‘We need to sort out supplies . . .’ I began, but Dragon waved away my words.
‘We have God working on it, and in a bit, Unit B will come and bring some of us to the storage level. It went away just now because God said it needed something doing to it. Something about its memory being full and needing to be unloaded or something. The other androne – Unit A – has been sent out to look for Ahmedri and the others.’
‘Hard to believe two machine men built the whole of Habitat,’ Dameon murmured.
‘I think Hannah’s request to build it was refused a couple of times because there were only two, and it was such a huge undertaking,’ I said, remembering some of the things God had told me. ‘It only agreed because she found a space that had already been prepared for something else, where it could be established.’
‘I wonder what Habitat was supposed to be for,’ Dameon murmured at the same moment as Ana spoke, saying the andrones would have had many powerful machines and devices to help them. She was swift as ever to grasp and make use of knowledge.
‘And they had God,’ Tash said, then flushed when everyone looked at her.
The others laughed and clapped her on the back, but Dameon looked at me gravely, no doubt sensing my unspoken anxieties about the girl.
‘I have been thinking,’ Swallow said. ‘If the androne sent out by God does bring the others back, the horses are not going to want to come down here, even if it is possible, as God says. I think I ought to go up and see about setting up camp on the surface, just outside the wall of Habitat. Best would be somewhere close to one of these entrances to Midland that Dragon says God mentioned.’
‘What about the rhenlings?’ Ana asked. ‘Obviously that was what was flocking on Habitat, killing people. I know they will only come in the darkest hours, but it is getting close to darkmoon and if they dwell nearby, maybe they will make forays after the sun sets and before the moon rises.’
‘What I wonder is how the others have survived out there,’ Swallow said.
I forbore to say that perhaps not all of them had survived. Rheagor had said some of my companions would die, but Dragon went on earnestly, ‘Gavyn would look after them.’
‘If they were all together,’ Ana murmured.
‘We will know soon enough,’ Swallow said. ‘Anyway, what do you think about setting up a camp in the sun? We can always come down here at darkmoon and even sleep here at night, but at some point we are going to have to get our supplies out of Midland and so I was thinking we might as well amass them on the surface. God said it would be possible if you want it.’
‘You asked God?’
Swallow nodded. ‘It said User Seeker and her technicians can leave when User Seeker wishes.’
I nodded and decided this was not the moment to find out if God would allow us to change Tash’s status so that she could leave with us. I was always trying to solve everything in advance, but sometimes, things worked themselves out. Yet at the same time, I was worried that Tash had not been one of those chosen by Atthis to accompany me. What if her presence changed things? The outcome of my quest was not set, after all. Atthis had once told me it was only one of a number of possibilities. Failure was another. Dell and Ana had foreseen that other darker future and so had Maryon and I at different times. Unfortunately there was no futureteller to ask, and in any case they would be unlikely to deliver a clear answer. On the other hand, this train of thought reminded me that Atthis had said nothing of Miryum, so she must not be supposed to accompany us, which meant I would not be responsible for her death.
Cheered by this realisation, I ate, letting the others’ talk flow over me for a moment. My thoughts drifted to Astyanax and I wondered if the young Agyllian male had managed to encompass all of the oldOnes. Then I wondered again about Straaka’s spirit and why it had not been with Miryum’s body when I had entered her dream. It seemed possible the link between their spirits had failed or faded, or that he had found some way to break it, yet I doubted he would sever the link while Miryum lay trapped in frozen sleep, even had he discovered the means to do so. The other possibility was that he had risen to seek out the wisdom of the trapped spirits of the oldOnes, and if that was so, he might return with news for me, too.
‘God said nothing to us until Dragon introduced us,’ Dameon said, and I looked up to see a faint wry smile on his lips as if he felt my inattention. I was glad to see that he had not let the loss of Balboa devastate him.
‘It was most unnerving to be helped to my feet by a machine,’ he continued, ‘but then Swallow woke and it was better. Of course we were terribly apprehensive about how much time had passed since we had been taken captive by the Committee and put into cryopods, and worried because you and Dragon were not with us. The last thing either of us remembered was that the Speci thought you had corrupted us and were intent on capturing you. But then Ana woke and she said the giant metal man perfectly fitted the description Dragon had given of the silver-clad man who had captured us. That made it one of the Tumen, and if it was a Tumen, we could ask it questions, just as you had done. It told us a good deal on the way to bringing us to you.’
‘I near fainted when I came out to find Dameon and the others here,’ Dragon broke in, then gave Dameon a shamefaced look, apologising for interrupting his tale.
He reached out unerringly to stroke her hair, saying, ‘Dragon introduced us to this place and to God, and as you can imagine I was astonished to hear Ines speak! Of course, in the Beforetime there were many computermachines that had Ines in them and God is an altered Ines in any case. Nevertheless, it was very disconcerting. Ana has asked most of the questions. She has a knack for it,’ he added.
His words reminded me of how Garth had been convinced that Ana possessed machine empathy. Certainly she had always seemed as fascinated with the Beforetime as any in Garth’s guild. If it were true, it might explain why Atthis had chosen her to accompany me. I had supposed her purpose had been chiefly to lure her brother to us, that he might bring us Dragon, but she had proven her worth again and again since then.
‘I was in the middle of questioning it when the sun came up,’ Ana said, taking up the tale when Dameon fell silent. ‘Or maybe I should say it came on, since it is a Beforetime device of some kind that produces the semblance of daylight, and also of dusk and dawn and all the other parts of day and night.’
Dameon said, ‘I could not see the sun but I felt the response of the others. Then God explained about the false weather it can make while Tash prepared a meal, then we bathed again and got into our new clothes.’
‘Dameon knew how the bathing chamber devices worked because he said they have a lot of the same things at Oldhaven,’ Dragon told me earnestly.
‘God could have told us how to use them if Dameon had not known,’ Ana said, her eyes shining with enthusiasm. ‘With computermachines, you only need to find out how to ask for what you want, and if the computermachine knows, it will tell you.’
‘If its program permits it to respond,’ Swallow muttered, sounding less enchanted.
‘And if you think to ask it,’ Dameon added. ‘Imagine all that time when we were in Habitat and we might have spoken to God, only none of us thought to try it. Until Elspeth did.’
That made me think of the other androne and wonder how it was faring in its search. I asked, ‘God, where is the androne I asked you to send out with a message for my technicians? Has there been any response?’
‘Unit A travelled directly to Subio, traversed and circled it as instructed, broadcasting your recorded message, User Seeker. There was no response. It is now travelling to Westside.’
I sighed. ‘If only we could see what it sees.’
‘I can stream a visual from Unit A,’ God said.
‘You mean we can see what it sees?’ Ana asked eagerly. ‘How? Where?’
God answered, ‘I can reroute the feed from the androne’s eye sensors to a monitor screen.’
I was still trying to unravel its words when Ana asked, ‘Where can we find such a screen, God?’
‘There are many screens within the city to which the feed can be streamed, but the monitor of Kelver Rhonin is already set up to accept feeds from both andrones and from me,’ God told her.
‘Here? I asked. ‘There is a monitor screen here?’
‘There is a monitor screen fitted to this residence, but there is no active link in operation.’
‘I suppose it was cut off at the same time as the computers were cut off from one another,’ I said absently.
‘No, User Seeker,’ God said. ‘The domicile links had not yet been connected to the mainframe in the Pellmar Quadrants. Prime User Kelver Rhonin used the large screen in his workspace at the Galon Facility to track the activities of the andrones. User Hannah also used this screen.’
I rose, suggesting we go at once to the Galon Institute to see the screen, and we decided that Ana and Swallow would go with me. I had thought we might go directly from there to see if we could locate Miryum, but God said that we would have to wait for an androne to go with us, because all visitors to Sector C had to be accompanied by an androne. It had asked if I wanted Unit A to abort its mission and return immediately, for Unit B’s memory cache was being downloaded and was receiving maintenance that would take some time. I had barely understood what I was being told, but Ana had managed to explain most of it. I decided we would go first to look at the screen that would let us see what the other androne was seeing, and then return to Kelver Rhonin’s residence until the androne was available to escort us to Sector C. We did not need to wait for its return to go to the Galon Institute because I had been there and knew the way. The fact that Midland was now daylit would make it even easier.
Ana, Swallow and I parted from the others, who were to make a list of supplies we would need, both for the time we would spend in Midland, and for the journey to Northport. God had said it could enable us to speak directly to one another, though we were apart. We would return before evening in the light cycle governing Midland, which, Ana said, was reflecting the true cycle of day and night. Once we returned, Unit B would be dispatched to acquire the supplies the girls had listed and Swallow would make his way to the surface with God’s guidance, in order to find and begin to set up a surface camp. The second androne would assist him upon its return.
I was glad to be moving and doing something, and eager to search Kelver Rhonin’s workspace, in case Hannah might have left a message for me, since she had used it after him. I had asked Dragon about the other chambers in the residence and had been told the room she shared with Tash and the ones prepared for the others had all been empty of personal belongings. I was less disappointed by this news than I might have been, since it was more likely that Hannah had scribed and kept her records at the Galon Institute. I was also glad of the journey we would make without the androne, because it would give me a chance to speak privately with Swallow and Ana about Tash.
I waited until we were on the black road that rose up into the air, before broaching the subject.
‘I have been thinking about her, too,’ Ana said at once. ‘As soon as Dragon told us what God had said about the tag.’ She held up her wrist and only then did I realise it was bare. The bracelet had been removed.
‘When did that happen?’ I asked.
‘Unit B removed them before bringing us to you,’ Ana said. ‘He said they served no purpose now that we had been redesignated technicians, because the implant they had been connected to had been disabled.’
‘It told us we could go where you went and you can go where you want now,’ Swallow said, frowning at his bare wrist. ‘It said without the tags, the little thing inside our wrists would have made us fall asleep. It offered to cut open our wrists and take them out if we liked, but that they would do us no harm by remaining inside us.’ He rubbed a thumb over his wrist. ‘I do not like the idea of some device being inside me, but even less do I like the idea of a small machine being cut out of me by a large one.’
‘It said mine doesn’t work,’ I said, better understanding now what God had been telling me in the Hub. ‘I think my body dealt with it. But what about Dragon?’
‘Unit B said that the thing inside her had been deactivated too,’ Ana said, clearly relishing the strange computermachine words. She glanced dismissively at her own wrist and said, ‘I think it is very small. Garth told me the Beforetimers had machines as tiny as the head of a pin.’
‘I wonder how they were stopped from working,’ I said, wondering also if there was a machine that did it, and if we could get hold of it and use it on Tash. Did the others realise the devices inside them had also allowed God to hear what they were saying – that these, in fact, were the means by which God heard everything in Habitat?
‘What do you think God means to do about Tash?’ Ana asked, cutting across my thoughts.
‘I fear it keeps her awake only because it is trying to decide if she is a special anomaly or not, because that will affect how she is stored,’ I said. ‘If God decides she is not an anomaly, the likelihood is that she will be returned to Habitat.’
‘We can’t allow her to be put into a cryopod or returned to Habitat,’ Ana said decisively. ‘She saved you and Dragon and ultimately the rest of us as well, since you would not have been able to stop God nullifying us, if you had been asleep.’
‘They openly regretted sending Ana and Dameon to be nullified, but I think they found the prospect of nullifying me rather appealing,’ Swallow said grimly.
Ana shuddered. ‘Don’t even joke about it. I felt so helpless when they had us bound, and all the more because they were being so nice and kind to me, thinking I had been corrupted by you. I felt positively murderous!’
I laughed a little at her fury and some of my apprehension about Tash faded. ‘We will find a way to free her, but the real question is whether she is to go with us.’
That silenced them for a little, then Ana shook her head decisively. ‘The voices did not choose her. But she can go back to the Land with Ahmedri.’
‘They didn’t choose Miryum either,’ Swallow pointed out.
‘And we don’t know yet if Miryum will go with us,’ Ana said firmly. ‘Myself, I suspect she will tell Elspeth what is needed and choose death so that her spirit will be free to follow Straaka’s.’
‘You do not think she will have the courage to go on and live?’ Swallow said, an odd note in his voice.
Ana gave him a puzzled look. ‘You think it would not take courage to die?’
‘I think it always takes more courage to live than to die,’ he said. ‘And there might be things for her to live for.’
‘Obernewtyn, you mean?’ I asked, somewhat confused by his tone.
He gave me a sombre look. ‘I am only saying that I think it is always better to choose life, for death comes to us all in the end. If Straaka’s spirit survives in a form that will know Miryum’s, then he will be glad to hear how she lived her life.’ He laughed suddenly and waved his own words away. ‘As for Tash, from what you have said, I think the best course would be to try to find a way that will enable God to regard her as a technician rather than a Speci. It is not as if God has any real desire to keep her, it is only that it must follow the rules of its making.’
‘That is true,’ Ana said thoughtfully. ‘We know it is possible to make God change its mind because it turned us from Speci into technicians, and from what Dragon told us, you talked it into letting Tash out of Habitat while she was still awake.’
‘I was only able to persuade it because Hannah enabled God to regard me as a User,’ I said. ‘Maybe there is our answer. Hannah made God accept her as a User, and if she left notes or even a message to me in Kelver Rhonin’s workspace, it might tell us how that was done, and we can use it to have God regard Tash as a technician, too.’
I walked faster, eager to find any message Hannah might have left, for I was counting on her to tell me where we were to go after Northport. I said as much and the others fell to speculating about why Jacob had been buried in Northport, and how Hannah had managed to be buried there, too, given that she had died in Habitat. I told them of Astyanax then, and what he had told me of the oldOnes, and they fell silent, perhaps grappling with the strangeness of the idea that the voice that had summoned them to my quest was now locked at the outer edge of the spirit realm, along with the spirits of its ancestors.
Or maybe, like me, they were simply absorbed by the city we were travelling through. It seemed less inimical in daylight, but less real also, because it shone and gleamed as if it had been newly made, yet it was utterly lifeless. Truly it did not feel like a city where hundreds of people had lived. There was none of the debris we had seen in other Beforetime places, but maybe the strange bareness of the city was simply the result of God operating the cleaning devices. After all, a city where there had been no humans for hundreds of years might be very clean indeed, if the devices had been running all that time.
But what had happened to all the people?
‘Maybe it is the lack of trees and grass and birds and the air that never moves that makes it feel so lifeless,’ Swallow said as we were approaching the Galon Institute, telling me that his mind had been following a similar course.
But I was now absorbed by the sight of the Galon Institute, visible beyond the end of the high road that spanned a section of the pristine city. I had thought it very plain, but in the false sunlight, it gleamed like a great, soaring many-sided crystal, reflecting the sky, although it was now clear that it was not the sky overhead but some sort of high and smoothly undulant roof upon which a shifting picture of the sky showed, just like the leaf shadow and light pattern and the desert dunes showed on the passage walls within Kelver Rhonin’s residence.
The workplace of Kelver Rhonin turned out to be a Beforetime laboratory. I recognised it from the remnants of such chambers gradually being resurrected beneath the Teknoguild caves, as well as from similar chambers in the vast complex under Ariel’s old residence on Norseland and in Oldhaven. It was full of similar mysterious devices, several of which had small shining squares like the vision screens of computermachines. God had directed us to it and then to a strange small anteroom which had a number of chairs fixed to the floor, all facing an enormous black screen. Ana gasped, seeing it over my shoulder, saying the two women in her Beforetime dream gazing at images of devastation and destruction had been sitting in a room that was exactly the same, though upon reflection, she thought the screen had not been quite so large.
I asked God if we could see on this screen what the androne saw, and instead of an answer, immediately, incredibly, the large screen flashed to bright life, and we were looking at the desert, but it was not a picture of the desert. It moved jerkily and this puzzled me until I realised we were seeing it as if we were walking over it. Then I understood. It was like seeing through Matthew’s eyes. We were not seeing the androne crossing the desert but seeing what the androne saw.
After a moment of astonished silence, Swallow pointed out that, from the shape and angle of its shadow over the dunes, we were truly seeing through the androne’s eyes, or maybe through the place in its forehead from which its headlight flowed. There was no sign of anything but dunes, and after gazing at them for a while, Ana and Swallow grew restless and wandered off to explore.
I remained, entranced by the similarity of the experience to seeing through Matthew’s eyes. I gasped aloud to see a bird arc in and out of the androne’s vision, only wishing it would move its head to track the bird, for it seemed to me it had been an owl. But an androne did not have any attention to catch. It was no more or less than a machine with a task, and it was entirely bent upon fulfilling that task.
Ana came back to urge me to come and see what she had found and I followed her from the little room to a chamber lined from floor to ceiling with shelves. On its door was scribed the name Kelver Rhonin, followed by several little groups of letters.
‘See!’ Ana said triumphantly.
Disappointingly, there was nothing in the chamber but a long bench pushed against the wall behind the door and a chair beside a table upon which sat a very small computermachine almost exactly like the one Cassy had left for me in the Earthtemple. It even had the small recess from which the memory seed had come, but there was nothing in it. I wondered idly what would happen if I had the little device, and what would happen if I pushed it into the little space.
That reminded me that I needed to find my clothes so that I could retrieve the memory seed Cassy had left. I ought to have been worried that it was missing but somehow I had the feeling God would know exactly where it was.
Leaving the desk, I walked along the shelves. They were stacked with hundreds of little cubes of the kind Jak had once told me were probably a sort of book, though he had never been able to discover how they could be read. I thought of my dream of Cassy giving Doktaruth a paper book, and her reaction, and then of walking through the Beforetime library at Oldhaven when we had gone there that first time, with its thousands of books. It had not been a library such as we had at Obernewtyn, I now knew, but a storage for paper books, a safe repository set atop another kind of safe repository, the latter intended to be a safe haven for humans in the case of a disaster such as the Great White. Sadly, people had not managed to get to it in time, and the few who had had died horribly, trapped between the surface and the proper levels. I thought of the research being done at the Galon Institute to enable machines to rescue survivors and wondered again why, since they had known enough of the dangers to make preparations like these, they had not been able to prevent any accident from happening.
I picked up a cube and examined it, and then the one beside it, but they were as featureless as those the Teknoguild had unearthed, save for the few symbols and letters stamped into the surface, like the lines of numbers and letters and symbols I had seen on the grave markers. I had an impulse to ask God how the cubes worked, and then decided to delegate the task to Ana. She would relish learning how to use them. Looking around the rather barren chamber I found myself comparing it to the small chamber of Doktaruth, who had devoted an entire shelf in her tiny workspace to paper books she had regarded as precious. Perhaps, like the woman from whom Cassy had bought a paper book as a gift, Kelver Rhonin had thought paper books unhygienic.
Swallow drew my attention to a great pile of map cases, but I noticed a plast-covered map stuck on the wall behind him, the only wall free of shelving. It had several pins stuck into it in different places, but when I went close enough to read them, they were not names but only more meaningless sequences of numbers and figures.
Ana pointed out two little stacks of drawers under the table, either side of the space for the chair. She pulled one out and it was full of plast-covered papers, or perhaps, I thought, examining them more closely, they were not papers but plasts that had been scribed upon. To my relief, these contained words, but after the first few sheets I realised that still most of the scribing was numbers, and the few words were largely incomprehensible to me.
I opened another drawer, and this time, I found notes about the computermachine program, which Kelver Rhonin spoke of as G.O.D. Bestowing the name God on a computer program suggested a quirkiness of mind I saw no evidence for in the chamber, so it did not surprise me when I finally came upon a note that spoke of the Globally Observant Device (G.O.D.) being developed as part of a complex automatic rescue system that could be deployed in newly contaminated zones or highly dangerous and volatile situations.
Skimming one paper after another, I learned that G.O.D. had been an initiative of a Council of Powers, that oversaw global projects. This was the name of the body with representatives of the five main powers that had existed in the Beforetime, which had been responsible for the Sentinel project. I found a note that appeared to have been scribed by Kelver Rhonin, containing a brief diatribe against the people behind the Pellmar Quadrants, who had slowed the development for almost a year with their objections and fears. I wondered what they had objected to, and why he was so irritated, and if he had scribed his irritation to prevent himself speaking it aloud. Then I wondered when Kelver Rhonin had scribed these words. It had to have been before the end of his world, because he was objecting to systems and people that would have been swallowed by the Great White.
I continued to go through the drawers, looking for something that might have been scribed after the Great White, surprised yet again that there was nothing truly personal to be found – no letters from people on paper or the queer thin plast stuff that seemed to serve for paper, no plast-covered pictures of family such as the Teknoguild had unearthed in drowned Newrome.
It was Swallow who found the small booklet from which protruded many slips of paper and scrawled notes. It was a paper book but sealed in a plast sleeve that could be opened, among the maps. It was very similar to the book in which Jacob had recorded his diary to Hannah and I felt an ache of loss thinking of the diary. Then I thought of the stone sword and offered up a fervent wish-prayer that Ahmedri had returned to our camp to collect everything of importance, if indeed the andrones had not brought them to Midland.
I returned to the viewing chamber, resolving to raise the matter with God, using the androne, on the way to find Miryum.
The vision on the screen had not changed; the androne was still walking over the sunlit dunes. I sat in one of the fixed chairs and opened the booklet with anticipation, only to find it contained more sequences of numbers and letters scribed in a spidery script. Disappointed, I was closing it when a piece of paper fluttered out. I picked it up and my heart leapt against my chest, for scribed in a bold hand, and underlined darkly, was: Sentinel!
My hands trembled slightly as I rifled eagerly through the book, trying to work out where the piece of paper had fallen from, but there were only figures and occasionally sets of letters and a few words I could recognise, none of them amounting to a complete sentence. I thought about all the number sequences and wondered if they were calculations, as I had supposed, or something scribed in the language in which Pavo had told me computermachines communicated, and which humans who had worked with them had mastered. Code he had called it. Having spoken with Ines at Oldhaven, and with God, I did not understand the need for a number language, but now I wondered if the notebook might not be filled with Kelver Rhonin’s thoughts in code. Maybe in creating God, he had grown so accustomed to communicating in that form, that he scribed notes to himself in it. The other possibility was that he had scribed in code to hide his words, but from whom, and why?
I examined the other scraps of paper in the notebook, but discovered nothing of any interest in them. Several seemed to be little more than pieces of a torn-up page of scribing, and it occurred to me that they might have no importance, save as page markers. I looked again at the scrap upon which Sentinel was written and realised it, too, had been part of a larger sheet, yet the word seemed to me to have been scribed on the scrap as it was.
Restoring the slips of paper and the notebook to its plast sleeve, I set it to one side with the small pile of papers I would take back to the residence. Among these were four smaller plast maps, which I took out now and examined again. One said Eden, three said Ishkar, but again there were no other names on any of the maps that might help me to know where they were in the world, only more numbers. They had been in a small box, and now, at the bottom of it, I found a transparent sleeve of plast in which there were a number of sheets of very white paper covered in the same perfect tiny black script as in Beforetime books. They did not appear to be pages taken from a book, I thought, and read a little of the scribing. My heart began to pound at the realisation that I was reading a letter. I turned to see who had signed it, expecting to see Kelver Rhonin’s name, and found only an ornate E. Searching through the loose pages, I found that the letter had been scribed to Kelver Rhonin, and that there were a good twenty separate communications. Clearly Kelver Rhonin had valued them or their sender, to keep them so carefully.
Yet I read one page and found it contained only some rather dry and precise instructions and advice about the installation of newly arrived cryopods in the Galon Institute. That told me it had definitely been sent before the Great White, else how should the cryopods mentioned have been delivered? I read another two of the letters and decided E had been a fellow worker instructing Kelver Rhonin, as if the latter had been newly engaged in some aspect of E’s own work, which was cryopod installation. It made sense that Kelver would have needed to know about it, since God would have to deal with cryopods as part of the search and rescue program.
But why he had kept these communications concealed under maps in a plast sleeve in a box was a mystery. Unless they were simply left over from a time when that work had been uppermost in his mind and he had put the maps on top of them absently. It might even be that, after the Great White occurred, Kelver had ceased to visit the workspace. After all, according to God, he had travelled to Northport to see if he could reconnect Midland and the other settlements of Pellmar Quadrants to a govamen terminal. No doubt this had happened quite soon after the Great White, for he and the other people of the Pellmar Quadrants must have been frantic to know what was happening in the rest of the world.
I continued to read through the letters, hoping E would speak of Sentinel or even God, but the scribing was all of cryopods and a place called Eden, to which E had been recently relocated. The name was familiar and I strove to remember where I had heard it before. Then it came to me. Dell had called the garden deep under the earth at Oldhaven Eden. But surely that was a name she had taken from some Beforetime place. Then I remembered where else I had heard it. Eden was the name of the place where Cassy’s Beforetime Teknoguild friend Doktaruth had sent beasts in experimental cryopods, when she had to make hasty space for the development of human-sized cryopods. She had told Cassy that her helper had come up with the name, and that it had proven to be a good one. It was also the place where two flame birds had been sent.
‘What have you found?’ Swallow asked, coming up to look over my shoulder.
I told him, and remembered in the telling that, when I first awoke and still believed the androne to be a man, it had told me that beasts were not collected any more by the Tumen because such specimens belonged in Eden and Eden no longer responded to any calls. Swallow said he supposed Eden had been unable to respond because it had been destroyed in the Great White or because communications between computermachines had ceased.
He wandered away, leaving me to ponder the possibility that Kelver Rhonin had not returned from his abortive trip to Northport because he had gone further, seeking a govamen terminal from which he could connect to Northport. God had told me that Hannah went to Northport to see what had happened to Kelver Rhonin, and whether there was a connection between the main computermachine there and a govamen computermachine. She had found no sign of the other Beforetimer, and the main computermachine there had not been connected to a govamen computermachine. But where would he have gone seeking a govamen computermachine? He had several maps of a place called Ishkar. Was it possible this was the location of a govamen terminal? And there must have been a computermachine terminal at Eden, given that the place had been set up by the govamen.
I read on to find that E continued to scribe of cryopods, even though he had moved to another workplace, and it became clear to me that he had been much involved in their early development. This led me to wonder if E had met or known Cassy’s Doktaruth, since the cryopod project had been hers initially, though it had focused on beasts and had apparently not been very highly regarded. A few pages later my guess was confirmed when E scribed of a visit made to his workspace at Hegate Complex to meet with an old friend who was also the head of the cryopod development team. He did not name her, but surely it was Doktaruth. There was some talk of the unnamed friend’s concern about the way the project was being rushed through its human testing phase by the govamen, and then E referred to a visit to the ‘fledgling Pellmar Quadrants, where the lovely winged banner of communal idealism flutters’, saying that it had been wonderful to meet for the first time. Clearly he and Kelver Rhonin had met here and the tone of this communication was far warmer than the others. It was odd to think that E and Kelver had met only after they had scribed each other for some time, and after E had moved from Hegate to Eden, but clearly a genuine friendship had been struck up, judging by the letter.
Something else occurred to me.
In my dreams, Doktaruth had spoken of a fellow Beforetime teknoguilder called Erlinder, who had worked with her before escorting the cryopods containing beasts from what I now knew to be Hegate Complex to the newly established Eden. Indeed it had been Erlinder who had given Eden its name, therefore it could be that E was Erlinder. That meant Kelver Rhonin, Erlinder and Doktaruth all worked for or with the govamen on teknoguilder projects.
‘Eden, I get, if Erlinder was E, because he was supposed to live there as a sort of caretaker,’ I muttered to myself distractedly. ‘But why would Kelver Rhonin scribe the word Sentinel, given neither of them had anything to do with it?’
‘Prior to the Class B Cataclysm, Prime User Kelver Rhonin had been following the feeds and holo reports of growing protests at the Hegate Complex, where the prototype Sentinel was nearing the end of its testing phase,’ God said calmly, obviously having taken my muttered words as a question. ‘Prime User Kelver Rhonin was not alone in his interest in Sentinel and the furore surrounding it. Many of his colleagues had been involved in developing aspects of the program, or complementary programs, and there was a great deal of discussion and debate about it between them.’
Was that all it had been? I wondered. It occurred to me that I could simply question God about the doings of Kelver Rhonin. The man must have been dead for centuries, wherever he had gone after Northport, but Pavo or perhaps Jak had once told me that computermachines never forgot anything.
‘Did Prime User Kelver Rhonin communicate with someone called Erlinder?’ I asked.
‘Yes, User Seeker,’ God affirmed. ‘Doctor Elke Erlinder worked on the development of cryopod technology before relocation to Eden as its director. The primary interactions between Prime User Kelver Rhonin and Doctor Erlinder were related to this work, though they began almost simultaneously with Doctor Erlinder’s move from Hegate Complex to Eden. The two men continued to communicate over the installation of machinery and programs that would enable their automatic creation and maintenance, but their communications were not always work related. Some had privacy seals.’
So they had become friends, I thought triumphantly, and it was a friendship Kelver Rhonin had valued enough that he had kept all of the letters, even those that had been scribed before the friendship had truly begun. Yet still I had the niggling feeling that I was missing something important.
‘Did they ever speak of Sentinel?’ I asked.
‘They spoke often of the Sentinel Project, User Seeker,’ God said. ‘The subject first arose when the Sentinel pilot was due to be connected in a limited capacity to the Balance of Terror Arsenal Base for the first time. User Kelver Rhonin asked what Elke Erlinder thought of the project. User Elke told Prime User Kelver Rhonin that he had to think well of its makers because his sister, Doctor Marji Erlinder was one of them. She worked first on the Guardian Project, which later became the Sentinel Project at Inva, and then she was in charge of on-site preparation.’
‘On-site . . . you mean she was involved in setting up the computermachine that was to hold the final Sentinel? The secret complex in the remote place?’
‘Yes, User Seeker,’ God said.
My heart was pounding so hard it was making me feel sick, because surely Doktaruth said something to Cassy in one of my Beforetime dreams about Eden being on the same landmass as the secret base where the final Sentinel would be set up! That meant Elke Erlinder was at Eden and his sister Marji was at the Sentinel base. And Kelver Rhonin knew and had come to be friends with Elke. My momentary elation faded because although I had found a piece of paper with the word Sentinel scribed on it, there was no certainty that Kelver Rhonin had any interest in locating it.
Nevertheless, I asked, ‘Did Elke Erlinder know the whereabouts of Sentinel?’
‘Prime User Kelver Rhonin asked this of Elke Erlinder, who replied that although Sentinel base site was classified and no one was supposed to know where it was located, he believed that it was quite close to the Eden Facility.’
‘And where is Eden?’ I demanded eagerly.
‘It is located in the remote Gadfian territory of Islak.’
Gadfian territory, I thought, taken aback. I thought of the deserted Gadfian settlements at the edge of the destroyed and broken land not far from Sador, which had failed because they were sited on tainted ground. I had never seen them, although Jakoby had described them well, but I could not imagine Sentinel would be there. Belatedly, I realised God must be speaking of pre-Cataclysm lands; God must mean the untainted Gadfian land from which the slavemasters occupying the Red Land had come, for that had apparently been a remote part of Gadfian territory in the Beforetime.
It might even explain why Cassy had allowed herself to be carried off by Gadfian raiders. Perhaps the small computermachine in its case in the Earthtemple, with its message to me, had actually come from the Sentinel Complex!
I ought to have felt relief, but all I could feel was dread and dismay at the thought that I might have to travel into the heart of the Gadfian domains.




‘Elspeth?’
It was Swallow. I sat up straight in my seat and found my neck was aching and my arm was numb where it had been pressed between my head and the narrow table beside the bed in my sleeping chamber. After we had returned from the Galon Institute, Ana had begun setting up the other end of the process that would enable God to send the visions from the large screen in the Galon Institute to the small screen in one of the rooms of Kelver Rhonin’s residence. I had wanted to help, but in the end none of us could properly understand the computermachine’s instructions, save Ana. In the end I had left her with Swallow, who would help as best he could, and had come to my chamber to study the notes and maps I had brought with me in the hope of figuring out where Eden was – a tedious and ultimately fruitless business, though I had not gone through every scrap of paper yet.
‘I fell asleep,’ I said, unnecessarily, my voice a dry rasp. I stood and stretched, immediately feeling more alert. ‘Has Ana got it working properly yet?’ She had already managed to get several flashes of what the androne was seeing – enough for us to gauge that it was still crossing the desert and that there was nothing in sight. But it had been afternoon then and from the darkness at my windows, it was now night, true night, if Ana was right about the cycle of moon and sun inside Midland matching the real cycle outside.
‘It has been working for hours but the androne has not yet reached Westside. You missed the Midland sunset. It was very pretty.’ His tone was dry.
‘I suppose I could simply ask God to make it sunset again so I can see it,’ I said. I yawned and my stomach rumbled loudly.
Swallow grinned. ‘Exactly the subject I came to enquire about. Tash and Dragon have made a marvellous meal out of what looked to me to be nothing more than dust and stones. The whole time she was eating it, Ana gave God the sharp edge of her tongue about the quality of food being fed to the Speci!’
‘You have eaten?’ I asked, following him along the hall to the main chamber.
‘Only Dragon, Tash and Ana ate. I went back after a little to keep watch on the screen. Ana forbade us to wake you but that was hours ago and I want some company while I eat.’
‘Where are the others?’
‘Ana and Dragon have gone off exploring with the androne and Tash was very weary after cooking and went to bed.’ He frowned. ‘Dameon went to bed early as well. I thought to wake him when we ate but he seems a bit spiritless since we were resurrected . . . I will not say he is ill but he is not himself. Perhaps whatever the Speci gave us to make us sleep affected him more strongly than the rest of us. That is what Ana thinks. In any case, come and eat and keep me company. Unless you truly are still too weary.’ His expression was suddenly serious and his eyes sharpened in that particular way that told me he was scrying out someone’s aura.
‘I’m fine,’ I said tersely, ‘and I am hungry.’
In truth, what I felt in that moment was guilt, for I was certain Dameon was suffering because he would never see Balboa again. He had not even had the chance to make some gesture of farewell. It was no use telling myself that it might be best under the circumstances. I wanted to speak to him about Balboa, but what could I possibly say to salve his grief? Especially since I did not think the Speci woman worthy of him and would be hard-pressed not to speak of the fact that she had spoken against me, thereby implicating him and the others. Besides, it mattered not that she was unworthy – his love was as whole and pure-hearted as Dameon himself.
Entering the main chamber, I was struck by the sight of Midland, bathed now in ethereal moonlight. There was a fat, false moon shining softly in the midst of a sprinkle of stars and I wondered vaguely if it was a copy of the real moon shining on the roof of the vast cavern containing this level of the settlement, then I wondered if Maruman would loathe this pretend moon as much as he hated the real thing.
Thinking of the old cat, I ached fiercely for his soft weight in my arms and in my mind, and suddenly I felt a surge of impatience to get out of Midland and get on with my quest. I crossed to the windows and stared out, noting there was no movement at all, not the flight of a bird nor the drift of cloud. All was still.
‘A beautiful dead city,’ I murmured.
‘Not dead but stillborn,’ Swallow said, coming to stand beside me. Puzzled, I looked at him and he shrugged. ‘I thought of it just now, gazing out as you are doing, and so I asked God. Apparently no one ever lived here, other than a few technicians and workers for periods of time, and a few people like Kelver Rhonin.’
‘No one in all Midland?’ I asked in disbelief, and suddenly I remembered that God had spoken of workers and technicians when I had asked about the people in Midland, but I had merely assumed it had been referring to the Galon Institute. It had not occurred to me that it had meant there was no one else in all of Midland.
‘In all the Pellmar Quadrants,’ Swallow said. ‘God told me the settlements were created by a group of people who wanted to try to live differently from other Beforetimers. Radical Utopians, it called them. Everyone was to earn the same basic coin whatever their work, and everyone would serve the settlement in many capacities, both important and menial. Also, everyone would learn all the time and people would own very little.’
‘It sounds very like Obernewtyn,’ I said, ‘except that there are no beasts or green and growing things.’
‘Ana thinks there would have been, in time,’ Swallow said.
‘So why was it never inhabited?’
‘It ought to have been,’ the gypsy said. ‘They were supposed to come here, the makers and all those who had agreed to commit to the ideals of the place, chosen by lottery from all over the world so there would be no favouritism as to sex or age or land or wealth. The people behind the Pellmar Quadrants were very wealthy people of great influence and great idealism. They wanted the Pellmar Quadrants to be governed according to their Utopian ideals. That meant they had to be freed from the need to obey the ordinary laws and rules of the surrounding land, which belonged to one of the five powers. So they made a bargain with the Uropan leaders. They could run the Pellmar Quadrants as they liked, so long as they were not actually planning to take over Uropa. In exchange, two govamen projects were to be located here – one was the Galon Institute, which was to investigate and research ways to rescue people from devastated areas without risking other people, or in case there were no people left who were able to help. God says the Pellmar people voted at once to accept that because it fitted their ideals. But the other part of the bargain concerned a cryopod storage – not the one that would be part of the rescue program but a vast storage that was to house cryopods containing volunteers. The trouble arose because the Uropan govamen wanted a secure storage to which the Utopians would have no access. It was the secrecy that bothered the Pellmar Quadrants people. It went against their ideals. But the Pellmar experiment hinged on govamen allowing the inhabitants complete autonomy. Finally it was decided that since those in the cryopods were already in them, and would remain unconscious for as long as they were housed in Pellmar Quadrants, an agreement could be struck. That happened just before the Great White. Time enough for the occupied cryopods to be installed here, but too late for the people who were to inhabit Pellmar Quadrants.’
‘So the people God has been resurrecting . . .’
‘Were originally people rescued by the andrones,’ Swallow said. ‘But the babies and children that have been resurrected in more recent times are almost all from the Beforetime storage. God doesn’t know why they were put into cryopods, since so many were too young to have volunteered and I can’t see their parents choosing such a fate for them. When Hannah found a good many had died because the cryopods were flawed, this enabled her to convince God to create Habitat, but you know all of this. Once all of the rescued people had been resurrected, God started resurrecting the adults from the storage, but a lot of them were sickly or unable to cope with a world so changed from the one they remembered. Eventually God started resurrecting the babies and children, and that was a lot more successful. When they grew up they bred well and often and they adapted better because they had nothing to compare Habitat with. But there are some sections of the cryopod storage that have not been touched at all. The special anomaly section is one of these; apparently anyone who shows anomalous abilities in Habitat is brought out and put there. This is connected to some instruction God has about special anomalies, which it won’t discuss. The other anomalies are in Section C, and I think all of them are sick in some way that could be cured if God had access to a govamen computermachine. Apparently it would not need a person to communicate with at all. It only needs access to the govamen medical storage to get what it needs.’
‘God told you all of this?’ I marvelled.
Swallow gave me a dry look and said it was Ana who had worked out most of it from God’s answers to his questions. ‘It is a wonder to me how swiftly she grasps the gibberish God speaks.’
‘I would love to know why babies and children were put into cryopods in the Beforetime, but it seems unlikely that we will ever know the truth of it,’ I said. ‘At least the special anomalies removed from Habitat are safe, even if they are asleep, for it is likely that most of them are Misfits.’
‘All the more reason to find a govamen computermachine so that God can be instructed to wake and free them,’ Swallow said.
I nodded absently, thinking about Kelver Rhonin and wondering if he really had travelled beyond Northport in search of a workable govamen computermachine, and what his purpose had been, if there were only a few people in the Pellmar Quadrants when his world ended. For what need would there have been to reconnect an empty settlement with govamen? Unless he had hoped to issue an invitation to survivors.
‘Prime User Kelver Rhonin, and isn’t that a mouthful to hear again and again,’ Swallow said, shaking his head. ‘It is hard to believe he lived here alone, even in the Beforetime.’
I glanced at the gypsy, wondering what he had seen in my aura that had allowed him to guess so accurately what I had been thinking. Then I took in his words and said, ‘There must have been a few other people here when the Great White came: technicians and workers, and there might have been people visiting, not to mention the Utopians themselves, and I daresay govamen people came from time to time to talk with Kelver.’
‘According to God, there were quite a lot of people here towards the end of the Beforetime, all making final preparations for the habitation ceremony,’ Swallow said. ‘Then there came a day when the place was emptied out of all the workers, just after the govamen cryopods were brought in and installed – everything was ready for the ceremony – there were to be a great number of visitors and the first inhabitants were to come. That is when it happened – the Great White. If it had been a sevenday later, all of those people would have been here, safe. Instead, there truly would have been only a handful of people here, and my guess is most of them took off as soon as they could, striving back to their loved ones and their lives, never knowing it was all gone. God was not a witness to it all, of course, because it was only active in the Galon Institute and here, and the cryopod storage. After Hannah woke it properly and had it create Habitat, it gradually took control of all this level of Midland, then all of the levels. A lot of what it knows comes from the other devices it swallowed up.’
That was the Ines part of God, I thought, created to be hungry for knowledge, to draw in and seek out information, to analyse it and make connections.
‘Don’t fall into one of your daydreams,’ Swallow chided. ‘Come and eat. Your stomach is rumbling so loud I can’t hear myself think, and the food is getting cold.’ He drew me to the table and I saw that a feast had indeed been laid out. I sat down and Swallow gave me a plate, then took one for himself. ‘I was not hungry in Habitat, but I have an insatiable greed for food that tastes of something. The odd thing is that Tash finds the food very queer and over spiced.’
‘She is accustomed to the blandness of Habitat food,’ I said, taking spoonfuls of what looked like a creamy porridge, and adding a dollop of what was surely stewed apple, a handful of nuts, a spoonful of thick cream. ‘Where did all of this come from in a city where people did not live?’ I muttered, around the first heavenly mouthful. There was no answer from Swallow who was too busy eating.
It was God who interrupted the blissful feast.
‘User Seeker, you asked to be notified if Unit A managed to make contact with any of your technicians,’ it said.
I forgot my stomach at once as I rose and tried to speak. Swallow handed me water and watched me choke it down, wondering aloud why the computermachine had not contacted him as he had asked, if the androne had reached Westside. God answered that Ana had asked it to summon us. Together, we hurried to the small chamber where God had made it possible for the little computermachine to show what the large one had shown. The small screen was still showing empty desert, now dimly lit by starlight. Then something struck me. Nothing was moving.
‘The androne has stopped!’
‘Oh, that happened a few hours ago,’ Swallow said, frowning. ‘I thought the androne must be broken but God said it lacked power, and that sunlight would restore it. But why did it summon us, for clearly it has not reached Westside.’
Suddenly, utterly unexpectedly, Ahmedri’s face appeared in the screen. He was frowning and he moved very close. For a moment he seemed to peer out of the screen into our faces, though his expression – squinting, curious, wary – did not suggest he saw us. Nor did he hear us, for when I cried out his name in shock he did not react at all. As he moved away a little, I saw a livid claw scar down the side of his face, and above it a streak of pure silver shone in his hair. Other than that, he looked much the same as when I looked on him last, which was a great relief, for this was the first moment in which I was able to be sure that years and years had not passed while we had slept in cryopods.
‘So, Monster, what has happened to you?’ Ahmedri asked, and I gasped to hear his voice, even though I had known we would hear whatever the androne heard, because earlier I had heard its steps and the endless hiss of wind moving sand over sand. The tribesman’s voice was almost shockingly familiar as he went on, talking more to himself than to the androne. ‘Have you broken after all these many moons of hunting us, when at last I decide to face you to see how it is that you speak with the voice of the Seeker I seek? But perhaps I was mistaken and misheard. This desert has a way of brewing dreams and nightmares out of nothing.’
There was weariness in his voice and also something I had not heard in him before, a wry patience tinged with amusement. This, even more than the scar, the lines, the streak of silver, spoke of how much time had passed since we had seen one another.
‘God, can you speak to him? Can I?’ I demanded urgently.
‘It is impossible for the androne to speak or to enable the technician to hear what you say until its solar array is powered, User Seeker. Unit A is merely open to me, and I can only show what it sees and hears. It cannot perform any of its active functions.’
‘Ye gods, this is infuriating!’ I swore, watching Ahmedri reach up to wave his big hand in front of me, clearly trying to see if the androne’s eyes would respond. He stepped back, looking around, suddenly wary. ‘If he leaves . . .’ I stopped, for he was muttering something, glancing sideways and down. I felt suddenly certain that he was speaking to someone. Then Ahmedri moved out of sight, and I groaned aloud.
‘We will find him again if he leaves,’ Swallow assured me, laying a hand on my shoulder. ‘The best thing is to know he lives and that he is not an ancient greybeard. I can tell you now that was my great fear.’
‘Mine too, truly, but listen, he is talking again,’ I urged. Swallow fell silent at once, but unfortunately the words were inaudible. ‘God, can you make it louder,’ I cried.
‘. . . have done with her and the others?’ Ahmedri’s voice suddenly boomed out. ‘Perhaps this is some sort of trick to catch us, too, but if so, it seems you are caught in it, Monster.’ A silence, then, ‘Well, we have waited so many moons for a sign, and you are nothing if not that. Shall we wait an hour or so and see if you come back to life?’ A pause, in which he glanced away.
‘He is looking at someone,’ Swallow said.
‘To one of the beasts, maybe, since he is looking down and he gets no answer,’ I said. ‘Darga perhaps.’
‘Or Gavyn. Or why not both of them, or all of them, come to that?’ Swallow demanded, his eyes sparkling. ‘Gavyn would not speak.’
He was right, yet my instinct insisted that he was accompanied by only one other – there was something about the intimacy of that single direct glance – as if he met the eyes of another for a moment. And he had left with Darga. Still it was truly wonderful to know that Ahmedri was safe and had waited for us. Best of all, when we met I would be able to tell him that I had found Miryum, although I had not actually set eyes on her yet.
‘God, how long would it take for the androne – Unit A – to come back here from where it is, if it wakes at dawn? Will it wake at dawn?’
‘No, User Seeker. It will require two hours of sunlight to gain power enough to return to Midland.’
‘It doesn’t seem like it has much strength,’ Swallow said disparagingly.
‘Unit A has been out surveilling the catchment area for twenty days,’ God said. ‘Its memory is almost full. It requires maintenance. When fully powered it can remain active for thirty days with incidental solar replenishment.’
Swallow rolled his eyes at me. Then he yawned. Realising he looked tired, I suggested he go and get some sleep. In the morning, he could go up to the surface and begin preparing a camp, and I would go down to Sector C. ‘I want to locate the cryopod Miryum is in before Ahmedri gets here, and try to reach her mind.’
‘You be careful inside her mind,’ Swallow said, suddenly serious, and I wondered if Iriny had ever told him that she had almost dragged me to my death with her, when I had entered her mind after rescuing her from the Herder flame.
Swallow went out, and almost at once, I heard a soft movement. I sat up, staring at the dunes on the screen, listening hard. I offered a fervent wish-prayer to see one of the beasts come into view. Maruman! my heart yearned. Gahltha! But instead, I heard a faint snore that told me Ahmedri had made use of his formidable ability to sleep anywhere, anytime. I laughed softly and relaxed. It was not carelessness in him to sleep, for, like a cat, he could wake at the slightest movement, or after whatever interval of sleep he had decided upon. Straaka had been the same. This mastery of sleep was trained into all tribe children. I yawned and relaxed, deeply relieved that he really did mean to wait for a time at least. I knew I might have gone to my bed or back to the main chamber, bidding God alert me if anything happened, but somehow I could not tear myself away from the still desert, the knowledge that just out of sight lay Ahmedri and at least one other of our long-lost companions.
While my eyes remained fixed on the screen, my mind roamed over all I had learnt that day and since coming to Habitat, sifting and sorting and matching this with that, speculating about small details. I made no effort to direct my thoughts or force them into any pattern; I let them drift and move like the sand.
Finally I fell to thinking of Tash, and the problem of getting God to release her, for seeing that Ahmedri lived he could definitely take her with him to the Land. It might be possible to find some way to disable the thing that had been planted in her, and in all of us, but if God had not agreed to it the computermachine was like to oppose her leaving and use the andrones to prevent it. The safest course would be to find a way to convince God to let her go free.
I had hoped to find something from Hannah that would help me in this, but I had not found a single thing scribed by her in Kelver Rhonin’s workspace, and precious little of his, either. But I did know that Hannah had convinced the computermachine to create Habitat, despite it refusing at first. I simply had to find an undeniable rational argument that would convince it to free Tash.
Feeling my way into the problem, I asked God how Hannah had gained User status. ‘User Hannah had a guest authorisation, coded to Kelver Rhonin’s credentials, which gave her limited access to some of my functions, save those that would contravene my primary directives and the programming connected to them. It did not allow her to command the resurrection of the sleepers in the cryopods but User Hannah was able to input data that led to retrieval of the obsolete programs cache, and the eventual initiation of the Habitat variation.’
‘Explain what that means,’ I interrupted. ‘What data did she put into you?’
‘User Hannah input data detailing the original INES program, focusing on the requirement for regular and sensitive interaction with human users. She then required data about the modifications made by Prime User Kelver Rhonin to compensate for the lack of human contact in the case of a Class B Cataclysm resulting in major loss of life locally or globally. There were none. She located several smaller system failures and data assessment flaws and asked me to collate this with information concerning the lack of human interaction since the departure of Kelver Rhonin. This data revealed that there had been a small distortion arising from lack of human contact, which would result in increasing system error, until final catastrophic breakdown. There was a 76 per cent probability that system malfunction was either responsible for the failure of some cryopods or the failure to detect design flaws. I informed User Seeker that the projections she had entered had not taken into account her own presence and my interaction with her, which would enable gradual correction of deviations. She agreed but pointed out her imminent expiration.’
I thought about this. ‘So, it was not exactly that the cryopods were flawed so much as that Hannah used them to prove to you that you needed people, and the only way to get them was to resurrect the sleepers?’
‘Affirmative, User Seeker,’ God said crisply. ‘User Hannah input that utilisation of the archived Habitat variation would both save the endangered specimens in the flawed cryopods from destruction without contravening the program, and enable me to engage in corrective interaction with humans.’
There was something in what it had said that suggested a possibility to me, but before I could grasp it, something flashed across the screen of the monitor. I leaned forward at once, peering into the desert. Had a lone rhenling flown by? Or Gavyn’s owl? The little creature had flown off before we entered the graag, but maybe it had come looking for Gavyn. Better still, maybe it had found the boy and he was the person Ahmedri had looked at. All at once I realised I could no longer hear the tribesman snoring. Was it possible he had crept away? I told myself that Swallow had been right, and that we would find the tribesman if he left. I looked to the horizon on the screen and all was darkness. There was no way of telling which direction the androne was facing.
I sat for a little longer then realised there was no point in sitting there for hours staring at nothing, I might just as well get the papers and maps I had been studying earlier and pore over them while I waited.
I went through the main chamber and into the passage leading to my chamber, retrieved the maps and papers and returned, noting that the walls of the main chamber now offered a slow and undulant patterning of blues and greens that made it seem as if the whole place was immersed in water. Dragon must have been experimenting. A thought floated into my mind as I passed through the main chamber, and I stopped and voiced it. ‘God, could you tell me how to get from here to Islak?’ That was the name of the place where God said that Eden was located. Gadfian territory.
‘I can generate a map that will show the route, User Seeker, but coordinates for Eden and other places on the route, including distances between places, will be based on pre-Cataclysm maps,’ God said in its smooth, mellifluous voice.
My momentary elation faded, for by all accounts the world was much altered since the Beforetime, but still, a Beforetime map would have some features that would allow us to orientate it, and at the least it would give us a direction to travel in. And if I could locate Eden, then I would know I was not far from Sentinel. ‘I would like the map to show Eden,’ I said.
‘Eden?’ Dameon echoed.
I swung round to see the empath emerge from the other entrance to the main chamber. Despite my apprehensions about him, I had to smile to see his ginger hair sticking up in all directions. But as he drew nearer I saw with some consternation that he was very pale. I took his arm and led him to sit at the table, asking if I had woken him by talking to God.
‘It is time I got up, but I am still weary,’ he said.
He had slept long and yet I thought that he looked a good deal more than merely weary. There were dark shadows about his eyes and in them. I pushed away guilty, accusatory thoughts of Balboa, fearing his empathy would divine them and force him to think of the treacherous Speci woman. Getting up, I bade him make himself comfortable. ‘Have some of the food Ana and Tash made last night. It is delicious and Swallow said you ate nothing before you slept.’
He heaved a sigh and said he did not feel hungry but he would eat something if I cared to get it for him. He must have felt my anxiety then, for he smiled a little and said, ‘I am fine, truly Elspeth, save that my head aches as if someone hit me with a rock. That is what woke me.’
I piled a plate with the choicest of the fare and gave it to Dameon. He meekly took the fork I pressed into his fingers and scooped up a listless bite, then he lifted his brows and ate the rest with a good deal more enthusiasm. I was relieved to see the colour returning to his face and only when he had got some way through the meal did he stop to ask again about Eden.
‘I know from my Beforetime dreams that Eden is on the same landmass as Sentinel, and God told me when we were in the Galon Institute that Eden is in a place called Islak. It was apparently remote Gadfian territory in the Beforetime, which suggests it was not much inhabited. The thing is, I am beginning to wonder if that is not where Kelver Rhonin was headed after he found there was no link to a govamen computermachine to be found in Northport.’
‘To Sentinel?’
‘No, to Eden. He had a close friend who worked there. I found some of the friend’s letters to him scribed after he had got to Eden. But before that he was at Hegate.’
‘Hegate?’ Dameon asked, sounding somewhat bewildered.
I forced myself to slow down. ‘Hegate turns out to be the name of the place at Inva where the Beforetime Misfits were held prisoner. Anyway, Doctor Elke Erlinder worked there for a while before being shifted to Eden. He actually worked with Doktaruth . . . Ah, Doctor Ruth!’ Now Dameon looked completely confused. I laughed and reached out to lay my hand over his arm. ‘I’m sorry. I just realised something, but the thing I am trying to say is that if we can get to Eden I think we can find our way from it to Sentinel. And this Erlinder worked at Eden, but his sister was at Sentinel and I would bet anything that he knew where Sentinel was.’
‘And you think the man whose home this once was went looking for Eden?’
‘It is only a guess, but apparently there was a govamen computermachine at Eden.’
‘He might have gone looking for his friend,’ Dameon said.
‘I don’t think he would have gone there thinking Erlinder was alive else he would have made contact with Kelver.’
‘But how could he, given that the connection between here and Northport was severed? Maybe when Kelver Rhonin went to Northport he actually found a link to Eden and used it.’
I considered the possibility, but at length I shook my head. ‘God told me Hannah found there was no connection between Northport and any govamen computermachine.’
‘Very well, I have a different notion,’ Dameon said. ‘You have told us more than once that you believe Sentinel cut off all the links between the computermachines and the govamen terminals in response to whatever precipitated the use of the Balance of Terror weapons. Wouldn’t a computermachine that could cut off the links between computermachines have the power to put them back as they were? And wouldn’t Kelver Rhonin likely know that?’
I stared at him. ‘You think he went looking for Sentinel!’
‘Unfortunately he failed to reach it if that was his destination, because the links were not restored,’ Dameon said.
I was less sure. ‘Unless he reached Sentinel but could not convince it to restore them,’ I said. ‘But there is something else. I am almost sure that the Great White was set off by the original Sentinel developed at Hegate. That would be the one that severed links to govamen computermachines.’
‘What other is there?’
‘I think that a copy of the Sentinel program was taken to the secret place where it was to be set up in its final form, Islak, apparently. It may even have been Elke Erlinder’s sister Marji who did it because she was involved in the creation of Sentinel back in its earlier days when it was called Guardian. I think that second sleeping Sentinel is the one I am meant to find, and that the other one was destroyed. Maybe it was even because the original Sentinel was attacked that BOT retaliated as it did and brought about the Great White.’
‘So if Kelver Rhonin went looking for Sentinel . . .’
‘He would either find a ruin or a sleeping computermachine with a hedge of weapons set up to attack anyone trying to get close to it. And even if he managed to get into it, the Sentinel within would not have been the one that severed the computer links. And this Sentinel is made to refuse any interaction with humans. If Kelver Rhonin had woken it – and how would he do that? – but if he did, it would have immediately closed itself to him. Then it would look around at the world and find it to be devastated. And while it might be an exact copy of the first Sentinel, that copy had to have been made and brought to the secret base before the first Sentinel caused BOT to bring about the Great White. So this newly awakened Sentinel might judge it an attack and react by summoning BOT to retaliate . . .’
‘We would not be here if he had wakened it, I think,’ Dameon said. His voice was calm but his expression bleak.
‘My quest is to make sure no one ever wakes it,’ I said.
Dameon reached out and took my hand, ‘You will not fail to do what must be done.’ For a moment, I was bathed in the warmth of his love and absolute faith in me.
When the sun rose at last, I was once again at the little screen, watching the colours of the desert change and thinking again how beautiful it was in its bare purity. There had been no sign of Ahmedri or his mysterious companion and the androne still stood frozen. Swallow came at length to say Ana and Dragon were back and that I should come and eat with them, for after the meal, he meant to go up to the surface. Seeing my reluctance to leave the screen, he bade me let God keep watch, since it was never sleepy or distracted. He was right, of course, and I went with him along the passage, thinking how quickly we had become used to letting God do things for us. This was how it had been for the Beforetimers and their devices and machines, and in the end, it had led to the creation of Sentinel.
Tash and Dameon were at the table, and Ana and Dragon, both with wet hair. Swallow immediately fell to speculating with Dameon as to who Ahmedri’s mysterious companion might be, if there was only one, and whether the others could possibly be waiting elsewhere and where they might have been all the while we slept in cryopods. Clearly it was a conversation that had been going on for some time.
I asked Ana how their explorations had gone, and heard more than I wanted about clever devices for getting water out of air, and food that could last for aeons and wanted only water to be brought to fresh life, and a platform that floated on a cushion of air. Finally I begged her to stop and Ana laughed and said I ought to see it for myself, then I would understand how exciting it was.
I got up to fetch water and to warm the pot of porridge for a second helping, and when I returned, Swallow and Dameon were talking of Kelver Rhonin and the possibility that he had gone looking for a govamen computermachine after finding there was no connection to one from Northport.
‘Elspeth thinks that he may have gone looking for a place called Eden and her dreams have shown that Sentinel is in the same land . . .’ Dameon began.
Suddenly Ana half started to her feet, saying she had meant to tell us at once, but had forgotten in the excitement of the news about Ahmedri’s appearance.
‘Tell us now,’ Dameon invited, smiling a little at her.
‘It is just this – your talk of Eden made me remember: God . . . well it was Unit B but God was speaking through him the way she does, and she told me Kelver Rhonin talked of crossing the Andol Sea to reach Eden. And I was wondering if this sea might not be the Beforetime name for the Clouded Sea that lies between our vast Land and the Red Land.’
I visualised the map shown to me by map mistress Gorgol aboard the Umborine, and remembered a wide body of water running between the two landmasses. But it seemed to me the Clouded Sea was some way west of the Spit, and not between the two lands, unless that body of water had the same name. I told this to the others.
‘Maybe there is the Clouded Sea and the Andol Sea but both are part of the great sea and run between the Red Land and this land,’ Dragon said excitedly and I looked at her, sensing that she was thinking of her land, where her people waited. It shamed me to realise that I had never once thought to ask how she felt about being kept from her destiny. But what was I to say if she told me it grieved her to the bone? And none of us knew what was happening there, nor how many of the four ships that had set out had survived the journey, which must be over more than a year since. From my dreams, at least one ship had been destroyed by storm, and if we could draw any conclusions from the glimpses we had seen of those who had travelled aboard them and those who waited in the Red Land, then the battle they went to fight had been lost. Or at least, not won decisively.
I thought for a moment of Rushton, standing on a slave block, being sold, then hiding under it as people screamed, and wondered if it had been a true dream, or merely a nightmare. I seemed to see his clear dark-green eyes in that moment, looking out searchingly, but I dared not let my thoughts go too far in that direction – there was too much loss in it. I hardened my heart, for my own quest was greater that my need for Ruston and his for me, greater even than the need of Dragon’s people for their queen.
‘I have been wondering what a glide is,’ Swallow said. He glanced at Ana. ‘You remember, you said God told you Kelver Rhonin had spoken of crossing this Andol Sea in one.’
‘It must be some sort of ship,’ Dameon said.
‘It is a flying machine,’ Ana said lightly, and we all gaped at her, even I who had seen such things in dreams and visions of the Beforetime. She gave me a swift brilliant smile and said, ‘I have been thinking that since Kelver Rhonin was speaking of taking a glide after leaving Northport he must have known there was one there and that one man alone could fly it.’
‘No!’ Swallow said, staring at her half in wonder and half aghast. ‘Tell me you are not suggesting we find and fly a Beforetime machine.’
‘Is it so mad a notion?’ Ana demanded of me, shafting a glare at him. ‘Imagine being able to do as Kelver Rhonin intended and fly to Eden! From there we would only have to find our way on foot to Sentinel.’
‘Why not fly there too, and then to the moon while we are about it?’ Swallow shouted incredulously.
I ignored him, saying evenly, ‘Supposing there is a glide in Northport, we don’t know how to make it work, let alone how to find our way in it to Eden. Nor whether it would work after all these aeons of time.’
‘Look at how this city is, after aeons!’ Ana said, getting to her feet and sweeping her hand in the direction of the window, beyond which scrapers rose, gleaming and perfect in the false sunlight. Then she gestured at the table. ‘Have we not just eaten food that is aeons old, made with the help of a computermachine aeons old? And God can help us get to Eden, can’t you God?’ Ana asked.
‘I have asked God for a map from here to Eden,’ I said. ‘But it told me that the map details will be based on the lands and seas as they were in the Beforetime. I think the best we can hope for is that it will let us know what direction we are to take.’
‘User Seeker, pre-Cataclysm flight coordinates to Eden were sent to Prime User Kelver Rhonin by Elke Erlinder not long before I was set to sleep mode. I have examined my record and they show that after the Cataclysm, Prime User Kelver Rhonin travelled to Northport in order to find a computer with a connection to a govamen terminal. But if he did not find such a thing, he intended me to send the Eden coordinates from Elke Erlinder to a glide, once he had reconnected the Pellmar Quadrants so that I could communicate with the mainframe there. That is when he spoke of using a glide to cross the Andol Sea and journey to Eden.’
‘How could you send anything, if you were asleep, as you told us?’ Swallow demanded.
‘My basic programs remained functional even in sleep mode, Technician Swallow, and the sending of coordinates is not a complex task,’ God said.
‘Elspeth . . .’ Ana began.
I shook my head again decisively. ‘Kelver Rhonin didn’t reconnect Northport to the govamen’s terminals or to Midland or any other of the Pellmar Quadrants. Maybe the broken link between Northport and the govamen terminals made it impossible. Or something else was broken. But even if God had been able to send those directions – coordinates – we still would be incapable of flying a glide, never mind landing one. And even if we could learn to do so, the directions God would send to it belong to a world that is no more!’
‘Then what happened to Kelver Rhonin?’ Ana demanded.
‘It does not matter,’ Swallow said, and she gave him such a blazing look that he frowned and fell silent.
‘God, is it truly impossible for us to use the glide to find Eden?’ Dragon asked softly, which silenced all of us.
God spoke into the silence. ‘The flight coordinates of Eden from Northport are based on pre-Cataclysm distances, as User Seeker says, and they will result in flight destination error of up to 200 kloms. But a programmed golator unit could be provided to guide you to the golator of Kelver Rhonin.’
‘This is madness,’ Swallow snapped. ‘We don’t even know if he got there, since he didn’t use a glide!’
‘We don’t know that he didn’t use one,’ Ana said hotly. ‘Just because he couldn’t get the directions from God doesn’t mean he didn’t know how to use a glide. For all we know there might have been a map to Eden in the glide.’
‘Now you are being absurd,’ Swallow said.
‘She is right in one thing at least,’ I said. ‘We don’t know what happened to Kelver Rhonin, but since we have to go to Northport to get Cassandra’s key, we may learn the truth of it.’
‘And if God has directions to Eden that can be given to a glide, what is to stop us taking the directions and using one?’ Ana said, stubbornly avoiding my eye. ‘Go on, God, have you answers to Elspeth’s other objections?’
‘User Elspeth spoke of the problem of operating a glide without experience,’ God said. ‘Pre-Cataclysm fliers all had auto capacities enabling take off, flight and landing on autopilot, so long as the coordinates given were correct.’
‘Which they are not,’ I said, exasperated. ‘We might land in the sea, if the coastline has changed! Or fly into a pile of stones!’
‘The glide computer can be instructed to activate terrain-sensitive course-correct capacities,’ God said.
‘And how is it to be instructed since we have already established that you cannot reach Northport to instruct it?’ Swallow said. ‘Nor can your andrones,’ he added, with a glance at Ana.
‘I cannot reach Northport but one of the andrones can revert to its original range specification and have its memory augmented to enable me to input the capacity to operate of its own will. It can also be readied to perform the steps that will link Northport to Midland, and enable me to communicate with the glide computer. I would then be able to activate the terrain guidance system.’
Ana began to smile. ‘So it can be done! In fact there are two ways it could be done.’
I did not know what to say. I felt as if I had strolled all unawares to the edge of a precipice. I was genuinely astonished at Ana’s willingness to entrust herself to a Beforetime machine, while I, who had seen in my past-dreams how easily the Beforetimers used them, felt sick to the stomach at the thought. No wonder Garth had taken to her and she to him. She was as wildly brave and heedless in this moment as he would have been!
‘What of the beasts? Would they fit in a flying machine?’ Dameon asked, but mildly.
‘God?’ Ana asked. ‘Will a glide be too small to carry a horse?’
‘Several horses,’ Swallow said through his teeth. ‘And maybe wolves as well. A whole pack of them.’
God evinced no astonishment at this fantastical exchange. ‘A Z-class glide seats one hundred and fifty human passengers and has hold space for luggage and mail. There would be room enough for many animals.’
Ana was giving me a hard look now, her eyes daring me to find another excuse. ‘Look,’ I said, struggling to speak in a reasonable voice, ‘even if I relished the thought of trusting ourselves to a Beforetime flying machine, if we find one and it is of a size that could carry us all, surely it will be incapable of flight after all these aeons sitting on the ground. Or, maybe it will carry us up into the air and then fall out of the sky. Even if I cared nothing for our safety, I cannot put my quest at such risk.’
Ana’s exasperation faded, but God said, ‘The androne can be fitted with a program to assess any glide for flight fitness, and I can activate the glide’s self-maintenance and repair program. In addition, hangar nanobots will have been performing constant routine maintenance, unless the program was disabled, and they can be programmed to perform more complex operations.’
I hardly heard its words. I was too aware that the others were looking at me with varying degrees of delight and dismay. Even Tash was staring at me expectantly.
‘I will think on it,’ I said tightly. ‘But, God, I do want you to fix one of the andrones so that it can operate independently of you and lead us to Northport. It will be able to lead us to the grave of Jacob Obernewtyn.’
‘It can carry things for us, too!’ Ana said eagerly. ‘And there is a wheeled platform we can use if he is to go with us. We could pile a lot of supplies on it and Unit B can draw it along.’
I bit back the urge to snarl at her and said she had better get the androne to carry all of the supplies she had amassed to the surface before God started meddling with it.
‘How long will it take to change Unit B so he can do all the things you said, God?’ Ana asked.
‘It will be necessary to culture and develop organics capable of accepting the installation of additional memory and advanced reasoning capacities. This can be done within twelve hours. Then they will need to be installed and linked to the androne’s current organics. This will take fifty hours. Once it is done, I will install a map of Northport with specific instructions for the activation of the main terminal link, which will connect the Pellmar Quadrants.’
‘If it is so easy, why didn’t Kelver Rhonin do it like that?’ Swallow muttered.
‘Kelver Rhonin believed strongly that there would be a connection between Northport and govamen, Technician Swallow,’ God said. ‘The plan to use a glide was a secondary option that he formulated just before his departure. User Seeker, I will upload a guidance system for the location of key glide hangars as well as reverting it to its default programming for autonomy. This will require three hours.’
‘Let us plan to leave here in three days, then,’ I said. ‘Time enough for Ahmedri to get here.’
Time to find Miryum, I thought decisively.




Ana and Dragon went to get some supplies, and Swallow avoided her glare as he announced that he would go up to the surface and prepare a camp so that the horses, assuming they were with Ahmedri, would have some shelter, and so that we could begin amassing supplies for the journey to Northport. God suggested Unit B lead him to the surface and return to collect whatever Ana and Dragon had found. I agreed; I did not want to go searching for Miryum until I knew what was happening with Ahmedri. Before departing, Swallow reminded us to keep an eye on the other androne so we would know when it moved again, and then, impulsively, he asked if I was sure I did not want to come up with him and breathe some true air.
I was tempted, for in truth I felt half suffocated by the conversation about glides and flying. But I did not want to hear Swallow rant about Ana’s wild notions, so I went to wash the dishes. After a little, Tash came to dry them. She was peaceful company, saying little, but this only deepened my guilt at not knowing what we could do about her. At the least, I now knew that Ahmedri lived, and though she did not know him, he would be able to take her with him to the Land. But it would be a hard journey ahead of them. There was also the possibility that she would be unable to leave Midland, and maybe God would insist she be put into a cryopod, yet she had not so far done anything to prove herself a special anomaly. What if God decided she was not any sort of anomaly and wanted to put her back into Habitat, nullified. It would be a poor reward, given that she had saved our lives.
How much did she really understand of my quest, I wondered. We had spoken freely in front of her, but she seldom asked questions, though maybe she did ask them of Dragon.
The dishes done, I returned to the table, leaving the Speci girl to dry the last of them. Dameon was still sitting quietly, hands loosely cupped about his empty mug, his expression thoughtful. ‘Do you think the beasts sent to Eden will still be sleeping in cryopods?’ he asked.
Oddly I had not thought about this, despite knowing that two of the cryopods had contained flame birds. ‘It depends upon whether it was a target during the Great White. Even if it was, as long as the actual building the cryopods were in was not hit, the beasts in them would be safe from any poisons in the air or earth. It seems unlikely for it to have been a target, given that it was remote and no more than a storage place for beasts in an age when beasts were thought of as heads of corn to be harvested and consumed. But for that reason it might also be a ruin, given that aeons have passed between when the beasts were brought there and now.’
‘Yet this place is intact, so why not Eden?’
‘I hope it is intact,’ I said. ‘For perhaps if we come there, we will find the place where Elke Erlinder dwelt, and given that his sister worked at the Sentinel complex, he might have scribed something that will help us find it. Kelver Rhonin thought he knew, according to God.’
‘Given how little regard the Beforetimers had for beasts it is a wonder they bothered to put any in cryopods, let alone building Eden and sending them there,’ Dameon said.
‘From what Garth and the teknoguilders said, there were many Beforetimers who cared profoundly about beasts. I think it was partly to impress them that the govamen saved species that were dying out by putting pairs into cryopods. But that was a magi lay – I think the main reason they were saved was because the teknoguilders wanted to find out if the cryopods worked; if they would sustain life and wit over very long periods. I don’t know, though, if that was the sole purpose of Eden for there are so many human-sized cryopods that we have to assume the tests had proven out.’
‘Unless that was what this storage was all about,’ Dameon said slowly. ‘But as to Eden, given what the androne said, it might have been a twin to the God project Kelver Rhonin was involved in, with beasts being rescued instead of humans. After all, it sounds as if the plan was for beasts rescued here to be sent there, until God realised no one from Eden was coming.’
‘That seems to suggest Eden might be closer than we think,’ I said.
‘Not necessarily,’ Dameon said. ‘Remember the Beforetimers thought very differently about distance. What was near to them may be far for us.’
I was relieved he had not mentioned the possibility of using a Beforetimers’ glide, for no matter what had been said, it seemed madness to me. In truth, I hoped the subject would not be raised again.
‘You said that God told you Eden is in Gadfian territory?’ Dameon said.
I nodded. ‘I wonder if it could be the land from whence the slavemaster hordes came to overrun the Red Land, for that was Gadfian territory in the Beforetime as well.’
‘So you do not think Sentinel is in the Red Land, despite what Ana was told about the Andol Sea?’ Dameon asked. ‘What of the sign left for you by Cassandra, which refers to the Red Land?’
‘I have been thinking for some time that whatever I am to find is not in the Red Land but in Dragon’s memory of the Red Land, and maybe it has to do with the slavemasters’ land. The clue could be interpreted in that way.’
Sooner rather than later, I would have to delve into her memory, I knew, but as ever, I found it hard to think of entering the memories of another person, particularly someone I knew and cared about. And it would be complicated because Dragon’s mind had barriers that she could not control. I would have to try to do it from the dreamtrails, and maybe even then her mind would refuse me entry. And what if the only way in was to batter down those barriers? I thrust the thought from me with real revulsion.
‘We are to sail into the arms of the slavemasters then,’ Dameon said without fear or bitterness.
‘I do not know, but wherever Sentinel is, I must go there.’ I put a slight emphasis on I, to make it clear that it was a matter of choice for him and the others; I did not take it for granted that they would go on with me, even though they had committed themselves to my quest. Dameon said only that it would be an irony if that warlike people had the most terrible weapon of all in their midst, with no idea of what it was, for if they had known, they would surely have made use of it.
‘Sentinel has the means to defend itself,’ I said quietly. ‘Much that my guides have left me concerns the thwarting of its formidable protections. They, at least, will not be sleeping. But it has always been said that Sentinel is somewhere remote, and so perhaps it is far from whatever cities and settlements are in that land.’
‘We will know better, maybe, once God produces her maps,’ Dameon murmured.
I was wondering what form the maps would take, and whether someone would have to make a copy from a screen picture, when Tash came over somewhat hesitantly to say she had finished. I bade her sit with us but she said that she had better go and bathe. There was something so humble and accepting in her that, watching her go, I felt a sudden fury at the fates that had caught her in this sticky web. Feeling my anger and divining its cause, Dameon observed that she had been very downcast since leaving Habitat. I told him I thought she was grieving that the Committee had given her the red token, knowing it would result in her being killed or having her mind wiped. It turned out Dameon had not heard this part of our tale, so I told him all that had happened in the cacti grove and in the Hub.
‘She thought God had given this red device to her as a test?’ he said, looking appalled.
‘She did, and though she knew it might mean she would probably die horribly, she accepted it as God’s will. It was honest and pure faith as much as courage that allowed her to accept what was to come. Discovering the Committee controlled the red token, and that Feyat had dealt it to her simply because she had got wind of a dalliance the woman had been conducting, shattered her. The worst of it is that Tash knew only incidentally because she is an empath. She must have given herself away by some glance or inadvertent word and Feyat wanted to silence her. I think the sheer vicious pettiness of it was what sickened and anguished the girl most. She had revered the Committee folk, you see.’
‘Poor child. It is hard to see someone you have put on a pedestal fall from it. I will speak to her later,’ Dameon said.
‘You are still the Guildmaster of the Empaths,’ I said, loving his kindness.
He smiled. ‘I am afraid it grows on one and in one, that authority.’
‘Do you wish you were back at Obernewtyn?’ I asked, and then wished I had not, for I did not want to evoke nostalgia in him.
‘No,’ he said, with gentle finality.
I heard the sound of a door opening and there was a burst of laughter as Ana and Dragon entered, struggling under many devices and parcels and boxes. Behind them stood the androne all but obscured by a great mound of boxes and packages.
‘Ye gods, what is all this?’ I muttered.
‘Ouf! This is the least of it,’ Ana said, spilling the things she had been carrying onto the table then turning to unburden Dragon. ‘I had chosen a lot of it already and when Hendon came it seemed a good idea to have him bring up as much of it as he could. God sent him to help us because he does not need to do anything to him yet. I am going to sort out a pile for him to take to the surface.’
‘Hendon?’
‘It was too confusing to keep calling him androne and Unit B,’ Ana said. ‘It was like calling a dog Dog or us Human One and Human Two. So when we went out this morning, I asked if I could give him a name and he said I might.’
‘Why Hendon?’ And why he, I wondered, though I had noticed Dameon had begun to call God she from time to time.
Ana shrugged. ‘It was the name of my mother’s brother. He loved her well and she would tell me and Bergold about the adventures they had together, how he always protected her.’ There was pain in her eyes, and I regretted questioning her.
‘Hendon is a good name,’ I said, though in truth it seemed idiotic to me to name a machine. But had not Dell done the same thing? ‘What of the other androne?’ I asked, half facetiously.
She gave me a wry smile. ‘I have not met him so he will remain Unit A.’ Then she grew serious and eager. ‘But Elspeth, listen, I was asking Hendon questions and one of them was how Kelver Rhonin had got from here to Northport. He remembers everything that was said to him or near him . . .’ My heart sank at the thought that she was about to renew her talk of glides, but instead she turned to the androne. ‘Hendon, tell Elspeth what you told me.’
‘I accompanied Prime Operator Kelver Rhonin when he set off on foot from Midland to Northport,’ the androne said in its rather monotonous masculine voice.
‘But wait,’ I said. ‘God told me it could not go that far.’
‘God limited the andrones’ range after that, but listen, I am trying to tell you that Hendon knows the way to Northport,’ Ana said impatiently. ‘I have been asking him about it and it sounds very bleak terrain, but there are only tainted patches, not great poisonous swathes of land.’
‘That is good to hear,’ I said, for that had been troubling me. ‘Did you get a sense of how far it is?’
‘Hendon says it took three days for Kelver Rhonin to get there but I don’t know how fast they went.’
‘Did it speak of rhenlings?’
She nodded, her expression darkening. ‘They swarm over the whole territory, but only when it is dark. The moon is thin now, but it is not yet darkmoon. If we leave in three days as you planned, it would still just be visible. If we left in a twoday, I think we could make it to Northport before darkmoon, but if we leave later and fall short, we will be out in the open.’
‘That might not matter as long as we stayed quiet and showed no light in the dark hours,’ I said pensively. I knew we could wait but I did not want to delay any more than we absolutely must.
‘There is also the weather to consider,’ Ana said. ‘If it clouds over, the rhenlings will swarm, too.’
‘If only it is Gavyn with Ahmedri!’ Dragon said.
I was not sure the strange boy could be brought to use his shielding ability to order, but there was no point in saying so when we had no idea who was with Ahmedri. But that gave me another idea. ‘It may be that Ahmedri himself will have something to say, for it seems to me he must have encountered them more than once in all the time we slept.’
‘That is true,’ Ana said.
A thought struck me. ‘The androne must know what happened to Kelver Rhonin once he reached Northport, if he led him there!’
Ana looked crestfallen. ‘I thought of that and I asked, but Hendon said he had no memory of what had happened after they entered Northport. His memory was damaged during one of his journeys to find survivors. That was why God decided to limit their range. So much knowledge was lost in that one mischance.’
‘A pity,’ I said, wondering if it really was a pity, or convenient. Maybe Kelver Rhonin had done something to prevent the androne remembering what he did, and yet why would he be so sly and secretive when for all he knew he might be alone in the world? Then I realised that even if that had been true, he would not at that moment have had any way to know it.
Dragon, who had gone off to check on the little screen, came rushing in then, and said we had better come because the androne was moving. We went in haste to the small chamber with its little computer screen. The sun had risen higher now, and the desert rocked, seen through the eyes of the moving machine man, but there was no sign of Ahmedri, which explained why God had not summoned me.
‘God,’ I said. ‘Is Ahmedri with the androne?’
‘Unit A walks alone,’ said God. ‘The man you have designated Technician Ahmedri left when it began to walk again.’
I cursed myself for failing to have God give it some sort of instruction that would stop Ahmedri leaving.
‘Wait,’ Ana said. ‘Elspeth, you told us Ahmedri spoke of hearing your voice – and then you said he was wondering aloud if he had got it wrong. He must have been sure he got it wrong when Unit A started to walk and did not speak.’
I slapped my head. ‘Of course! I only told God to make it speak when it was in Subio or Westside. I should have made it talk as soon as it moved.’ Praying Ahmedri was close enough, I bade God have it speak in my voice again as loudly as it could, and to turn around for good measure. God made no response but immediately the androne turned and began bellowing out my little speech in my voice. I could see nothing but dunes, and for all that I loved the desert, I felt a terrible weariness at the thought that we had lost Ahmedri again.
‘Look!’ Dragon cried, after long moments when Ana and I had turned away.
We spun back as one to see a figure rise slowly but deliberately above the horizon. It was far away, but the long-legged walk was indisputably Ahmedri’s. We watched as he came slowly closer. He was alone but I felt certain someone or something watched from a hidden place, to see what happened.
‘So, Monster, you choose to speak again in the voice of the woman I seek, to lure me back,’ Ahmedri said in his deep voice, when at last he was close to the androne. ‘What have you done with her?’
‘Oh, look at his hair!’ Dragon cried. ‘His face!’
‘God, can you make it so that technician Ahmedri can hear us?’
‘The conduit enabling this needs maintenance, User Seeker,’ God said.
I scowled and thought for a moment. ‘All right God, have the androne greet him in its voice. Have it use his name and say that he is safe, that he will not be harmed, that the woman he seeks is waiting with Ana and Swallow and the others for him. Have it say that he must bring all of his companions with him. Tell him the androne will wait and then lead him and whoever is with him to where we are.’
God made no response, but I heard the androne boom out the words I had spoken in its masculine voice, only addressing Ahmedri as Technician Ahmedri. The tribesman looked astonished, then his eyes narrowed. ‘Did you not take Elspeth Gordie and the others prisoner?’ he asked.
‘They were salvaged by Unit B,’ the androne said.
Ahmedri nodded and said he would not lead it to his camp. The androne must bring him safely to me, then he would see about the others. He was careful not to name or number his companions, and while I lauded his caution, it also maddened me.
‘Let him come directly here,’ said Dameon softly. ‘He will not risk the others, no matter what is said. Have God alert Swallow and make the androne bring Ahmedri directly to him.’
I nodded reluctantly, reminding myself that there were things I needed to do before we left Midland. Then I bade Unit B lead me to Sector C.
Ana, Dragon and Dameon asked if they might go down with me.
‘What of the screen?’ I asked.
‘Tash will watch it,’ Dragon said blithely.
‘God can help her answer any questions if Ahmedri asks the androne anything, and if they can’t answer, God can ask us,’ Ana said.
I had misgivings about leaving Tash to cope with God and the androne leading Ahmedri, but it seemed I was alone in them, so I shrugged and said I would be glad of the company. Ana triumphantly produced thin jackets out of the bundles they had brought, saying God had recommended them, claiming they were light but would keep us far warmer that the layers I was wearing. I said I did not want to experiment on myself, given how cold the place was where we would go. Dragon and Dameon layered up clothes as I had done, but Ana shrugged, abandoned her overshirt and pulled on the thin jacket.
The false lighting in the city showed late afternoon as we made our way back down to Sector C, accompanied by the androne, which I was trying for Ana’s sake to remember to call Hendon. At the last minute Dragon had asked Tash if she wanted to come, but the Speci girl had refused, saying she feared the elevating machines; she was more than content to sit and watch the screen. She had been fascinated from the first by the vision screen showing the desert, and I wondered now if this was because it was her first untrammelled view of the world.
‘Do you think she will truly be all right alone there?’ I asked Dragon as we endured the long descent in the lift that would bring us to the frozen level where Miryum lay.
‘She said she must get used to it for she had discovered that she was alone when she least thought it,’ Dragon said, looking puzzled.
Dameon said that what Tash had been feeling was a perfectly natural sorrow for the loss of a world of values and traditions that she had obeyed and honoured. As always, his calmness calmed me, and I thought it was no wonder Rushton had always valued him so highly as a counsellor. Then I wondered if he dreamed much of Rushton, and if he had seen him on the slave block. Fleetingly, I thought of the wariness and caution in Rushton’s eyes as he retreated beneath the selling platform, his stillness in the shadows under it. What had it been that had so terrified the slaver and his audience?
Be safe, my love, I thought.
‘It will pass,’ Ana said.
‘True sorrows do not pass like clouds or inclement weather,’ Dameon said softly, gravely, and all of us looked at him then, into his gentle, serious face, his grave blind eyes that saw more than any seeing eyes ever saw of matters of the heart and spirit. He was lit by the soft diffuse blue light that Ana had asked God to provide in the elevating chamber and in all elevating chambers we used in future. ‘Sorrows are absorbed over time, and you reshape yourself around them. How you absorb them makes you what you are, for good or ill. I think the only true and right way is to take our sorrows into us bravely and wholly, knowing they will hurt, and accepting that sometimes pain is unavoidable. It is when grief is suppressed or hidden that it does harm.’
There was such calm grief in his words that I curst Balboa to the depths of my soul for winning such a heart and then betraying it.
‘Like me,’ Dragon said, unexpectedly. ‘I couldn’t bear remembering my mother’s death and so I hid it from myself. That was cowardly and it ended up swallowing me . . . until you came to find me, Elspeth. You brought me out just as you will bring Miryum out of her sleep.’
The shining love and absolute trust in her face in that moment, in that close proximity with all of them watching me, almost undid me. How could I ever measure up to such radiant faith, knowing as I did that I had to enter her memories, no matter what it cost. It was a relief when Dameon spoke, drawing their eyes.
‘Dear child, you have been anything but cowardly in your life,’ he told Dragon. ‘You have endured such sorrow as a little child as would have crushed most adults. And you did not hide the knowledge of your mother’s savage death from yourself. Kella said it many times and so did the futuretellers; you encysted the memory carefully, because while you could not face it as a child, you always intended to face it. You were wise enough to know you were too young then, and one day, you did dare it. It was a brave and dangerous thing to do, and it is only because you are who and what you are to us all that Elspeth went into your dreams to find you, risking herself. Risking all she is and must do.’
I noticed then the shining blue-lit tears running down Ana’s expressionless face, and I thought Dameon was right. Our sorrows did truly shape us.
‘Level C,’ God announced, as the elevating chamber came to rest.
The doors slid open with a sibilant hiss and we stepped out into the freezing darkness, sending the wraiths of mist into slow spirals above the pallid blotches on the dark shining floor. Knowing the blotches were human beings locked in cryopods and frozen, I felt a shudder of revulsion, but the others moved out into the vast space as I had done the first time, not noticing much else. The androne’s light, extinguished in the elevating chamber after Ana asked God to light it, now flowed out in a bright wedge, whitening the coiling vapours and turning them opaque.
‘Ye gods it is truly icy here,’ Dameon muttered. ‘I am glad you warned us to wear heavy clothing. Yet even so we still won’t manage to stay down here for hours.’
‘I feel cold on the legs and face but my body is quite warm,’ Ana said, obnoxiously. She caught my expression and laughed at herself shamefacedly, but the laugh faded almost at once, for this was not the sort of place for laughter.
Dragon said nothing. Ever brave as she seemed to be in the ghostly houses and dwellings of the Beforetimers, she was already moving out into the misty dark, looking for the cryopods. And it was she who first realised, even as I had done, what the blotches on the floor were. Seeing her look down and then drop to her knees, Ana remembered what I had said and hastened to kneel over another blotch, scrubbing at the shining floor.
‘It is glass but it is so cold there must be ice under it,’ she muttered. Then, ‘I can’t make out the faces.’
‘The androne can use its headlight,’ I said.
‘I have a better idea,’ Ana said, and raised her voice to ask God to fill the chamber with a soft warm light.
I was about to suggest she be more specific when the cavernous chamber glowed to life with a reddish light that showed me once again that Ana more correctly gauged the capacity of the computermachine than I did. She was already peering down at the face under the floor. Dragon had turned back when soft light flooded the chamber and she said in a soft but carrying voice that there must be hundreds of people lying here.
‘I wonder why they are under the floor?’ Dameon said.
‘Because they are sick,’ I said. ‘To keep anyone from accidentally coming into contact with them until God can get the information it needs from a govamen computermachine to heal them.’
‘How long must they have been lying here?’ Ana said.
‘We will never know, unless they wake, and imagine how it would be to be one of them, waking to this world,’ Dameon murmured.
My thoughts shifted to Hannah, who had ensured that God would allow me to come here. Had she known Miryum would be here, or was it simply that she had arranged for me to go anywhere, including such restricted places as Sector C? And how had she finessed such permissions in the first place, if she was only regarded as a guest user? Was it because she had known Kelver Rhonin? That news had not surprised me, but it was intriguing to imagine how much she might have told him of her own affairs, and why. And why had she come to Pellmar Quadrants at all? Was it only, as Jacob had said in his journal, that she had been interested in the project? I could imagine that a woman who had set up a secret refuge for Misfits and who had some visions of a terrible holocaust might be interested in a place aimed at rescuing survivors.
Moving deeper into the chamber, it suddenly struck me forcibly that it was almost identical to the one Miryum had taken me to, inside the sorcerer’s keep in her spirit dream. This might mean she had been awake long enough to glimpse it before being installed in one of the cryopods. But would that be done here? Wasn’t it more likely that she would be put into a cryopod in a place such as the resurrection chamber, and then brought here? But then it struck me that the shaft she had jumped down carrying my cat form was a perfect dream reflection of the long elevating chamber ride. If she had been already prepared for a cryopod with a tiny device planted in her wrist striving to render her unconscious or open to the cryopod mechanism, she might still at that point have been fighting sleep coercively. Another possibility was that she had been dreamtravelling and had seen some of what had been done with her body.
‘How do we find her?’ Ana asked suddenly.
‘God must tell us that,’ I said, and then more loudly, ‘God, what is the exact location of Technician Miryum?’ It seemed wise to speak of her in that way right from the start.
‘That data is unknown,’ God answered, and this time its voice came from all around us rather than from the lips of the androne.
‘What do you mean?’ I asked sharply. ‘How could you not know where she is?’
‘Unit B androne, which Technician Ana has designated Hendon, placed the specimen in a cryopod in Sector C after preliminary examination and healing, and following implantation and activation of a Hertz-Kraagan device in the Galon Institute in accordance with its program,’ God said. ‘Because Unit B had been operating on its own initiative while beyond my range when it acquired the woman now identified as Miryum, I was not aware that its organics had been damaged. Later routine maintenance revealed the damage and its cause; the androne had been unable to travel over tainted ground as swiftly as its program required to avoid damage, because this would have endangered the injured specimen it had salvaged. The operational command for speed over tainted terrain was subordinate to the prime command to maintain and facilitate the life of any and all humans. The damage sustained by the unit corrupted its memory bank, so that much of its journey and some of what followed leading up to the maintenance was lost.’
‘You are saying it forgot where it put her?’ Ana asked incredulously, while I was still trying to work out what the androne had said.
‘The damage which resulted in the erasure of data could be called forgetting,’ answered God. ‘It was after this incident and because of it that the search radius of the andrones was modified to prevent movement over contaminated areas that might result in further corruption of data.’
‘This must be when Hendon forgot being in Northport with Kelver Rhonin!’ Ana said, glancing at me.
We gazed around the vast chamber in dismay. ‘It would take us forever to open all of these to find her,’ I said. ‘And how do we get to the cryopods, let alone open them?’
‘No cryopod in Sector C may be opened here. Those to be opened must be removed to a sealed cell in the resurrection laboratory. There the inhabitant can be identified by having its implant scanned. But no anomaly can be released from cryosleep until they are able to be healed.’
‘We will have to bring up these cryopods one by one, since Hendon can’t possibly carry more than one,’ Ana said. ‘That will take days or weeks or months. Depending on our luck.’
‘I believe I will be able to identify her here,’ Dameon said gently.
I stared at him. ‘How?’
‘I think I could feel her if I get close enough,’ the empath said. ‘As it is, I can feel a multitude of emotions, all oddly muffled and all from people unknown to me. These must be the feelings of the sleepers. I believe I will recognise Miryum’s emotions when I am closer to her.’
‘But how can any of these people be feeling anything if they are asleep?’ Dragon asked, as I began to lead Dameon over the rows of cloudy faces under the floor.
‘Those that dream, feel,’ Dameon said. ‘And we know that Miryum is dreaming. Now hush, little one.’
We moved ever deeper into the red-tinged mist, silent but for the padding of our soft, thick-soled Beforetime boots on the hard floor as we wove back and forth. After a time, Dameon began to shiver with cold, as did I. Even warmly clad, we could not stay here much longer, I knew. In truth we ought probably to leave and come back when we had warmed up, but when I tried to say so to Dameon, he shook his head.
‘Hush, dear one, let me do this thing I alone can do.’
It was more than an hour later and I was beyond cold when Dameon found Miryum.
Ana and Dragon had gone back up to the residence to check on Ahmedri’s progress, and to keep Tash company. There had been some difficulty when I asked the androne to escort them up, for it had been unable to leave us. But after some argument, God agreed to let them go up alone because, as Ana pointed out, as long as they did not get out of the elevating chamber on the way up, technically they were not in classified space.
The androne remained with us, standing by the elevating chamber, unmoved by the cold. From time to time, I had shut myself in the elevating chamber to get warm, but Dameon had refused to take a break, insisting he was being kept warm by searching. I had forborne to point out that I had walked alongside him the whole time and had been chilled to the bone, because he was clearly determined not to stop until he had found the coercer.
When Dameon stopped at last, I had been walking beside him and I was so stupid with cold that I assumed he meant to admit defeat. But he only said thickly, ‘She is here.’
The cold was nothing to me then. I let go of his arm and knelt beside the pale blotch at his feet. It was an indistinct face, no different from any of the other blotches. I looked up into the empath’s pale, composed face and asked, ‘What do you feel from her?’
‘Fear,’ Dameon said, grimacing. ‘Impatience and desperation. Sorrow.’
I thought of the golden giantess with her winged crown, and wondered what was happening in Miryum’s inner dream. I remembered suddenly that she had told me of a Guanette bird that had told her a blind prince would come to wake her. I had thought it mere dream gibberish but here was blind Dameon, whom Miky and Angina had once transformed into a prince, locating the coercer when no one else had been able to do so. Had Atthis sent this image as a message of reassurance to the coercer, lying in her profound sleep? Or was it that Miryum herself had experienced a futuretelling dream and reconfigured it to fit her visiondream.
Heart hammering with hope and trepidation, I laid my hands flat on the icy surface above the indistinct face and closed my eyes the better to concentrate. I formed a probe shaped to Miryum’s mind, and then I reached down through the floor of glass and the cryopod and into the sleeper within it. To my disappointment, but with not much surprise, I could barely detect the pulse of a life, let alone identify it.
I opened my eyes. ‘It is no use, Dameon, I can’t reach her,’ I said. ‘I can’t even feel it is her. Maybe if I could touch her. Since you can at least feel her, could you try to empathise to her?’ I asked, standing up.
‘I will try,’ he said, slurring his words a little. ‘What shall I send?’
‘Hope, courage, warmth.’
He nodded and I helped him to take my place, laying down my tunic for him to kneel on, and setting his hands on the floor over Miryum’s face. He did not close his eyes. For him, the gesture would have been pointless. But he grew very still and intent. I watched with bated breath, until suddenly, Dameon gave a cry and fell like a stone onto the hard, cold floor.




‘When will he wake?’ Dragon asked, looking at me with the woebegone face of a child.
I gazed down at Dameon’s still, beloved face, the freckles standing out starkly against his pale skin, and did not know what to say.
‘Do not fear for him,’ Ana told us both firmly, having decided against going to the surface when God alerted them to what had happened. ‘God says he fainted from overlong exertion in the cold, and she had no reason to lie, nor any capacity, I think. Once he has had a good sleep, he will wake.’
I was less sure of that, but there was no point in worrying the others. I smiled reassuringly at Dragon, who had said she would sit with him, telling her to come and find me, or one of the others, when she needed a break. Back in the main chamber Ana offered to heat me a bowl of soup, saying it would warm me from the inside out. I accepted and she gave me a sharp look as she bustled about the kitchen.
‘What is it you fear?’
I sighed. ‘That Miryum lashed out at Dameon. She is very powerful.’
‘She would never harm him.’
‘If she recognised him and did not cast him as an enemy in her dream,’ I said.
‘You will know better when he wakes,’ Ana said in her brusque kindly way. ‘Better now to do what can be done, and concentrate on our trip. I need to know once and for all if the supplies we have been amassing need to last us only to Northport and back, or if we will travel on from there.’
‘I have to speak to Ahmedri and Miryum before I can know what we will do after leaving Northport. But maybe you can prepare supplies for a long trip, since we will need them either way.’
‘What of the map you asked God to make?’ Ana asked.
‘It would have been ready, but I asked for something more. You will recall that Ahmedri took it upon himself to draw a rough map as we passed out of the known lands?’
She nodded.
‘I told God I want it to take that into account as well, and I asked it to include any knowledge it could cull from the andrones’ memory of trips beyond its reach, before it limited their range. Then I spoke to it of the Red Land and the Land and the Norselands, so that it can include them as well. I am hoping Ahmedri will still have the maps he made of our journey here, so that God can include those as well.’
‘It will be the most accurate map of the world that exists,’ Ana said. Her face lit up. ‘I will ask God to make one for Ahmedri as well as for us. We can make a parting gift of it.’
‘That is a fine thought,’ I said, though it saddened me deeply to think that even though we would be reunited with the tribesman, we must all too soon be parted, and likely this time forever. Somehow I had forgotten that we would have to part. Strange now to remember that I had so disliked him to begin with, or that he had been so stiff and coldly furious with me.
Yet in spite of the heavy knowledge of the partings that lay ahead of us, and Miryum’s deadly sickness, despite Dameon’s unconsciousness and knowing nothing of the fate of Maruman and the other beasts, or of Gavyn, for the first time since waking in Midland I felt truly purposeful. We had been trapped for many months, some of that time in enforced sleep and some of it in Habitat, and now we were in Midland – not prisoners exactly, but somehow caught up here, too. Not all journeys were physical, of course. I had come very far in my journey of knowledge during my enforced stay in Pellmar Quadrants. I had learned much of Hannah and Jacob, and there was Cassandra’s key waiting for me at Northport, not to mention whatever knowledge lay within the minds of Miryum and Dragon. I had learned that Sentinel was in the same land as Eden and that both lay in Gadfian land, and now Ahmedri was to be restored to us, with whatever knowledge he could offer.
But sooner or later I must come to Sentinel and there was no doubt in my mind that it would be a hard journey, and a long one, and I was impatient to be moving.
I thought of Ana’s absurd notion of using a glide and realised that, without my wishing or willing it, the thought had taken root in my mind. Yet I said nothing of it aloud for fear of inciting another passionate argument from Ana. For there were many obstacles to the plan, despite God’s all-too-ready answers. For one I wanted to know what had become of Kelver Rhonin, whose plan it had first been, before I decided anything. I would wait until we had reached Northport and had finally claimed Cassandra’s key before I made up my mind. But no matter what we found, we would reconnect the settlement of Northport with Midland before we left, if it was possible, in case we stumbled on a govamen terminal further in our journey and could use it to reach out to other computermachines. I had no thought of being capable of managing such a thing, but fired with zeal to free the sleepers and the Speci in Habitat, and to heal those people lying frozen in Sector C, Ana was determined to manage it, should the possibility arise.
She came back with her own bowl of soup and called out to Tash to join us when she was done. The Speci girl was kneading bread, and turned her head to say composedly that she would wait and eat with Dragon. Ana shrugged and asked what I planned to do about Miryum, once God had her brought up to the resurrection chamber in the Galon Institute.
‘If you commanded God to begin her resurrection this second,’ she went on, ‘it would be completed by tomorrow night, but she would not be able to move easily or speak for some time. And what about the sickness she carries?’
‘She will not be infectious for some time,’ I said. ‘But I mean to enter her mind before I ask God to resurrect her, draw her from her dreamvision, if she is still locked inside it, and speak to her.’
‘You will tell her of the sickness she carries?’
‘First I must discover what part she is to play in my quest, if she knows it. Then I will ask her about Straaka’s bones, for Ahmedri’s sake. Only after these things will I speak of the sickness.’
‘If she can answer you while she is in cryosleep, maybe you need not resurrect her at all,’ Ana said.
‘She might have to wake in order to uncouple Straaka’s spirit from hers, though it may be that he has already freed himself,’ I said. ‘In truth, I think she will choose to be woken for a time, given it may be long ere she can be wakened safely again.’ If, I thought, but did not say.
‘What if the part she is to play in your quest is not a thing to be told but a deed to do?’
I sighed. ‘Then we will have to think how she can travel safely with us. I mean so that you and the others who go with us will be safe.’
Ana looked thoughtful. ‘You know when Dragon and I were looking through the enormous storage God directed us to, I saw plast suits that God said had been created to protect Beforetime scientists from infected things. I had thought of taking some of them, if we had to cross poisonous terrain. If Miryum wore one of those, her infection ought to be trapped inside it and there would be no need for her to remove it, for the suits can deal somehow with waste and a person wearing it can even eat and drink.’
‘That is useful to know,’ I said. ‘But my hope is that we need not take her with us, for once the sickness begins to develop, she may suffer terribly.’ I was thinking of Domick and the thought sapped my appetite. Pushing away the remainder of my soup, I stood up, saying I would go and see how Ahmedri was getting on, then sit with Dameon so that Dragon could come and eat. Ana hastily spooned up the last of her soup saying she would go with me. I asked Tash to join us, but she answered composedly that she would heat some soup for herself and Dragon.
Troubled by her growing withdrawal, I told myself that Dragon would come to me if her friend were truly distressed. I forgot all of my apprehensions when we entered the room where the screen sat, for it now showed the distant outline of buildings on the horizon beyond low sand dunes glowing white and almost without shadow.
‘That must be Midland!’ Ana said. ‘They are almost here!’
We sat in the two seats facing the table upon which the screen sat, and watched for a time in silence. Then Ana asked God if the settlement we could see was Midland. When God confirmed it, she looked over her shoulder and said to me, ‘It’s just that I can’t see any sign of the wall about Habitat.’
I realised she was right, for it ought to have been well and truly visible rising above the settlement clustered about the edges of Habitat, and I wondered if the wall was being cloaked by some device.
‘It is very strange to think we are seeing Midland for the first time from the outside, though we are within it,’ Ana said. ‘I wish we could go up and wait with Swallow. It looks like day and night out there, but it is not true day or night, and somehow my body knows it. It smells wrong and it feels wrong. I long for sunlight that has heat in it, and a wind that blows sand hard enough to scour my face.’
‘I would like to go up myself, but I need to tend to Dameon and Miryum. You could go up. God will direct you.’
‘I am afraid if I go up now, I will not be able to make myself come back down, and somehow until we can all go up, it would feel like a betrayal to go just because I desire it.’ She gave me a look that told me she was referring to Dragon.
‘It may be that we will regret the loss of the comforts here, once we are travelling again,’ I said.
That made her laugh. ‘You are right at that, for I already regret the loss of the cooking boxes and water that flows hot and cold into a bowl or in a warm waterfall onto my head, and the privies that are a wonder and a mystery.’ Ana got to her feet. ‘Is there aught you want doing? Otherwise maybe I will go back to the storage and do some more rummaging.’
‘In fact, there is, and you can do it while you rummage,’ I said. I told her about the missing memory seed. ‘I am hoping the sword and our other things are with Ahmedri but I had the memory seed on me when I was taken captive. It is the key to the Sentinel complex and so vital to my quest that I ought to have been looking for it all along. Now that I let myself think about it, I think I have delayed looking because it is such a tiny thing and truly I fear it might be impossible to find. It seems likely to me that God would have destroyed the clothes I wore.’
‘Even if the clothes were rags, God would not have destroyed them,’ Ana said triumphantly. ‘God told me that it was one of the philosophies of the Beforetimers that they wasted nothing. All non-perishable human artefacts are transferred to Incidental Storage G in readiness for recycling. The clothes are likely there. Of course there will be a vast mass of them, but if the memory seed is there, I swear I will find it. If it is not there, we simply have to go back to your so-called rescue and see what else might have been done with it. I can do that with God’s help, for her memory is such that she might even remember it.’
‘But wouldn’t it have been the androne that captured us that would remember?’
‘Of course, but when an androne’s memories are full, God takes them into herself so the androne will have space to remember more things, and also, to keep them safe in case something happens to it. So all that they do and see becomes part of her memory.’
She had spoken yet again of God as a she but I had ceased to feel the need to correct her. What did it matter if she spoke of God and the androne as if they were living beings if it meant she interacted with both of them better than any of us? That might be why Dell had done the same, I remembered, as had many at Oldhaven.
After she had gone, I turned my thoughts to the other thing I had been avoiding, the problem of what was to happen to Tash.
I had come up with a plan that would keep her from being put into a cryopod or into Habitat as a null. But it was a delicate matter and would want some finessing.
I decided now was as good a moment as any and I began by asking God outright, for the first time, if there were any circumstances under which it would release Tash into my care and allow her to leave Pellmar Quadrants with me. God answered unhesitatingly that only a message from the govamen could free the Speci from its care. It was no less than I had expected so I asked calmly what it had planned for her then. God answered that information was still being gathered via the tag and other external data-collection sources in order to ascertain if Specimen Tash was a special anomaly or an ordinary specimen. Once this had been established, she would either be put into a cryopod and stored until such time as the govamen authorised her release, or she would be eventually returned to Habitat.
Having confirmed what I suspected, I planted my carefully constructed seed. ‘God, tell me more about your need for human interaction.’ I knew what I wanted to know, but I needed to draw the knowledge to the front of God’s mind.
‘The Ines program, upon which the God programme is built, is specifically designed for human interaction, which it requires for correct functionality. User Hannah discovered the failure of Prime User Kelver Rhonin to prepare a compensatory addendum in case of an event that deprived me of all human contact. Her research and mine revealed that this lack had resulted in a slight deviation in my programming that would increase exponentially over time. User Hannah input that awakening the rescued specimens in Habitat would save them from the flawed cryopods and provide human interaction, enabling correction of the deviation.’
‘I suppose Hannah measured the deviation after Habitat was finished and full of resurrected people?’
‘Yes, User Seeker,’ God said. ‘It was found that the deviation had corrected itself.’
‘And have you tested for deviation since User Hannah died, for it might well be that the correction resulted from your interaction with her.’
‘My program has not been evaluated since User Hannah expired because she input that interaction with the specimens in Habitat would serve as a constant corrective force.’
‘I am not sure that does serve,’ I said. ‘As far as I can see, the Speci in Habitat do not actually interact with you. They offer up wish-prayers that you fulfil, and you listen to their interactions with one another. That is not true speech such as we are having now, or such as you have been having with my technicians or with Speci Tash. At best it can be called a limited communication, and it may be that you have deviated because of it. I want you to list all mistakes and errors made since Hannah died.’
‘A research paradigm will need to be designed before it can be deployed,’ God said bafflingly. ‘This will take twenty hours, unless all secondary and tertiary functions are set to sleep.’
‘That is not necessary,’ I said, having no idea what a search paradigm was. ‘Just begin to search as soon as possible.’
I knew what I had asked would mean God must examine hundreds of years of material, but I also knew that a computermachine had the ability to do such things with impossible speed, while doing many other things simultaneously. In truth, I had no idea if what I had suggested to God was true, but Garth had told me once that computers made mistakes because the data they received from humans was flawed. I had thought at the time that it was more likely that computermachines could never be perfect because they were created by humans who were flawed. Either way, a computermachine must make mistakes. Once God had listed the mistakes it had made, I would weave them into an argument that they were the result of a lack of true companionship. Hannah had argued along these lines to get God to create Habitat, and given what it had just said, God had taken this in at a deep level, so I need only build on that reasoning to bring God to the conclusion that it needed a live and responsive human to talk to, if it was to fulfil its purpose efficiently. Tash was the only human that would be available to it. I suspected the fact that God had not yet made up its mind about whether she was a special anomaly would work in our favour, since it could keep her awake and aware as she was now, presumably for however long it took to decide. And how was it ever to decide she was an empath when being a machine meant she could never affect it.
It was a cruel solution to leave Tash alone in Midland as a sort of nanny and companion to God, but I could not see any other way out of our dilemma. I had made some attempt to discover how we might get the tag off her, and had learned it would be impossible to remove whatever had been put inside her without causing harm. At least awake she would be able to go up into the sun and she would have God for company. In time, if we could find a govamen computermachine, she would be released along with the rest of the Speci, and perhaps it would be her task to lead them out of Habitat and to tell them the truth of their captivity. I could almost imagine it.
Of course, it might even be that, given the choice of sleeping in a cryopod and staying in Midland alone, Tash would choose sleep, and she must be permitted that choice. Yet it might be that she had already chosen, hence her gradual withdrawal into self-sufficiency.
I rose and made my way quietly through the main chamber where Dragon and Tash were talking softly over the remnants of their meal, slipping into the second passage at the end of which was the chamber where Dameon lay. He was as still and pale as before, and I could not find his mind when I strove for it.
I sat in the chair beside his bed and made myself comfortable before taking his hand in mine. I locked our hands firmly together by interlacing his long limp fingers with mine and closed my eyes, leaning forward to lay my head on our joined hands. Then I released the weariness I had been holding in a coercive net – husbanding it for this moment. It flowed through me and I sank into sleep effortlessly. I had only to exert enough energy to shield my awareness to avoid being absorbed by dreams as I sank through the layers of my mind.
Once I could see the silver ribbon of the mindstream below me, I positioned myself so that the pull to merge with it equalled the rise to consciousness, and then I willed a thread of the stream to me. Taking the tendril that answered my summons, I rose again to consciousness, and then transcended it, allowing the tendril to spill matter from the mindstream through me and take spirit form. I inhabited it and opened its eyes, thereby transferring my consciousness to it.
Having slipped my flesh, I was aware of it and I looked down with distant tenderness and gratitude on the dull brown shape that carried my spirit so faithfully. Then I shifted my attention to Dameon’s shape and saw that, just as I had expected, his body lay brown and dull as a stone, bereft of its spirit. I looked about him until I found the silvery thread that connected any living spirit to its flesh, and rather than merely following it, I entered it and willed myself along it. I kept myself severely shielded, for the spirit cord was saturated with Dameon’s essence, and despite our true and deep friendship, he had always guarded his spirit and his essence with formidable barriers. For all his rich ability to empathise, he had shown little of his deepest self and I meant to respect his reticence. But I had never been good at emotional shielding, so I felt the sadness in him, and once again cursed Balboa.
As I had guessed, the link led me to Miryum’s body, which lay in the place where Dameon had found her, though the icy blue of the floor was green about her form, which I guessed meant that God was exerting some force to free her so that she could be brought up to the resurrection chamber as I had requested. Her body was not the grey of dead matter, but the brown of healthy flesh, which was reassuring, but once again there was no overlaying spirit. I was still within Dameon’s silver cord and I let it guide me into Miryum.
I was kneeling on a dark desert, the wind lifting great veils of sand and spinning them into the starless sky. There was no moon but a glaring white light fell sideways onto the snow-white fur of the enormous handsome cat sitting beside me, its ears cocked alertly. There was no source of light, and yet light shone.
I tried to stand and realised I was once again cat formed. The white cat turned to look at me with its calm silvery eyes and a shiver of recognition ran through me.
‘Dameon?’ I said, coming close.
‘Elspeth,’ the white cat said, reaching its nose out to touch mine. ‘I was trying to empathise to Miryum and then . . . I was here in this form. I think this is Miryum’s mind.’
‘Her imagining,’ I said. ‘I should have realised the danger when I asked you to empathise to her. She was always so strong and she learned much from Straaka and with him. Your body is safe, lying in a bed, and I am sitting beside you. At least my body is.’
‘You dreamtravelled to find me?’ Dameon asked, his fur fluffing visibly with interest.
‘I guessed what had happened as soon as I reached for your mind and could not feel it after you passed out. Have you seen her?’
‘I saw a giant Miryum,’ Dameon said. ‘I wanted to speak with her, but I have not managed to get her attention. She is amassing an army. She brings them and then vanishes and appears later with another.’
I looked in the direction he had indicated and saw a great crowd of people; some were people, though with queer additions, like horns from their brow, or many arms. Some were winged and others covered in fur. Beasts there were, too. Closest to us, a white bear and two enormous apes such as Fian had once shown me in a Beforetime book, orange and wild and big bellied, were sitting on their haunches. Other beasts too, four footed or standing up on two legs, and enormous birds as well; a moose with a fantastic rack of antlers and a panther black as night lay beside a black-slashed tyger. The latter gave me a start because it was the form taken most often by Maruman. But its eyes were not his eyes and it wore a golden torc about its neck, as did the panther, and every other creature when I looked.
‘She is creating them,’ I said, but even as I spoke, I felt that was wrong. Something niggled at my mind and made me reach for the weight of the black sword. Drawing on dark spirit strength I willed myself to see better, and then I saw that all of the humans and half humans and beasts were overlaid by shining human spirit-forms.
I said incredulously, ‘They are the spirits of the other sleepers in the cryopods. She has been drawing their spirits into her imagining, even as she drew yours.’
‘There,’ Dameon said.
I looked and saw the voluptuous giantess Miryum, with her long black tresses flowing from under a filigree cap of gold from which small wings were fashioned to rise from each temple. As before, Miryum wore a short tunic of shimmering gold belted at the waist, and her arms and legs and feet were bare. With her was a magnificent black horse that reminded me of Gahltha, save that it had golden wings. It folded them as she spoke to it, but suddenly there was a storm of chittering and the strange non-light dimmed and both she and the winged horse looked up. I looked up too, and saw the same cloud of black rhenlings I had seen rise up from the place where the sorcerer Malik had stood when I had last entered Miryum’s dreaming spirit. They coalesced atop the wall of the keep that rose up beyond the strange army, reassembling to take the shape of a man, who moved quickly out of sight.
‘He has returned,’ Miryum bellowed and I cringed at the loudness of her voice. She lifted her hands and in each was a small curving dagger. Every creature had turned to look at her. ‘Now you must attack the keep. I have failed to slay the sorcerer. He is too strong for me so I must enter it in secret and slay my enchanted love. I cannot suffer him to live like this. He must be freed.’
‘Guilt,’ Dameon murmured. ‘She is sending out waves of sorrow and guilt. There is no anger at all.’
‘The enchanted love is Straaka,’ I said, though I had told him it before.
I began to groom my pelt to help me think.
In order to free Dragon from the dream, which had already gone through many cycles when I entered her mind, I had needed to travel through it with her until I found the weak place within it. In Dragon’s case, it was that she had chosen to let herself die with her mother, and when I had intervened to save her, I had broken the dream. It was curious that both Dragon’s and Miryum’s dreams concerned a guilt that was undeserved. Dragon had only been guilty of witnessing the death of her mother and of living, of course. Miryum was guilt-ridden because Straaka had died saving her, and that was muddled up with the guilt she felt for preventing him from returning to his home and for having never spoken of her love to him. Regret and sorrow and guilt had led her to weave a passionate binding of their spirits, which at first had given them joy. But later, when Miryum was trapped in sleep, she had realised with horror that she could not free Straaka in that state, and so he was trapped as well. I did not know how many hundreds of times she had dreamed this dream, nor did I know the pattern or resolution of the dream, having visited it only fleetingly once before, and obviously at a point before Miryum had begun to amass her army of sleepers. What happened to them when a dream cycle ended, I wondered?
I went to the nearest beast, a man with great black horns spiralling up from his brow and enormous shining hooves like those of a greathorse. ‘How came you here? Who are you?’ I asked.
He looked down at me with the slotted eyes of a goat. ‘The warrior queen summoned me from death as she has done each time she fails to slay the sorcerer who keeps her beloved trapped in enchanted sleep. She wakes us, not to win any battle, but to distract the sorcerer so that she can find her beloved and kill him in order to free his soul, then she will take her own life.’
So that was the dream cycle. I frowned. Unlike the people in Dragon’s dream, these so-called warriors were the spirits of real people, just as Rushton’s spirit and mine had been real within Dragon’s coma dream. What happened to them when a dream cycle ended, I wondered? Given what the beastman had told me, their spirits were released, until Miryum entered the next cycle and summoned them again. Being real spirits, they remembered. So what would it take to break the dream cycle this time? Had Miryum to defeat the dream Malik? Or must she waken Straaka instead of killing him? Or had she simply not to kill herself after slaying him?
Leaving the beastman, I went back and asked these questions of Dameon, who listened while grooming his tail. He finished before answering, sat up neatly and said it seemed to him that Malik represented the unassailable wrong Miryum felt she had done in binding Straaka’s spirit to hers, and thereby trapping him. She could not defeat him because she could not forgive herself for a wrong that she was powerless to repair.
I thought he was right, and when I said so, Dameon purred at my praise and said he had done quite a lot of dream counselling with the futuretellers over the years and so he had a good eye for the true meaning of dream symbols.
‘What would you advise?’ I asked with a humility the form I was in found difficult to express; my tail began to coil and lash, announcing its disapproval.
‘Miryum is guilty of nothing more than the slow realisation of love,’ Dameon said. ‘Her binding of his soul to hers was an act of passionate impulse, and from what you say it brought them joy to begin with. Miryum is not responsible for them both being trapped now, but she believes she is guilty of harming him and she cannot face that. I would guess that she has been unable to defeat Malik because he is elusive. He turns into malevolent rhenlings and flies away when she tries to fight him. Therefore she must face him.’
I nodded, though the cat form resisted the movement. I licked my paw and washed my ears to soothe it, thinking hard all the while. ‘If she must face him, then I must find some way to bring him to her. Can you go with her when she creeps into the keep and ensure she does not kill Straaka? Tell her that you have some power that will let you wake Straaka, and that the Guanette bird sent you to help him.’
‘You know I will not be able to exert any power over a dream figure,’ Dameon warned.
‘It does not matter. It is only a way to stop her completing the dream cycle. Stay her hand for as long as you can. I will need some time.’
Dameon rose and wound his elegant way through the strange army to where Miryum stood on the knoll with the winged horse. I did not hear the words he spoke, but Miryum held out her arms and the white cat leapt into them. She roared a command for the army to attack the front of the castle, and then set off at a run.
The moment she was out of sight, I ran to the horned beastman and bade him take me to the front of the army. I held the black sword in my mind as I spoke to him and in a short time, I had coerced not only him, but a number of the other spirits into believing I was an ally of the warrior queen come to do battle with the sorcerer on her behalf. It was not difficult. Being unconscious spirit-forms, they had no true clear will of their own and when I commanded them to form a semicircle facing the gate to the keep, they obeyed at once. The rest followed docilely, but it was an effort to hold them back when Malik appeared at the gates. This had happened too many times before and they knew he was their enemy. But bending to my spirit-charged will, the army allowed me to approach Malik alone. He radiated such a rage of malevolence that my fur stood on end, and I had to yowl to release a coiling tension that bade me fly at him and claw out his eyes.
I had to remind myself that this was not the real Malik who had tortured me, for he had died long since. This was the Malik of Miryum’s memories, the man who had truly caused Straaka’s death, and yet was still only a creation of Miryum’s mind, and no more real than the Ariel I had once encountered and vanquished in Rushton’s deepest mind. This Malik could be destroyed, if I chose. But something else was required here. I bade the beasts stay back and moved lightly forward until Malik was sneering down at me.
This close, I could see that his form had been brutishly assembled, shaped for sneering and loathing, but the eyes were blank. Miryum had not exerted any subtlety in his making because no one was meant to come so close to him. It had not been necessary. I exerted my will as Malik lashed out at me, deflecting his blade so that it flew harmlessly to one side.
‘You are not guilty of anything but of inspiring and feeling great love,’ I said.
He cursed me and struck out again very violently, and then again, and each time I used the power of the black sword to prevent his blade reaching me.
‘You did not harm Straaka deliberately,’ I said. ‘He chose to save you because he loved you. He loves you still, and he does not blame you for what happened. He is trapped because you are trapped. He wishes to free you even as you would free him. Let me help you and we can free you both.’ I said these words softly, over and over, speaking not to Malik but to Miryum’s rage and self-loathing. Malik slashed and slashed in a frenzy and then, quite suddenly, all strength and fire flowed out of him and the madness and loathing in his face faded. His hands fell to his sides and the sword slipped from his fingers. Tears ran down his cheeks and they were golden.
‘I cannot,’ he said, and the tone was not Malik’s but Miryum’s. This made it easier to overcome my loathing and coil about his legs, nudging him comfortingly and giving him my scent in pity and sympathy. I bade him carry me and he bent down and took me up gently into his arms. ‘Come. Let us go in,’ I said, and he turned and stumbled into the keep. ‘Carry me to the chamber where the sleeping prince lies,’ I told him, and he did.
The way was only a simple repetition of halls and stairs, and there was no elevating chamber shaft or doors. I recognised nothing until we came to the section of the passage wall that was transparent. Beyond the glass lay the same lit room I had seen when Miryum carried me here, full of computermachines and other Beforetime devices. Two metallic guards were still talking to one another, but now I saw that they were not men but andrones, and that they were not talking nor feeding pipes to one another, but performing what must be some sort of repair. Miryum must have glimpsed it when she had been brought to Midland.
Beyond lay the end of the passage, which opened to the chamber full of coffin-like metal cases with rounded ends, each resting atop a little low plinth. This bore no resemblance to the cavernous chilly chamber in which the coercer truly lay, and so it was purely imaginary. Over to one side, I saw Miryum with Dameon crouched on her shoulder. They were gazing down at a case, and I guessed that somehow, during the dream, Miryum had allowed herself to discover the case in which Straaka lay. Of course it was not the real Straaka. Any more than Malik was the real Malik.
Miryum turned at the sound of her name, and seeing Malik, her face darkened and two short curved daggers appeared in her hands. But there was fear in her eyes and shock, too, and when she lifted her sword, the point over the case trembled.
‘You will not keep his soul imprisoned any longer, monster!’ Miryum roared, and on her shoulder, Dameon’s feline ears flattened to his skull.
‘There is a way,’ I said.
Her eyes fell to me and widened. ‘Betrayer! You served the sorcerer all along?’
‘I came to help you, even as the white cat did,’ I said, willing Malik to move slowly and carefully towards her. ‘I have defeated the sorcerer. See, he is unarmed and does my bidding. I have learned that this is not his true form. Let me show his true face to you.’
‘No!’ Miryum cried, and there was real horror on her face.
I exerted my will, and to my astonishment, Malik did not become Miryum, but Straaka!
‘You will not let me go,’ he said. ‘You have gladly held me captive.’
Miryum gave a high, wild scream of pure anguish.
At the same moment, a segment of the case sprang open and I was close enough to see Straaka lying dead in it, a terrible wound open in his chest. It was how he had looked in the White Valley, and all at once I understood that Miryum had not wanted to release the tribesman’s soul – Straaka had said as much when he had told her that she must sever them so that she could find a living person to love. She had tried, but in her essence, she had been gladdened that they could not be parted. The shame of this had caused her mind to fold in on itself, resulting in this strange dream in which she had enacted, over and over, her attempt and her failure to free Straaka. But I had misjudged the dream badly, because even now that Miryum had been forced to face her shame, the dream did not break, and worse, she lifted the sword to drive it into Straaka.
To my horror, Dameon leapt down from her shoulder onto the tribesman’s chest and lay down directly under the terrible point of the blade, lifting his head to gaze into the tribesman’s handsome ebony face.
In that moment, I was utterly stunned to see Straaka’s eyes open and they were Straaka’s eyes. Miryum gasped and the sword fell from her fingers as she backed away in shock and incredulity.
‘Do not be afraid, my ravek,’ Straaka said.
And then the dream shattered, flinging me away. I flew through a hundred broken visions. Matthew, running along a street with a lit torch; Erit crouched over a dog that lay bleeding from a slash along its flank; Rushton lying on blankets on the ground under a red sky, tossing and turning, his face wet with sweat, a beast looming over him, its jaws wide; Jak gazing at a pool of shining water; Mouse lying on a bed with Sabatien weeping over him; Sover gazing at them both with pity; Maruman curled asleep on a rooftop, the little owl Fey beside him, eyes open wide; Maryon taking a tiny red-haired child from the arms of a beaming Freya; Rolf taking a laughing Iriny in his arms.




‘Elspeth?’
I did not want to open my eyes. My head felt as if someone had been running around the inside of my skull and my mouth was so dry that my tongue lay in it like a wad of cloth.
‘Elspeth, my dear, wake else I will give way to a powerful desire to bite your ear.’
That startled me awake. I sat up abruptly and groaned as I straightened my head. I had a terrible crick in my neck for I had been lying with my head on the side of Dameon’s bed. He was leaning on his elbow and grinning at me. ‘That was an astounding and fascinating experience,’ he said. ‘I assume it was not just a dream. I mean, I was inside Miryum’s dream and then you were there as well. And we were both cats?’
‘You were a very dignified and beautiful white cat,’ I said, gingerly turning my head left and then right, massaging my neck.
‘Straaka was within her dream too,’ Dameon said, wonderingly. ‘When the case opened and I saw him lying there dead, I grieved for him. I used empathy to reach into him, striving for his life when I was on Miryum’s shoulder and I felt a flicker of response. I recognised that he was not as the other creatures in the dream, which were all chimeras, but a true spirit as I was and as you and Miryum were. I leapt onto him and used the contact to make empathic contact with his spirit.’
‘That was why I could not find him on the dreamtrails guarding Miryum’s sleeping spirit, I said. ‘He had actually gone into her dream. She didn’t even know. It was only your making him open his eyes that let her see that it was truly Straaka’s spirit, that let her see he did not blame her for binding his spirit to her life. She would have known at once that the only way he got into her visiondream was to will himself there. That he had willingly entered and trapped himself in her distorted imagining, where he would die over and over, without waking, showed her how much he loved her. For why else would he submit himself to that if not for love? That is what broke the dream.’
‘He loved her very deeply, I felt that,’ Dameon said, and his face was sad and stern. ‘Well, what now?’
‘I will wait until my head stops ringing and then I will go and see how Ahmedri is progressing. Miryum may have been moved into the resurrection chamber already – I do not know how long we have been dreaming together.’
‘Why do you suppose she made me a cat?’ Dameon asked.
‘She made me one, too. Maybe she is fond of them,’ I said. ‘Or maybe it is because of Maruman . . .’
‘Well, it was interesting to have a tail that had a life of its own and fur that stood on end whenever I was alarmed. Like having hair with a mind of its own. But how could Miryum know how it is to be a cat?’
It was a good question and one I had pondered before, without coming to a conclusion. ‘The dreamtrails are mysterious,’ I said finally. ‘Much happens upon them that cannot be explained in the words and terms of the real waking world.’ I examined his face closely. ‘Do you truly feel all right?’
He nodded rather absently and then said he was hungry. Throwing the blankets off he grimaced at his rumpled clothes, saying he would bathe and change them, but first he would come with me to find out what was happening to Ahmedri.
Dragon and Tash were asleep, I saw, as we passed their door, and there was no sign of Ana as we made our way through the main chamber. I got a fright to find the screen was now blank and dark, but God answered my alarmed question in the same calm, serene tone, saying that Ahmedri had some time ago entered the area around Midland infused with a force that repelled the horde of flying mutants, and that this force disrupted the connection between it and the andrones. ‘I do not much like being blind,’ I said, unthinkingly.
‘There are times when it irks me as well,’ Dameon said, but he was smiling wryly when I turned to him in dismay. He said, ‘It is funny how swiftly we become accustomed even to complex and strange things, and then feel the lack of them when they are not there. If you think about it, it was only yesterday you figured out how to see through the eyes of the androne, and already we take it for granted.’
‘It is easy to get used to things that serve you and ease your way,’ I said thoughtfully, thinking I had become so accustomed to strange things that I might be a very different person indeed than the girl I had been when I had first been sent to Obernewtyn. Truly we were what life made of us.
Only when we entered the main chamber did I remember I had been waiting for Miryum to be bought up from the lower levels of Midland to the resurrection chamber in the Galon Institute. I asked God where she was and learned that the cryopod containing her sleeping form was even now being installed in a chamber that would be able to be sealed when she became infectious.
‘Do you wish me to begin the resurrection process immediately?’ God asked. Its tone was devoid of feeling and yet I was aware that it must have heard enough of our talk to deduct that I was ambivalent about waking Miryum. At the same time, it struck me that it had offered no obstacle.
Did that mean it did regard Miryum as one of my assistants, or was it willing to wake her simply because she could be restored to sleep at any moment? Or was it simply that Hannah had told it that my quest was to be set above all other matters? Certainly it would have heard enough to deduce that Miryum had an important part to play in my quest.
The door opened and Ana came staggering in, half buried under a pile of things. Seeing Dameon, she dropped them unceremoniously and came at once to embrace him, telling him fervently that she was glad he had woken with his wits intact. He answered with amusement that he was glad of it too, though being a cat had certainly proven a salutary experience.
Ana was struck dumb, which had him bursting out laughing, and as he explained himself, I thought that he seemed at last to have thrown off his heavy gloom over the loss of Balboa. He made a lively tale of our adventure in Miryum’s dream and when Dragon and Tash entered, having been awakened by our voices, even Tash laughed in delight at his talk of cats and warriors and sorcerers, saying there had been stories about such things on the tabyls and she had loved them.
I offered to heat Ahmedri the last of the soup and Tash said shyly that she had made a proper welcome feast in anticipation of Ahmedri’s arrival, and with our leave, she would lay it out. We all set about preparing the welcome feast. As we worked, Dragon begged Dameon to retell the first part of the story, for she and Tash had missed it. He obeyed and his description of his feelings and experiences as a cat caused them much amazement and hilarity. He was describing the agreeable if startling feeling of having a tail to swish when Ana led me away to the pile of things she had left on a bench.
‘I forgot in all the excitement to say that I went to Incidental Storage G in readiness and God directed me to Hannah’s things,’ she said softly, so as not to interrupt Dameon’s story. ‘You were right about it cleaning this residence. Kelver Rhonin’s things were there too.’
‘What did Hannah leave?’ I asked.
‘Not much, truly,’ she warned. ‘Some scribings and a few other bits and pieces, as well as a good walking stick. They are all here, but I will have to dig them out. You should have seen what else was there – a vast strange collection of things, mostly taken from people who were rescued. I asked God about the memory seed. She knew at once what I meant but she said there were millions of them in Midland alone. But seeing all the possessions of all those people rescued by the andrones, it suddenly occurred to me that the androne that brought us in might have brought in our things as well. At least some of them. So I had the idea of asking about my . . . your bow and arrow because there can’t be millions of them, and I described some of the other things, too. God has Hendon looking right now.’
My head was spinning. ‘If all of the things from the camp in the desert are here . . . that would be such a boon,’ I said.
She laughed. ‘I knew it would please you. Of course he still has to find it, Hendon I mean.’
‘If he had not done so by tomorrow, I will go there to this storage,’ I said. ‘I’d like to have a look at the things Kelver Rhonin left as well.’
‘You know it is an odd thing but God asked if I wanted the belongings of Hannah Obernewtyn. Do you suppose they bonded ere the end after all? Garth said it was Beforetime tradition for the woman to take the man’s name.’ Ana asked rather wistfully.
‘God spoke of her by that name to me as well,’ I said. ‘I think that Garth has been right all along. Hannah did love Jacob as he loved her.’
Ana beamed at me, then she pounced on something in the pile. ‘Now this will be useful,’ she said, taking up a small black plast band. ‘Remember God spoke of being able to locate Kelver Rhonin with a golator. Well these are small ones. I brought back one for each of us, as well as a few spare ones.’ She fastened the black band around her wrist and held it out to admire it.
‘What is their use to us?’ I asked.
‘They have many uses,’ Ana said with authority. ‘They let us communicate with God the whole time we are within her range. You just talk at it. That means we can speak to her even when we are outside buildings. It also means she can enable us to speak to one another, almost as if we were farseekers.’
I was about to say I was a farseeker, until it occurred to me that the device might not have the limitations of Talent, so that we could communicate with one another between the surface and under the earth. Also, it meant that the others could speak to me, without having to wait until I contacted them.
I allowed Ana to fasten one on my own wrist, thinking the bands would also mean that God could hear us constantly, but I suspected Ana would not find this a matter of concern. It had not occurred to her that although a computermachine would hear anything we said impartially and unemotionally, it would still absorb our words as information and perhaps act on them, especially if there was something in those words that interfered with the commands it had been given by its maker. Ana went on to say that the golators would let us find one another, too, even if we were not speaking, so long as we wore them and were within a reasonable distance of one another. Their range would be greater while we were within the reach of God’s power. I asked how they were powered, and she said it was the motion of a living person that powered the little devices somehow.
‘Hold yours close to mine,’ she told me. I obeyed and she put her mouth close to her own device and spoke a few soft words. I was startled to hear God’s voice coming from the little device in a whisper. I could not hear its words, but Ana nodded unconsciously before carefully pressing a button on the side of both devices.
‘Now they will know one another,’ she said. ‘If you don’t smash them, it seems they will just go on and on working forever.’
I shook my wrist, feeling the little device as a slight irritation, but no doubt I would become used to it, though I would like it better once we had left Midland and God could no longer listen to us. ‘So how do I find you?’
‘You use this little dial to tell the golator who you want to find. You see the colours around it, and there is a little arrow on the side of the dial. If you want to know where I am, you turn the arrow to my colour and then press it in. I have made myself yellow. Look!’ Triumphantly she showed me the front of the smooth device where two pricks of light appeared close together. One was white and one was yellow. ‘The white is you. Now watch.’ Ana moved apart from me and I was fascinated to see the lights move minutely away from one another. ‘God says everyone wore them in the Beforetime, and people always knew where their friends or lovers or children were. Or at least they could find them when they needed them. That’s how Kelver Rhonin has one.’
‘But you said they were powered by a living body, and Kelver Rhonin must be long dead, no matter what he did after leaving Northport, so how could another golator find his, and would it work from above?’
‘God said we can use a large golator that is not worn on the wrist – it is a more complex and powerful device that can pick up even a powerless golator, as long as it is close enough to it. God is going to fix one so that it will recognise Kelver Rhonin’s golator.’ Her face changed as she took in my words. ‘You are thinking of the glide . . .’
I had forgotten her quickness, but Dragon chose that moment to come and insist we admire the bread Tash had just taken from the cooking box. Smelling the lovely familiar yeasty smell rising from four golden loaves of new-baked bread, I had a sudden vivid memory of Kella teaching Matthew how to bake bread at the safe house in Sutrium, before the slavers had carried him off. Then I thought of seeing Rushton lying asleep, a beast leaning over him, and then of the brief vision I had experienced after the breaking of Miryum’s dream of Matthew running through a dark street with a torch. All glimpses, all too short for me to say which had been memories and which dream gibberish.
Ana was asked to slice the hot bread and said it ought to stand a little first. As they bade Dameon decide if it should be cut at once or after a time, my thoughts shifted to the little glimpse I had of Rolf taking Iriny into his arms. I hoped that, at least, was true, but was it really possible Ceirwan and Freya had borne a child already? They had only begun to speak of bonding when I had been there last, but perhaps there had been more between them than I had guessed. Well, the birth of any child was rare enough that it would be a cause for joy, and since Freya was an enhancer, it was like to make everyone dote on the child.
This led me to think of Lidge, the Misfit baby who had bound Gilaine and a number of other mismatched Talented Misfits to him by coerced love.
Tash interrupted my thoughts to ask diffidently if I would like to try some jam she had made from preserved plums, for it went well with the bread Ana was now slicing, so I gathered she had lost the battle. I accepted the little pot, taking a slice of bread and spreading it with jam. Biting into it, I told her indistinctly that she had certainly mastered the art of making food taste good, and she smiled and thanked me with a little flush of pleasure. I wished I might break through the wall of reserve she had thrown up and tell her what I was trying to achieve, but I did not want to speak of it aloud, and her mind had turned out to be naturally shielded. In any case, it was better not to speak of anything until I was sure it was possible. Once I was sure God would allow her to remain awake, I would get her up on the surface by some pretext and then, remembering to set aside my golator, I would ask her what she wanted to do.
Seeing me glance from Tash to the device, Ana said softly when the girl had moved away that she would not offer golators to the others just yet, because they would not work on Tash, and it would remind her that God regarded her differently from the rest of us. I thought Tash knew very well how God regarded her, but I asked why a golator would not work on her if it worked on us.
‘The implant,’ Ana said softly. ‘It would interfere with the golator because it serves the same purpose. I know it because yesterday when Dragon and I were coming back from seeing Miryum, and wondering where Tash was, God said she could tell us because the implant meant she would always know her location.’ Suddenly Ana froze, her eyes going beyond me, and I turned to see what had startled her to silence.
There at the end of the passage stood Swallow, looking weary and filthy but also triumphant. Beside him stood a tall, lean Ahmedri in ragged clothes. Aside from the scar and the shock of white in his hair, the tribesman’s dark, handsome face was otherwise little changed. But his threadbare clothing revealed an emaciated body covered in long-healed scars.
‘Ahmedri!’ I gasped, getting to my feet.
‘It is good to see you, Elspeth Gordie,’ the tribesman said in his deep resonant voice. ‘Swallow told me it seemed to him four turns of the moon since I went to search for water, but I must tell you at once that it has been nineteen turnings of the moon since last we spoke.’
I felt as if he had hit me in the stomach, for it meant God had held us in sleep for over a year!
Ahmedri went on. ‘Forgive me, I see that is a shock to you, and we have much to speak about, but Swallow told me of these sleep pods where you were laid by the machine men. The andrones. He said my brother’s woman lies in one among many, and cannot be located, and also that her mind is lost in a dream of madness that she cannot break. It is hard and strange to hear such things as these, but I would see the place where she lies.’
‘I have better news than Swallow gave you,’ I said. ‘Dameon found Miryum by using his empathy and then he and I entered her dream and broke it.’ I hesitated, suddenly remembering the Endrax virus and trying to think of how to speak of it, but Swallow caught my eye and nodded gravely, signifying that he had told the tribesman of the sickness. Ahmedri had not mentioned it, perhaps because his care was all for his brother’s spirit, though he had sworn an oath to care about Miryum for Straaka’s sake. Had he forgotten?
‘It will take some time for her to wake from such a long sleep, and longer still for her to be able to move and talk,’ Ana said, unselfconsciously taking the tribesman’s big scarred hands in hers. Beyond them, I caught a complex fleeting look cross Swallow’s face, and wondered if he was so indifferent to her as I had always supposed.
‘But Elspeth can talk to her mind as soon as she wakes,’ Dragon said and gave the big Sadorian a fierce hug, telling him she was very glad he was not dead. I wondered uneasily what God made of Dragon’s words, and if it would regard me differently or try to capture me and put me in a cryopod if I said outright that I had the powers that would cause it to regard me as a special anomaly.
Ahmedri laughed. ‘I am glad of it too, little one. It is good to see all of you,’ he added, and his eyes ran over us, but came back to rest on Ana again, and then he seemed to me to examine her face searchingly before saying, ‘You all look well.’
‘What happened to your face?’ Ana asked, reaching out to touch his scar lightly and then the white blaze in his hair.
‘A desert beast clawed me,’ he said indifferently. ‘A foul thing that burrows through the sand as a snake through water, so that you do not see it coming. A mutation. But I will not speak of it now. It is part of a longer tale, and though I have heard some of yours from Swallow, I require a full and proper telling.’ He looked at me again. ‘But you will want to know about the others. I do not know where any of them are, not even Darga and Falada, who were with me when I left you.’
‘You must eat before anything else,’ I said, worried by his thinness. ‘Unless you want to bathe and sleep and eat before talking further?’
He smiled. ‘It is good of you to ask when you must hunger for details, but what I hunger for right now is some of the bread I can smell and some water, if there is no ferment to be had.’
Dragon led a shyly smiling Tash forward, saying, ‘There is no ferment, but I bet Tash could make some. It is she who made the bread. She helped us in Habitat and we brought her out with us because the others would have killed her otherwise. And Ana said you will take her back to Obernewtyn when you have got Straaka’s bones, on your way to Sador to bury them.’
Ahmedri bowed over Tash’s hand. ‘Swallow has told me of you, child. I think it is because of you that my friends are safe.’
Tash smiled shyly. ‘It is because of them that I am safe,’ she said softly.
Ana gave me an apologetic look but happily the other girl was so entranced by the tall, exotic-looking tribesman that she seemed not to have heard Dragon’s words about her going to the Land. Then Dragon told him that quite aside from bread, Tash had prepared a whole feast to welcome him.
‘Then I would be glad to eat though I fear I will devour it like a starving wolf after all this time with no company other than beasts.’
Tash said that she did not know what a wolf was but that she would love to eat with beasts for company.
‘Oh, wait until you see Maruman, and Gahltha! Oh and Rasial!’ Dragon cried.
Tash gave Dragon a grave, tender smile, and I suddenly felt sure they had discussed what might happen to her at length, and Tash had seen what Dragon did not – that God would not allow her to leave Midland. Yet she must at least be permitted to go up to the surface, even if she had to remain within Midland. I would think on how to ensure that. The thought that she would remain here in the darkness for some unknown length of time, perhaps forever, could not be borne. Any other person would have railed at the unfairness, but being Speci had taught Tash obedience and passivity, so she had learned to accept what must be. If she were to be put to sleep, even nullified, she would accept that too.
I resolved to find out that night what God had learned from its mistakes, and whether I could use that knowledge to win Tash a measure of freedom.
Once he had been given a piled plate of food and a mug of water, there being no ferment, Ahmedri ate hungrily for some time, then over a second plate, bowing gracefully to the earnest pleading of Ana and Dragon, he told us his story in between occasional bites. His tale, while long, was not dull, for Ahmedri had a compelling way of relating his story. It was a gift all Sadorians shared because the tribes, eschewing scribing, remembered things from the past by telling and retelling until their stories achieved the resonance and rhythm of song.
‘I returned to our camp following the long night of the sandstorm, having found neither water nor any sign of the mysterious stone trees that were meant to lead us to Jacob’s dream city,’ he began. ‘It was empty of life. All of you had vanished without leaving any tracks. Nor did any of the other beasts remain, not even the she-wolf Descantra, who had been wounded and unconscious when I left. But there were a muddle of paw and hoof prints leading away to the north. The only other tracks were the enormous and very strange tracks of a single person, leading east.
‘I decided the tracks must belong to one of the shining beings we had heard about, which the wolves call efari, and that it had taken all of you but none of the animals.’ Ahmedri added that although this was his theory, he had been unable to imagine how we had been taken captive, for there were no tracks other than those of what he now knew to be an androne nor any wheel tracks or sled marks to suggest we had been taken away in a vehicle. He had remained that night and all the next day, hoping the beasts would return, for there was a remote possibility that we had ridden on horseback, though the tracks did not support that theory. He had not lit a fire, wanting to save the little fuel he had for cooking, and he thought himself fortunate in that decision, for the next night, a great long cloudy column of rhenlings passed high overhead, and because he showed no light, they did not swoop down to attack him.
‘At that time I regretted that I had no fire, for then I believed the rhenlings feared light, and that fire would protect me. In fact all light causes the creatures, and indeed all mutants, pain, but it is more complex than that they simply fear it. They fear and utterly shun sunlight and the light of a full bright moon. But any lesser light, though loathsome to them, makes them wroth if they are swarming and come upon it. If they can, they attack it. In truth they will throw themselves into it and quench it at the cost of their own lives once they are swarming. But I leap ahead of myself. That first night in the empty camp, I felt only that I had been a fool not to have a fire ready.’
The following day, Darga and Falada tried to track the beasts. Ahmedri set off after sunrise, travelling in the direction of the footprints of the efari, the three of them planning to rejoin one another the following day. The marks left by the androne had been faint, often vanishing altogether, for time had passed and the sand did not long hold prints, but he went always in the same direction. ‘When you are desert-born, there is no reason not to go directly to your destination where there is no obstacle to make you change direction, and so it was with my quarry. I came again and then again to the footprints and always and ever the trail led straight on.
‘Ironically, at late afternoon on that first day after I left the camp, I found the water I had searched so hard for but had somehow missed. A small oasis. I decided to make camp there for a night, for there was food that could be foraged. Foolishly, after bathing and slaking my thirst, I fell asleep. I had misjudged my exhaustion and failed to fix my mind on a time to wake, so I slept until I woke naturally. It was dark, even the stars were blacked out by cloud and I hastened to light a fire. It had only just caught when rhenlings swarmed. I guessed they had a roosting place close by, for they were low and close to the ground when they appeared, as if they had just emerged from a crack or rift.’ The tribesman’s face was serene but I saw that his fists were clenched and the knuckles bloodless. ‘They were on me almost at once. Pure instinct had me dive into the water and immerse myself save for my nose and eyes and my knife hand. They did not like the water but they knew I was there and they attacked over and over before finally giving up and flying away. Even so, I did not dare come out until it was dawn, lest they be lurking nearby. I dragged myself from the water and slept like a stone, only taking the time to ready the fire to be relit at a moment’s notice. I thought the fire had been too small to drive them off, just being lit. Untended, it had long since gone out, which was just as well because the wood would otherwise have been wasted. Unfortunately, I had been scratched or maybe it was something in the water . . . The scratches became swiftly inflamed and I felt the beginnings of fever as I set the fire anew. I just had wits enough about me to slather the bites with a salve I carry before I sank into a black stupor and dreamed many strange dreams, sometimes waking to see queer visions.’
There had been moments of clarity, Ahmedri said, and in one of them, feeling icy cold, he had groped for something to cover himself and found the light silver plast blanket I had brought down from the observing house in the mountains. I stopped him to ask if he had got it from our abandoned camp and he said that there had been a few things left, mostly covered over with sand, and he had brought them with him. I wanted to ask about the stone sword but I held my tongue, not wanting to interrupt the tale more than I had done, and also feeling he would have said if he had brought the heavy stone sword with him.
Despite its strange light stiffness, he went on, the silver blanket kept him remarkably warm, and when he woke at last, he was no more than pleasantly warm, though it was midday and blazing hot. Later he realised the silver blanket had some sort of heat blocking power, as well as the ability to keep it in. Still fevered, he had draw in his singed head and slipped back to sleep.
This time he dreamed of Straaka.
‘My brother came to me and told me that death was my shadow now. All ways led to death, he said, but one. He bade me turn more easterly, saying there was a settlement there where I would be safe and could recover from the poisons that coursed through me. There was water, and though it was not without danger, he would show me where to bide. I asked if I could not go directly to the place where his woman lay imprisoned in sleep, but he said it was too far and I was very ill. I asked about the rest of you and he said you had been taken there as well but if I sought you out at once, I would travel too slowly and perish from lack of food and water, if the rhenlings did not kill me first. I must go where he bade me go, if I had ever loved him and thought of him as my brother.’
Here Ahmedri fell silent for a time, and what else Straaka had said, he did not tell, only that when he woke, he was no longer fevered, only dreadfully weak. He was thin too, and had the uneasy feeling days had passed. He thought luck had been with him again, for the rhenlings had not come and attacked while he was helpless.
‘The truth is that what saved me was the fact that I did not light a fire save on that one disastrous night at the oasis, and that I slept so heavily and deeply and used the silver blanket for warmth every night as I travelled in the direction my brother had bidden me go. For aside from being drawn to any light less than full moonlight, the rhenlings are very sensitive to body heat. It is the chief way they find prey, other than by sound,’ he said. ‘Idiot’s luck, Jakoby calls it.’
‘It may be that the swarm he saw the first night was bound for Habitat,’ Swallow said. ‘Ana says that the sound we heard is in part too high for humans to hear, but it travels very far, and it is this that draws the rhenlings.’
‘Perhaps,’ Ahmedri said, smiling a little. ‘I have learned there is very much that I did not know when I thought myself so knowledgeable in Sador. It has so shattered my certainty that I fear I am inclined to think now that almost everything I know is but the smallest part of the great deal I do not know.’
Ana laughed, but Swallow only looked somewhat sour.
‘Go on!’ Dragon begged.
Ahmedri did, saying that it had taken him many days to reach the settlement his brother had told him about, for he could travel no more than an hour or so before having to rest. He soon ran out of water, but in a dream his brother came again to tell him that one of the devices he carried had the ability to create water.’
‘What device?’ I asked, but Ana spoke too, saying eagerly that she knew which device he meant, for when she had been searching the storage in Midland for useful devices, God had suggested a waterbox. Locating it, she had immediately recognised it as identical to one of the devices Swallow had brought down from the observing house in the mountains. It produced a very little amount at any one time, no more than a cup every two hours. Ahmedri nodded, saying that was exactly it, and that it worked best at night. So though he had water, he was in a constant torment of thirst, yet it was enough to keep him from dying. He spent hours at a time lying under the silver blanket, sleeping for the most part, but twice he saw the rhenlings, once a great terrifying swarm of them that had blotted out a sliver of waxing moon – and once a smaller swarm that had passed very close, as they swooped on a seep of water he had left not more than an hour before. The Sadorians called such a seep a lick, he explained courteously, when Dameon asked. He had seen the seep from afar because it glowed and he had feared it was tainted until he came close enough to see it was seething with the same little shining insects we had seen in the mountains and in the graag. Draining water through cloth, he had remembered how the great concentration of them in the midst of the graag had prevented the creatures approaching.
And so had he begun to build his knowledge of the rhenlings.
Twice throughout his journey, the scratches on his hand flared up again, though never so severely as the first time, but each time he was forced to lie shivering and sweating for hours under the silver blanket, drifting in and out of sleep. He was sustained by the few gulps of water the Beforetime device provided and by some dried berries he had got from tiny plants in the oasis, which was all he could stomach. He had the remnants of our supplies in the one pack he had found, but in truth it was difficult for him to eat and his weakness increased.
By the time he saw the unmistakable outline of Beforetime buildings in the distance, and knew he had reached the settlement described by his brother, he was virtually starving and barely capable of sensible thought. Only fear of the rhenlings kept him moving, because that day, the sky clouded over darkly and whatever moon there was would be completely hidden.
‘I saw them rising from a distance, glancing back,’ he said. ‘A great boiling cloud of them coming right for me and I was on a flat sandy plain rather than half hidden in the dunes. I knew that if I did not find cover very quickly they would have me. I threw down my burdens, knowing I could return for them later, and began to stumble along as quickly as I could.
‘It was then that I realised a wolf was loping along beside me.’
‘A wolf?’ I asked, startled. ‘Was it Descantra?’
Before he could answer, God spoke. ‘User Seeker, Anomaly Miryum is waking.’
‘What?’ I rose, dismayed, dimly registering Ahmedri’s look of astonishment at hearing a voice coming from nowhere. ‘I did not bid you resurrect her!’
‘As your mind broke the sleep imposed by the cryopod, so did the mind of the woman, Miryum,’ God said. ‘Medication was increased, but the cryosleep was broken. The anomaly must be fully resurrected before she can safely be returned to cryosleep.’
‘God, what of the sickness she carries?’ Ana asked.
‘It has become active, Technician Ana, but the anomaly will be returned to cryosleep before then,’ God said.
‘Are you so sure of that?’ I asked. ‘After all, I did not return to cryosleep. You had to have the andrones put me in Habitat. It will be the same with this anomaly. But I believe Hannah gave you some instruction about her.’ This was a wild guess, but perhaps Hannah had enabled me to go into the special storage because she had foreseen Miryum would be there, and would need help to wake so that she could serve my quest.
‘User Hannah said User Seeker must be given all possible aid within the parameters of my programming, in order that she can complete her mission,’ God said.
‘Then I think you know from our conversations, God, that my quest requires some information held by the woman you are calling Anomaly Miryum. I think your programming will allow you to let her wake even if she is an anomaly.’
‘All anomalies may be removed from cryopods for investigation and gathering of data,’ God said. ‘Anomaly Miryum can be permitted to remain conscious until she expires if you wish, User Seeker. But she must be sealed within a biohazard unit before the Endrax virus becomes contagious, in accordance with Safety Protocol Fourteen.’
I breathed a sigh of relief and turned to Dameon. ‘It must have been us. Somehow by shattering her dream we roused her so successfully that she was able to use coercion to break the cryosleep.’
‘She will know nothing of her sickness, nor how weak she will be when she wakes,’ Dameon warned.
‘I know it,’ I said. ‘Nor will she have any idea of how long she has been asleep. I had better go now and try to reach her mind; prepare her somewhat, if I can, before she becomes conscious.’
‘I will go with you,’ Dameon said, rising.
Ahmedri rose too and said he must go with us. I wanted to tell the tribesman to rest, for there was nothing he could do until Miryum woke. But one look at his face told me he would not be dissuaded. Bidding the others remain when they would have come, I departed with the two men, Dameon holding my elbow lightly, for the way was not yet familiar to him. As we passed through the streets of a city falling into false dusk, I explained succinctly what sort of state Miryum would be in and told Ahmedri everything God had told me about the Endrax virus. I had been somewhat alarmed about his scratches, but seeming to divine this, he looked at his wrist and said he had certainly not been bitten. He hardly seemed to notice our surroundings, and he did not wonder at all how it could be dusk beneath the ground, but maybe Swallow had told him some of it.
‘My brother’s woman could be saved if this computermachine could reach out to another computermachine?’ he asked at last.
‘It would have to be a govamen computermachine,’ I said, and then explained how we meant to repair the connection between Midland and Northport so that, if we did find a govamen computer, we could reach out to God and connect it to the store of information it needed to concoct a cure, not just for Miryum but for all the sleepers who had been infected with the same sickness, or with others that could be cured. Dameon added that such a connection would also enable God to release all of the people in Habitat.
‘I am hoping that you will take all of this information to Dell in Oldhaven and to Garth at Obernewtyn and even to Norseland where our dreams tell us they have unearthed a computermachine, in the hope that one of them is a govamen computermachine, and can be made to work.’
‘That would take time,’ Ahmedri said slowly. ‘Does she have that time?’
I explained my hope that Miryum would allow herself to be returned to cryosleep so that the sickness she carried would not progress to the infectious stage. That way she could sleep until a cure was found.
‘You would have her remain here in one of these cryopods?’ the tribesman asked.
‘If she will not, she will die of the sickness she carries in a month or so. I would not even have resurrected her, had I any say in it. I meant to enter her mind and speak to her to learn whatever it is that I need to know for my quest, then to offer her the choice. I hope she is only to tell me something. And of course I will ask her about Straaka’s body . . . his bones.’
Ahmedri nodded and fell silent, frowning to himself. After a time, Dameon asked him if the wolf that had run beside him as he approached the settlement had been the wounded female we had found injured just before the sandstorm.
‘It was a male, old and grizzled,’ Ahmedri answered. ‘Not one of Rheagor’s pack, from what I could tell. At first I feared it meant to attack me, but then I saw it was limping and I realised it was running from the rhenlings, too. All the while this was going through my mind, I was stumbling and staggering along, certain any minute the rhenlings would have their claws in my neck. Then I could hear them, feel the rush of wind from their wings, smell their reek. I thought we were dead, but somehow they did not attack before we reached the settlement and hurled ourselves into the first building with an open door. I slammed it and barricaded a broken window. Soon after a great cloud of rhenlings flew over us. At first I thought they were attacking, but they were too high. Through a crack I saw the air was thick with them. It seemed an age before the last of the column passed over us.
‘Gradually the sound faded completely. Only then did I look at the wolf, and it looked back at me. I thought it might attack me, for it was clearly starved, but it was as if there was a truce between us. It sat down and then stretched out, watching me all the while. I had no food or water to offer it, having thrown down my burdens the better to run, so there was nothing to do but wait out the night. I sat down very slowly by the wall, keeping my back to it and closing my hand around a rock. I had a knife at my belt, but I feared to draw it. I was afraid the wolf would attack if I made any movement that it interpreted as aggressive, then I feared it would attack if I fell asleep. Eventually I did sleep and when I woke, the wolf was lying by the door sleeping, too. I was so weary and wretched that I simply stretched out on the ground, thinking it could have me if it had the energy to eat me. I slept again, and when I woke, it was dawn and I was terribly thirsty. The wolf was sitting by the door. It looked at me. I opened the door and it ran out and vanished.
‘I thought I had seen the last of it and counted myself lucky. I went to the things I had let fall, drank the little water the waterbox had produced, and after a rest, carried everything back to the building where I had spent the night. It was not the building my brother had shown me, but I was too weak to look elsewhere yet. I rested again, and then gathered enough fuel for a tiny fire which I lit just outside the door, then, for the first time since we had parted, I cooked some food, and in doing so, remembered that we had cooked in the graag when there had been rhenlings all around us. The food had not roused them. By the time the food was ready, I found I could not eat. Another bout of sickness was almost upon me. It was dusk again, and looking out, I noticed the wolf standing on the other side of the fire looking at me.’ He laughed softly. ‘In that moment, I thought I would not mind if it made a meal of me.’
I glanced at Dameon, who was listening intently, his face full of compassion.
Ahmedri shook his head. ‘I was full of self-pity and half fevered again. I told myself I was a fool and had imagined Straaka speaking to me. Then I saw that the wolf’s tongue was lolling out and there was foam about its muzzle. I pitied it, and poured half of the water from the waterbox into a pan. I pushed it towards the wolf right on the threshold of the room. It looked at me for a long time before it came forward and drank. I pushed the food I could not stomach towards it and it ate that too, watching me the whole while with its glaring eyes. I felt a strange joy in seeing it drink. I think now that my greatest hunger was not for food or drink, but for companionship, though I had not then been alone for very long and had always preferred my own company.’
‘You are sure it was not one of Rheagor’s wolves?’ I asked.
He shrugged. ‘It was the same kind of wolf – what you have called Brildane – but while all of the wolves looked alike to begin with, by the time they left us, I had come to know all of them by sight and some by their manners. I had no memory of this one.’
He stopped, for we were approaching the entrance to the Galon Institute. The glass doors slid open smoothly and we crossed the dark, gleaming floor of the foyer to the elevating doors, which opened and I was pleased to see light flowing softly from it. We entered and I asked God to bring us to the level of the resurrection chamber. I felt a lightness that told me we were descending swiftly.
Dameon suggested Ahmedri go on with his story, and I guessed that he had empathised the tribesman’s fear, despite his impassive expression, and sought to distract him.
Perhaps he guessed it, for Ahmedri said, ‘I have become accustomed to these dead cities but I do not like them. Least of all do I like these metal boxes, which are too like the ones the people in the Land build to close the dead in, before they are laid in the ground. It is better the Sadorian way, to be laid in the ground as an offering to the earth.’
‘I prefer the gypsy way,’ Dameon murmured. He felt my puzzlement and explained. ‘When one of their number dies, they lay the dead in fine clothes on a bed of twigs in a high place and give them to the fire and to the air and sky. That is how I would like my body to be dealt with. I have lived enough of my life closed up in darkness.’
I shivered violently, and told myself it was not the edge of a premonition brushing me. I bade the tribesman go on with his story.
‘I went inside and the wolf followed. It went to the same place it had slept before and stretched out,’ he said. ‘I closed the door. I was very weary and ill and very cold for I had lost the silver blanket. It had fallen from the pack when I brought everything into the settlement. I lay down to sleep, but despite my weariness I was so cold it took a long while for me to drift off. I dreamed of rhenlings swarming and woke, stiff and thick-headed, hours later, to the sound of the rhenlings again. I knew it was nearing dawn and that meant the swarm was returning. I lay listening to it pass and gradually it came to me that I was no longer cold. There was warmth at my back. It was the wolf.’
He remained silent and I asked the question that had been burning in me since he began to tell his tale. ‘What happened to Darga and Falada?’
‘They did not rejoin me,’ he said, and there was sorrow in his eyes, and I realised he thought them dead.
‘What of Gavyn and Rasial?’
He frowned. ‘What do you mean?’
‘They followed you. Remember Gavyn wandered off the way you had gone, and Rasial went after him. I farsought you to tell you right before the sandstorm came, and you said you would search for them.’
‘Ah, I remember. It was long ago now, and in truth I was not sure if you said they had come after me, or meant to.’ He shook his head sorrowfully. ‘I never saw any sign of them.’
‘Rasial was resourceful,’ Dameon said, no doubt feeling the surge of sorrow I felt at the thought that the strange pair had died. ‘I do not think they are dead. I have dreamed of them. Of the joined creature they became in spirit-form.’
‘Dragon has dreamed of them, too,’ I remembered.
‘What of the wolf?’ Dameon asked.
The tribesman smiled. ‘It remained with me. It let me heal its wounds, eventually, and I saw they were claw marks very like to the ones on the she-wolf Descantra, now that I think on it. Perhaps they were attacked by the same creature. In any case I was very glad of its companionship in that dead and empty place. I tried to communicate with it but it did not know signal language. I would not say we became friends, but we were true companions. It took me some time to realise that the rhenlings had not killed us because something repels them from the buildings, and it was easier after that. They can overfly the settlement, but only at a great height. If they do not fly high enough, they sheer away as if they have come too close to flames. They would have caught us that first night, if not for that force.’
‘It must be the same force that covers Habitat, save when the red token is used,’ Dameon said.
At that moment, the elevating chamber slowed and then came to a halt and the door split and opened.




God’s voice announced that we had reached the level of the resurrection chamber. There was only one cryosleep bed where before there had been four, and from the corner of my eye I saw Dameon shiver slightly. No doubt he was remembering his own recent waking in this place.
Ahmedri reached the cryopod first, and gazed down at Miryum, who lay upon it swathed in white, still and pale as death. She was changed, in truth, and it was little wonder. She had endured much, by all accounts, since the time I had last seen her in the White Valley, moments after Straaka had thrown himself in the way of a soldierguard’s arrow. I glanced up at Ahmedri, wondering what he thought as he finally looked upon the woman he had once cast as a loathed nemesis, but though he did not take his eyes from the coercer, there was no expression on his face.
I looked back at Miryum. She was much leaner than I remembered, and while she had never been beautiful, there had always been courage and stubbornness in her face that gave it character; now that stolid stubbornness had been scoured back to reveal a yearning that might have always been part of her nature, hidden under sturdy pragmatism. Bared, it made her look noble.
She was badly scarred down one arm and leg and a little on her face. It looked like a burn scar on her arm, but there were bite marks over her shoulder and neck and on her face, close to her eye. There was another large scar on her thigh – a claw mark not dissimilar to the one on Ahmedri’s face, and I prayed that the tribesman was right, and he did not carry the same plague seeds that Miryum did. Certainly for all his thinness and scars, he did not look sick, but in its first and second phases, God had said the Endrax virus did not manifest as sickness at all.
‘How long will it be before she wakes?’ Ahmedri asked, and there was tension in his voice.
I knelt by Miryum’s head and asked God, deliberately speaking in my normal voice. God answered at once that she could be brought to full wakefulness immediately without harm, having brought herself so far by her own will, but it reminded me that she would still be unable to move or speak for some time.
‘Perhaps it would be better to let her wake naturally . . .’ Dameon began.
‘There is nothing natural about waking here,’ I said. ‘God, wake her now.’
‘It will still take some time,’ Dameon said, no doubt remembering his own experience. He suggested we make ourselves as comfortable as we could and allow Ahmedri to finish his story while we waited. I sat cross-legged beside the cryopod and Dameon sat with his back against it.
Ahmedri said he would stand for the moment. ‘There is not so much more to tell,’ he went on absently, his eyes straining forward. ‘Gradually I set up a proper camp in the settlement, in the place my brother had showed to me. I found a well and foraged for such fare as the desert can offer. Once I realised the settlement was safe from the rhenling horde, I explored, and it was soon clear to me that no one had ever lived there, strange as that seemed.’
This explained his lack of interest in Midland, I thought. He had explored his own city full of wonders, for surely that settlement had its own devices controlled by a computermachine, even if it was not one as complex as God appeared to be. But as Ahmedri continued he made no mention of computermachines or devices and I concluded that they had not been awakened. He had spent most of his time outdoors, roaming the desert around the settlement, foraging. Then one day, returning from the oasis, he noticed footprints that matched the great flat tracks in our camp. Some time later, he saw a figure moving across the desert, dazzling to look at in the sunlight, and became certain that we had been taken by an efari; which meant Miryum had been taken by one, too.
The next time he saw the efari was from the top of a building, where he had been harvesting the leaves of some useful plant he had found growing there. By the time he had climbed down, it had long gone, which told him it moved very quickly. The tracks were the same as those he had seen in the camp, and he had been certain it was searching the settlement systematically. From the other occasions on which he had seen it, it seemed to him it searched constantly as well, probably for travellers. He realised then that he had been very lucky not to have been spotted. He resolved to be more careful and wary when he moved about, and at the same time, he conceived a plan to track the efari back to its dwelling place, in the hope that it would lead him to us. The only danger would be the rhenlings, should they happen on him when he was out in the open. He thought the efari must be a man inside a silver suit and helm that offered protection from the rhenlings, whereas he possessed no such suit. He had prayed to dream of his brother again, that he might ask Straaka’s advice.
‘Maybe it was only ever a fever dream born of need and longing, for he did not come to me again,’ Ahmedri said. ‘Finally I was strong and healthy and impatient enough to come up with a plan, but it needed testing. I had found the silver blanket where I dropped it long since, and I had the idea of waiting until the horde that regularly passed at darkmoon had flown over, and then I took food and water and the blanket to the crack in the earth from which I had learned the rhenlings came, and dug a hole. I lay down and covered it with a silver blanket. It stretched stiff and light and unsagging over the hole. I scattered some sand over it to dim the brightness of its lustre, and then slipped into the space under it.
‘The rhenlings came and I watched through a crack as they approached the settlement and then sheered away before coming back to their lair. They passed within a hand’s breadth without noticing me.’
I was aghast at the risk he had taken, for if the creatures had detected him, he would have died swiftly and horribly.
‘I was elated at my success,’ Ahmedri went on. ‘But when I returned to my camp that night, for the first time, the wolf did not come. I had been unable to tell it my plan and perhaps it thought I had been caught and killed foraging. I waited a sevenday in the hope that it would return, but it did not, so I packed up and set off in the direction the efari had taken in leaving the settlement, and after some days, I came to another deserted settlement. I spent a great deal of time searching it, utterly convinced the efari had imprisoned you there as it had Straaka’s woman, otherwise you would have used your powers to contact me, but I found nothing except efari prints that suggested a single walker had passed through, even as it had passed through the settlement I had come from. I finally accepted that you were not in there and I told myself that I had been mad to follow the advice of a dream brother. I made up my mind to return to the other settlement in the hope that the wolf had returned and because I had made a place for myself there, and I knew where to find food and water. If I remained in this new settlement, I would have to begin again and what would it serve?
‘On the journey back to the first settlement, I made up my mind that I would set a trap and capture the next efari that came. Once it was helpless, I would demand to know where you had been taken and why. It was a mad notion because if the efari were Beforetimers, as I thought they surely must be, they would have weapons with which to vanquish me. In truth, it was all bluster and desperation, for by the time I reached the settlement, I was exhausted, and the fever, which recurred sometimes, though less and less frequently, was fully upon me. I barely made it into the building before I collapsed. I dreamed, not of my brother, but of a wolf, and when I woke, the wolf was lying beside me.’
‘It came back,’ I said softly.
The tribesman smiled at me. ‘It came back. Both the wolf and I took some time to recover, and then I prepared a light pack with food and water and the silver blanket, so that I could follow the efari immediately, when it next appeared. If the rhenlings came, I would simply lie down and pull the silver blanket over me until they flew on. But many months passed and there was no sign of an efari. I explored the settlement further and found lower levels and strange devices and many things that were interesting or strange to me, and the wolf remained, sometimes coming with me but always vanishing in the daylight to return at night, sometimes with food, which it shared with me. Three times it returned badly wounded, and once, I saw it fall unconscious outside the safe area right on dusk. I barely got to it and carried it back to safety before the rhenlings came. It limps still from one wound. Twice in all that time I found tracks that showed the efari had come through while I slept.
‘Then there came a day when I was returning to the settlement with some tiny bitter berries I had gone to fetch from a lick – it was a great distance to travel in daylight but my teeth had begun to rattle in my jaws. Also I had noticed the wolf’s limp had worsened, and the berries could be mixed in salve that would help us both. Far wiser to have made it a twoday journey, but my companion had been listless the day before and I was worried about leaving him alone when I could not explain what I meant to do. He trusted me, and I him, but we could not communicate even after all that time.
‘I was within sight of the settlement and the sun was westering when I noticed a flash of brightness on the other side of the city. I watched and saw it again and realised the efari must have come while I was away. I raced into the settlement, got the small pack I had prepared and set off after it. The wolf was nowhere to be seen, though he had been sleeping when I left, but he always sought out some deep dark place to lie in during the daylight hours. I had to follow the efari; indeed I had vowed it. So I left half the berries and some water and my large pack as a way of signalling that I would return.’
He had been pacing around the cryopod as he spoke, but when he stopped so abruptly, I turned to look at him and saw that he was gaping at the cryopod. I got up hastily and saw that Miryum had opened her eyes a slit. Remembering my own wakening, I bade God dim the light, but even so the coercer blinked and squinted.
‘Miryum, you are safe but don’t try to speak or move yet,’ I said aloud, for Ahmedri’s sake and God’s, though the latter must have a strong suspicion that I was a special anomaly. In that moment, I made the decision to speak of the matter to the computermachine the first chance I got.
‘Miryum?’ I said again, and this time, I farsought her at the same time.
The coercer’s eyes moved wildly this way and that before settling on me. I could tell from her panicked glances, and from my own memory of this state, that she was trying to speak and move and could not. I guessed, too, that she might not be able to see me clearly, and I asked God to dim the light still further and make it redder. As the chamber darkened and changed colour, she seemed at last to grow calm and I guessed Dameon was exerting his influence.
‘Guildmistress?’ she sent coercively, doubtfully.
I bit back a groan at the force of her mindvoice. ‘It is I, Elspeth Gordie,’ I told her, farseeking and farsending what I heard to both Dameon and Ahmedri. Dameon did nothing but the tribesman stiffened. I focused my attention on Miryum so as not to be distracted by the reactions of my companions, for I knew she might not be able to think clearly for long. ‘Are you in pain?’
‘What . . . happened to me?’
‘What do you remember?’ I asked.
‘Straaka,’ she sent, and her staring eyes filled with tears. ‘He died. But then . . . he was . . . I thought . . .’ She faltered.
‘Do not concern yourself about what you cannot recall,’ I told her. ‘It will all come back to you.’ I stopped, knowing she would want some explanation from me, and at a loss to know how to tell so much.
‘Make it simple,’ Dameon advised. ‘Tell as little as you need. The detail can come later.’
‘Is that Dameon?’ Miryum coerced the question to me. ‘Is he with you? Are you both real? I dreamed so many dreams that I wondered if I would know when I was not dreaming, if ever I woke. I dreamed . . . Straaka talked to me, after he was dead. I thought I was going mad. But he was real, Elspeth.’
‘I know it,’ I farsent. ‘I have spoken to him as well.’
‘He said that I had bound his spirit to mine,’ Miryum sent. ‘I didn’t know it but it was true. I held him even though his body had . . . died. I could not bear to let him go. You see I . . . I had known my heart had changed towards him but I had said nothing. Pride or . . . no, it was fear – cowardice – stopped me telling him I loved him. You see I thought it was perversity that drew him to me. I could not think what else.’ The tone of her mindvoice was unsteady and distraught. I feared she would let herself fall away from me into sleep to escape her confusion.
I reached out to lay my hand on Dameon’s and felt him strengthen his soothing emanations, then I sent, ‘Straaka’s spirit told me that you travelled the dreamtrails together and shared great joy.’
Whether it was my sending or Damon’s empathising, her expression changed, grew less distraught. ‘That is true. It seemed a lifetime that we dwelt in that strange realm he showed me, where we could be together, the living and the dead . . . yet there came a day when he said it was wrong for a living woman to love the spirit of a man . . .’ She faltered and tears welled from her eyes.
‘You became ill,’ I said gently. ‘You were found by a . . . a machine man.’ I sent her a picture of the androne finding her body, picking it up and bringing it to Midland, to distract her, but because it was easier to show her than to tell her, I let the vision continue, showing her herself, lying in a cryopod. Taking Dameon’s advice, I showed Ana, Dameon and the rest of us travelling over the desert before being caught in a storm and being found by the androne and laid in cryopods, too. It was a simplified version of our journey but there was no need to tell her about the Speci and Habitat.
‘I woke myself from the sleep imposed by the cryopod, even as you did,’ I sent. ‘I was able to get the others out. Then we found you.’
‘I dreamed that Dameon was calling my name,’ she sent wonderingly. ‘But . . . there was another dream . . . you were a cat?’
‘That was your visiondream,’ I said. ‘A story your mind told itself. You were trapped within it and I entered it to free you from it, then Dameon helped me to find the cryopod you were in.’ I explained that God was merely the name of a computermachine voice like Ines at Oldhaven, then hesitated, feeling her confusion. There was no picture I could show her to clarify my meaning because I had never actually seen the computermachine containing the God program. Also I knew from experience that she must be exhausted from waking herself, but the thought of the time limit imposed by the Endrax virus made me press on. ‘Miryum, we came across the mountains and the desert seeking a key that will help me to reach a computermachine called Sentinel, which has the power to bring about a second Great White. I have to make sure Sentinel can never be used. Straaka came to me in spirit and asked me to help you because the key we sought was in the very place where you were being held in sleep. He told me that you knew something that could help me in my quest to stop Sentinel. Do you know what that is?’
‘The . . . a Guanette bird came to me,’ Miryum said, and my heart leapt like a salmon. ‘It . . . it said you were the Seeker and you had a quest to save the world . . . Oh I wish I might have come with you, for you will have need of a knight on such a quest . . .’
I could not let her be diverted. ‘What did the Guanette bird tell you to tell me?’
‘It spoke of a key . . . two . . . keys, or two parts to the key that must be put together to be used or used together. Alpha and omega – Beforetime words for a beginning and an ending. One without the other is useless because of the back door made by . . . by the Beforetimers. Or maybe that was something else.’
‘Two parts . . . to Cassandra’s key?’ I asked, trying to make sense of it.
‘The bird did not speak of Cassandra, but only of a key . . . keys and a back door.’ Her mindvoice was thin with exhaustion and I knew I could ask no more of her. Nor could I tell myself that her memory might be clearer the next day, for things learned on the dreamtrails had a way of turning elusive when you brought them to the waking world. Like dreams remembered after waking, they were as hard to grasp as smoke, or fine sand.
I told myself it did not matter. Surely the true and full meaning of Miryum’s message would become clear in time. The main thing was that, as I had hoped, the part she had to play had been played. She had told me what she had been given to tell. But there was something else that I had to ask before I could let her rest, a promise that needed keeping.
‘Miryum. Straaka’s brother, Ahmedri, is with me. He has come very far and has endured great hardship to find Straaka’s bones so that he can return them to their land, to be buried in the spice groves with the bones of their ancestors. Straaka spoke of it while he lived, and I think it was very important to him. Do you know where his bones lie?’
A flare of anguish filled her mind.
‘Miryum, we know that you took Straaka’s body from the White Valley,’ I sent, to prompt her.
‘I do not know what I thought to do. The foul treachery of Malik and then seeing Straaka die . . . I could not think.’
‘You carried his body into the mountains. Linnet and the other coercers found your tracks,’ I prompted her again gently, feeling Ahmedri willing her to speak.
‘I carried Straaka’s body towards the mountains, yes. It was cold, but soon his flesh began to decay. The smell was foul but I cared not – I was half mad with guilt and despair, I think. One night Straaka came to my dreams and bade me take his body to the hot springs at the foot of the mountains so that his bones could be bleached clean of corruption, in the way of his people. I obeyed, and when there was nothing of him but bones, I carried them with me up into the mountains. We . . . that was when he came to me and carried me from my body. My spirit . . . By day I walked in the mountains and foraged for food and drink and made camp, and then I lay down at night and slept and he came for me and we journeyed far and long. Day began to seem the dream, the nights were so vivid . . .’ She stopped for a long moment and then said, ‘One night as I slept, flying creatures attacked and I was near killed. I would have died, save that I had a fire and was able to hide in a crack and use a flaming stick . . . I was sick for a time and lost. But when I was well again and slept, Straaka came to me and gave me words to say to unmake the binding that held his spirit to mine. He said it was not right that our spirits were bound. He blamed himself for what had happened to me. I . . . I refused. In my sickness, I had dreamed of a Beforetime city beyond the mountains . . . it was a dream I have had many times in my life, even as a child. It always fascinated me and now I thought . . . if I went to that place, the shining people who dwelt there would be able to resurrect Straaka from his bones. I thought that was why I had dreamed it, in answer to a need that had not yet come. I went on through the mountains, convinced that place must lie somewhere beyond them, since it was not in the Land. I was seeking a sign that would show me how to find it. Then one day I came to a Beforetime place in the mountains. I had been following a broken Beforetime road and the building was at the end of it. It was broken, too . . . a ruin, but night was near and I took refuge in it, for I had come to fear the flying beasts. The floor was cracked and as I slept, a beast came sliding from it, a foul serpentish thing with long narrow hands and terrible claws. I fled and only then realised I had left the bones – his bones – behind. I could not go back for them because the creature was there and would kill me instantly. I waited many days, hoping it would leave to hunt, but it did not go out. That was its lair, or part of it, for it had been somewhere else when I entered the building to begin with. Deeper down in the earth. I resolved to wait until it retreated into the nether part of its lair, so that I could go in and get the bones. But I began to be ill. The thing had bitten me . . . I . . . was very confused and I obeyed when Straaka commanded me to leave his bones. I did not know where I went, but in time I came down from the mountains and to the Blacklands. There was a man . . . a metal man.’
Anticipating her next question, I told her that the metal man was merely following a program established aeons past by Beforetimers, which required it to rescue people it found and put them in cryopods.
‘There are others . . . I know,’ she sent, unexpectedly. ‘The sleepers . . .’ I felt the crushing weight of her sorrow and confusion and was suddenly filled with remorse for the necessity of questioning her so ruthlessly so soon after waking.
‘Sleep now,’ I said, pitying her for what must yet be told, yet knowing it was too soon. I felt her mind fall obediently away from consciousness, and then I looked at the two men; Dameon’s expression was unreadable, Ahmedri’s too, yet there was pain in the empath’s face, and I wondered if he thought of Balboa. I wanted to tell him she did not deserve his love, but I said nothing.
‘If she must stay in this place, I will stay with her,’ Ahmedri said.
‘Must she?’ Dameon asked me. ‘Stay here, I mean? Of course I cannot see where we are, but there is no warmth here nor any comfort to be had, if your emotions are anything to go by.’
‘You see truly, as always my friend,’ Ahmedri told him gravely. ‘This is a cold dead place. Elspeth, ask you this computermachine if my brother’s woman can be taken up onto the skin of the world where there is sunlight and wind and the sky. At least until this sickness she carries becomes dangerous to those about her.’
God unexpectedly answered the tribesman directly, saying that Miryum would not be contagious for some time and so she could go up to the surface for now. But there were treatments that would enhance and hasten the return of her control over her body and she would not have the benefit of these things once she was removed from the resurrection laboratory, for some pieces of the equipment required were too delicate and finely balanced to be moved without harm, while others were too big or simply would not work if taken from their place. Also, Unit A androne was undergoing minor repairs and maintenance, and having its memory drained, while Unit B androne, now designated Hendon, was in the process of being adapted for our journey to Northport, having its range extended and its memory enlarged to enable God to input instructions and directions that would enable it to do all that had been promised. This meant there would be no possibility of moving Anomaly Miryum until late the following day.
I opened my mouth to respond, but Ahmedri said to me very sternly that he would decide, for he was Miryum’s brother by Sadorian lore. ‘Very well,’ I said.
‘It is my duty and my privilege to care for my sister,’ he said, less harshly. He looked up and raised his voice. ‘God, hear you. I will wait until these treatments have been completed. How long will it take? But I do not need these machine men to bring her to the surface. I will carry her up myself.’
‘If she is not required to walk, Technician Ahmedri, she can be readied to be moved tomorrow at midday,’ God said. ‘But her eyes must be shielded.’
Ahmedri nodded. ‘I will prepare a comfortable dark place for her that can be opened to the light when her eyes are able to endure it, and I will tend her and guard her until she must be returned to these chambers so that she will not infect others with her sickness.’
‘She need not be brought back to the resurrection chamber,’ God said. ‘A portable biohazard chamber can be erected on the surface of Midland so that she need not be moved when her sickness reaches the third stage. Unless she is to be returned to a cryopod.’
‘I am not sure that would work unless Miryum chooses it,’ I said, wondering suddenly if God had understood that. After all, it knew that neither I nor Miryum could be forced to accept cryopod sleep. Perhaps it had ceased regarding either of us as humans subject to the requirements of its programming. It would not be stubborn as a human might be, but rational in its response to something that did not do what it was meant to do. Being a machine, it would accept what was not able to be managed without any sense of frustration. Was that why it was allowing Miryum to be taken out of the Galon Institute? Of course Miryum must have an implant in her wrist, but she was not tagged and God had not suggested it.
‘We might as well go back up to Kelver Rhonin’s residence and tell the others what has happened,’ I said. ‘Miryum won’t wake again for some hours now, and we can have God alert us the moment she does.’
But Ahmedri reiterated his decision to remain, at least until he could speak to her. Then he would go up and prepare a place for her. I thought about the pain of the needles I had endured during the treatment that had given me back the use of my body and tongue, and of how it would alarm the tribesman to see the coercer writhing and screaming. I forced myself to describe what I had endured so that he would be prepared and felt a light sweat break out on my body as I spoke, but Ahmedri answered stoically that he would stand fast, as long as he knew the pain she endured was not harmful.
Dameon asked me to wait a little, for he could exert some empathy to put Miryum in a very serene state before we left. It would deepen her sleep and help her to endure the pain I had described. I nodded and Dameon settled himself on the ground by the cryopod again and suggested Ahmedri finish his story, for what he would do did not require much attention.
The tribesman shrugged and this time sat down cross-legged. Perhaps he was glad not to think about Miryum, for he launched at once into his tale again, saying that on the second night of his journey following the efari, he found the wolf was suddenly loping along beside him.
‘Once I got over the shock of it, I was glad of his company, and his loyalty, but worried too, for I did not want to lead him into harm. I also feared what would happen when daylight came, since the eyes of the Brildane cannot tolerate the light. The efari had got some way ahead while I had stopped to greet the wolf, and now as I straightened and began to follow again, it vanished over the lip of a dune. When, after some time, it did not come up the other side, I slowed and approached the top of the rise warily, fearing it had spotted us.’
Coming to the top, Ahmedri saw that the efari had come to a halt with its back turned to them. He watched the armoured man, for so he thought him, for a long time, then, to his utter astonishment and without any warning, my voice had come booming out. At first he had some thought I was inside the armour, then he thought it a trick. The wolf had snarled and laid back its ears, but after some time, I ceased to speak.
‘The rest you know. Eventually I approached the machine man and it brought me to a different settlement and Swallow came out to greet me,’ Ahmedri concluded.
‘So it was the wolf you were looking at,’ I murmured. ‘What happened to him when you came here?’
A shadow crossed the tribesman’s face. ‘He disappeared before dawn, before the efari . . . the androne, woke. My hope is that he went only to hide his eyes from the light of the sun, and come night, he will follow me here. That is one of the reasons I am anxious to return to the surface. But he might also have gone back to our camp in the other settlement. In truth, Elspeth, I would be glad if you would beastspeak him.’
I promised to try, but it would have to be done at night, for once the wolf had retreated into one of the desert rifts, neither I, nor the sun, could reach him. I resolved privately to try farseeking Gahltha and Maruman and the other beasts as well. I was not certain they were in Northport, because Ahmedri had been to the other settlements and had seen nothing of them.
I was glad when Dameon stirred and said he had done what he could for Miryum. I got to my feet as Ahmedri rose and hauled the empath to his feet, then we bade the tribesman farewell for the moment. I told him that God would direct him to us when he wanted to leave the resurrection chamber, but he said with a touch of his old arrogance that he needed no guide, having made the journey once. I nodded, suddenly impatient to return to Kelver Rhonin’s residence where I had yet to examine Hannah’s things. I was hoping that Ana might have located not only the memory seed but our other possessions, including the stone sword, though it was possible she might have decided to wait until Hendon was available, or the other androne. If she had not found it, I would make her take me to the store at once and search for it myself.
Also, I wanted to talk to God about Tash.
I asked Ahmedri one last time if he would not rather go with us, to bathe and rest in such comfort as Midland offered while he had the chance, but again he refused, saying that he would stop by only briefly in any case, for he wanted to return to the surface.
‘He is worried for the wolf,’ Dameon said, as the elevating chamber ascended. ‘His bond to it is very deep. He would not call it love and yet I do not know what other word will do. They were alone together more than a year, and as he told his tale, I could feel that he had long despaired of finding us when the androne spoke with your voice. Even now a part of him cannot believe he has found us and Miryum, and that she has told him where to find Straaka’s bones, all in the space of a twoday.’
‘Things do seem to have begun to quicken at last,’ I said. ‘All those months of sleeping and then that half life in Habitat and suddenly it is time to go.’
‘When do you want to leave?’
‘A twoday,’ I said.
‘You will not delay for Miryum’s sake?’
‘I will not delay when our presence cannot change her situation,’ I said. ‘Ahmedri has firmly claimed her as his responsibility now, I am very glad for her. I have no doubt he will tend to it honourably, for Straaka’s sake. But no matter what happens here, I must go on to Northport. After that, for now, I plan to seek out Eden, and the map God is making will give us a direction to travel in at least. It might bring us back in this direction but we must not expect it, for I can allow nothing else to matter more than my quest. Before we go, I need to find the memory seed and the stone sword, though in the end, returning it to its owner matters less than finding Sentinel.’
‘Do you have any idea where the memory seed is?’ Dameon asked.
‘I believe it is here in Midland, and I hope that Ana will have found it by now. God is helping her, and it must be that the sword is here as well as all of our other things, given what Ahmedri said about what he found when he returned to the camp.’
‘What is it?’ Dameon asked, when I did not go on.
‘It is my guess that the beast Miryum spoke of in the cavern where Straaka’s bones lie may have given her the Endrax virus.’
‘Ahmedri must be warned,’ Dameon said. ‘It will not stop him, though. And it seems to me he made short work of some portions of his story. He did not mention how he came by his scars, for instance. I think there were many encounters with beasts in his time away from us.’
‘I agree, and perhaps the concern is not so much that he might become infected when he goes to seek out Straaka’s bones, but that he might already be infected.’
‘Technician Ahmedri is not infected with the Endrax virus,’ God said. ‘Admission protocol required Unit B to acquire and test a DNA sample from Technician Ahmedri, as no person with an infectious disease is permitted into the settlement outside of a biohazard environment.’
‘Wait, you . . . you are sure that Ahmedri does not have the Endrax virus?’ I said, deciding not to ask what a deyenay was and how the androne had got one from Ahmedri.’
‘Yes, User Seeker,’ God said.
‘Well, that is good news,’ I said at last, and truly it was.
‘I have been thinking about Miryum’s blind prince,’ Dameon said when we had got out of the Galon Institute and were walking up the rising road. ‘She was there, of course, when Miky and Angina staged their song at the moon fair and made a prince of me.’ He frowned and looked at me. ‘Why should you feel guilt, Elspeth? It was not your fault Angina died.’
I drew in a soft breath, cursing his perceptiveness, yet had I not long desired to unburden myself about the part I had played in the death of the twins, and who else should I tell, if not Dameon? I realised I wanted to tell him. It was strange how, after so many years of keeping my secrets, I felt the desire to speak of these things.
‘It was my fault,’ I said softly. I stopped and told him then, about how the spirit-form of Angina had visited my dreams, and of the night I had travelled in spirit to the twins’ sick chamber in the Healing Hall to sever the spirit cord binding them, killing Angina. I did not know I was weeping until Dameon reached out to brush my tears away.
‘How do you always see so much when you are blind?’ I said, the words carried on a sob.
He smiled his sweet dear smile. ‘Because I feel your feelings, my dear one.’ He stopped abruptly.
‘What is it?’ I demanded. ‘There is nothing harsh you can say about me that I have not said about myself.’
‘Of that, I have no doubt,’ he said drily. ‘But as I see it, you did what Angina begged you to do. You did not kill him because he was dying anyway and nothing could save him. In fact you saved Miky’s life, if it comes to that, for if you had not severed their bond, he would have carried her into death with him. It is true that Miky grieves her brother’s death bitterly but it is a natural sorrow and it will pass. I do not believe she would ever blame you, were this whole matter known to her.’
‘The hardest thing is knowing that this black killing force in me is formed of my own spirit,’ I said quietly. Yet I felt lighter for having told him, as if the knowledge of what I had done had been a weight I carried, all unknowing.
‘This black sword sounds to me as if it is no more than a tool that lets you use and focus the strength of your spirit,’ Dameon said. ‘One thing I know, Elspeth, and it is this: there is no evil in you. I would have felt it if there were.’
Unable to speak, I reached out and took his hand in mine. ‘No one could ever have a more worthy friend,’ I said. ‘I am truly fortunate.’
Back in Kelver Rhonin’s residence, Ana and Dragon were busy preparing enormous packages that Unit A would carry up to the camp Swallow had begun to establish, as soon as its maintenance was complete. Hendon could not help, Ana said, because he was being prepared for the journey we would make. Ana said that God had decided to add an additional memory space so that the androne could record a thorough investigation of Northport. Dameon offered his help and was told they needed no more helping hands but that a storyteller would be welcome. Then Dragon bade him tell them more about being a cat.
I left them to it, having had my fill of hearing and telling stories. The memory of what had happened to Miky and Angina had roused a sadness in me that had made me think of Rushton, and rather than push his memory aside, I had a sudden longing to allow myself to remember him and all we had been to one another.
I bathed for a long time, and then on impulse, I piled together the few clothes and bits and pieces I wanted to take with me. It reminded me that Ana had not mentioned the memory seed, nor had she given me Hannah’s things. But I was in no mood to rejoin the others yet, so I lay down on my bed and used my fleeting solitude to ask God if it had completed listing its mistakes.
God replied calmly that it had done so, and had plotted them over a timeline beginning soon after the death of User Hannah. The results showed a slight but decisive deviation. Significantly, the error rate had definitely dropped since I had begun to speak with God. God then went on to postulate the possibility that the flawed cryopods might have been the result of a mistake. I was stunned to find there was no need for me to concoct a convincing argument. The facts spoke for themselves and I had only to ask God what it meant to do, since I could not remain to serve as its human companion. Belatedly it occurred to me that this conversation might better have been had after we had left Midland, just in case God decided to keep us. But I had misjudged it, for God merely replied that it required a human user to complete the correction and to prevent further deviation and then it asked if I would assign one of my technicians to remain. I said, just as calmly, that my quest required all of them, including Ahmedri, and this was more important than any other consideration.
I waited a little and then I said, ‘Speci Tash could be redesignated as a technician.’
‘That is not possible, however if I suspend analysis of data collected for the purpose of ascertaining whether Speci Tash is a special anomaly or not, she would be able to serve as a corrective companion to me until another more suitable human can be found.’
‘I think Tash would be willing to help you, as long as she was allowed to go to the surface of Midland at least some of the time,’ I said, wanting to be sure it understood that, as a human, Tash had free will and could refuse to cooperate. I prayed that I was right in thinking that the computermachine would be forced to value itself above the slight risks involved in allowing Tash to visit the surface, given that all human life in Midland, both sleepers in cryopods and Speci in Habitat, relied upon it for their care and survival.
‘After all, she is tagged,’ I added.
‘Yes,’ God said, and then fell silent.
I decided not to help it by offering to discuss the matter with Tash. Let it be forced to consider how to offer its bargain directly to Tash. In the end the two of them would have to deal with one another, if they were able to strike a bargain. And it would ultimately be the Speci girl’s decision. It struck me that, if Miryum chose not to be put back into a cryopod, at least for a time, they would have one another for company. Miryum would be glad of it, I thought.
I asked God about the map it was making and suggested it communicate with Ahmedri, reminding it that he had made maps as we travelled, which were likely very accurate, and that the information from them might be incorporated into the map it was creating. I reminded it that I wanted to have it on a piece of paper or cloth, so that I could take it with me. God agreed that this would be done both for me and for technician Ahmedri as required by technician Ana, and then it said that Tash wanted to speak to me in the main chamber.
I knew by now that God could do a multitude of things and have a multitude of conversations simultaneously, but even I was surprised when I went into the main chamber and found Tash alone, kneading more bread dough. Seeing me, she patted the dough into a smooth shape and came to sit with me, brushing flour from her hands. I asked where the others had gone and she told me Dameon was lying down and Dragon and Ana were looking at another storage.
‘God has asked me to serve as its corrective human companion when the rest of you leave,’ Tash said. ‘It said you suggested it.’
I sighed. ‘It lacks any social graces, truly. Do you understand why?’
‘God said it had suspended analysis of my data, which it is apparently close to completing, and that if it is completed and reveals me to be a special anomaly, I would have to be put into a cryopod. But if it discovers I am only ordinary, I would still be put into a cryopod, then nullified and put back into Habitat.’
Unlike a human in the same position, the computermachine had clearly felt no need to pretty up any of its words with explanations. There was something refreshing in that and perhaps Tash would come to value its directness, after all the lies and secrets of Habitat. Supposing she accepted God’s offer.
No doubt she felt the tenor of my thoughts, for she said, ‘It told me what you proposed.’
‘I see no better alternative for you, given God’s protocols and the requirements of its programming. I can think of no way to release you from the tag.’
‘Dragon told me about it. But she thinks I will be able to leave this place, and that you are going to make sure of it,’ she said.
My heart sank. ‘I wish I could find a way to free you,’ I said miserably.
Tash gave me a composed, sad, wise smile. ‘But Elspeth, you must know that I could not go from Midland, even if you were able to free me from this wrist device and the thing inside my body. Not if what God said is true about its mistakes and its need for a human, so that all of the people here are to stay safe.’
I stared at her, not knowing what to say, for I had not actually considered the implications of God finding truth in my suggestions. ‘I can’t be sure the deviations . . .’
‘God is sure,’ Tash said, ‘I cannot leave all of those in Habitat in the hands of a machine that is sick and will grow sicker without me.’
‘It is not sick,’ I began.
‘You said once that a machine cannot do wrong, but it can be flawed or broken so that it does wrong things. What is that but a kind of sickness? An ailment that can be healed simply by my remaining here, as its companion.’
‘Tash . . .’ I stopped, struck by her gentle grace and humility in that moment, unable to bear it.
She shivered and reached out to take my hand in hers. ‘Oh, do not be sad for me, Elspeth. It hurts me and there is no need for it. I am very glad to have discovered a purpose for my life, and is it not truly an important purpose?’
‘It is, but Tash, you will have to stay here and maybe no one will ever be able to find a way to free you.’
‘Ana says that computermachines can be swayed and convinced of things. She said the Futureteller Dell believes this and dwells with a computermachine called Ines. Does she leave it often?’
‘I . . . no but . . . but she can leave,’ I stammered
‘She can but she does not. She chooses to stay, as I have done. God said that it was my choice.’
‘It is not a choice if the alternative is to be nullified or put into a cryopod forever,’ I said hotly, wondering at the anger I felt, and the pointlessness of my argument, given that she had no other choices but these, and she had chosen. Then I realised that she had said that she would make the same choice, even if I had been able to free her from God’s control.
‘You see?’ Tash said kindly, feeling my acquiescence. ‘Do not feel bad for me, Elspeth. I have many comforts here, and I will be well fed and cared for, and healed if I am sick. And there is a whole city to explore, once I find the courage for it. I can ask God for all the story tabyls I want without having to get permission from the Committee. And God said you insisted that I would be allowed to go to the surface of Midland, though it says I may go only when one of the andrones can go with me.’
I opened my mouth, and then closed it, thinking this was between Tash and God now.
‘I only wish . . . Will you come back to visit?’ she asked, now looking down at her hands, picking at a bit of dough on her wrist
‘I don’t know,’ I said, and heard no in my voice.
She nodded gravely, and then she rose and went back to her kneading.
And so it is done, I thought.




The following night was our first and last in the camp Swallow had set up on the surface of Midland, beneath the jutting awning of a scraper.
A dark dream came to me, in which Ahmedri carried the Endrax virus, all unknowing, back to the Land and Norseland before bringing it to Sador, spreading it to all lands. I had been overflying the dead lands with horror, when Straaka’s voice spoke to me, summoning me to the dreamtrails. His voice allowed me to slip free of the nightmare and, adopting spirit-form, I came to alight by him on the dreamtrails, which as ever glimmered with their strange light, amidst a land of roiling clouds. Straaka looked as he had in life, but unageing – now a good deal younger than Ahmedri.
‘Miryum has woken,’ I told him, though I thought he must know that.
Instead of answering, he glanced away for a moment as if a voice called his name, then he looked back at me and gestured to the dreamtrails under our feet. ‘You know, this is a road and I have always wondered where it would lead me.’
I was startled, for it had never occurred to me that the dreamtrails would lead anywhere. To stand upon them was to travel into one’s own dreams, but maybe it was different for a spirit detached from flesh, which had not immediately been drawn into the stream or absorbed by the melting sky. Maybe a spirit who stayed could travel along the dreamtrails to some strange distant end. For a moment the thought of such a journey fascinated me. But I was not a detached spirit and my flesh called to me.
‘Has Miryum released you?’ I asked.
‘You released me, when you broke her dream. But I was not ready to go at once.’
‘She will grieve for you,’ I said.
‘I hope she will, and then grief will flow through her and away, as it should, and she will live. I pray it is so. I have done my best to make it possible, but she is very stubborn.’ He frowned and sighed, though no true breath came out of him and it seemed to me he grew less substantial.
‘Is there . . . do you have any word for me from the oldOnes?’
‘They have gone,’ he said. ‘I felt them after they summoned me and we spoke. I felt their presence as a weight. And when Miryum woke from her imaginings, I could not feel them.’
I felt a stab of grief, and then told myself that maybe they had gone because Astyanax had managed to absorb them. If so, I would see him ere the end, for he had promised to bring something to me that I would need. I had forgotten that, and now I wondered what it could be.
‘Tell my brother than I loved him,’ Straaka said.
‘Can’t you tell him yourself?’
‘He will not permit me to come to him. He feels shame, but there is no need for it. That is what I want you to say to him.’
‘I will tell him, but if he won’t hear you he won’t listen to me.’
‘You underestimate your power and influence on the people around you, Elspeth. You fear the responsibility even as you stagger under its weight.’
‘What about Miryum?’ Have you a message for her?’
‘My Miryum . . . my ravek . . . tell her that loving her so deeply was a gift. That she came to love me was separate from that and also a gift.’
His words and his presence grew thinner yet, and then he turned again as if he heard a voice calling. He began to move along the dreamtrails without looking back. I rose lightly and thought of seeking out Dragon in that form, and trying to enter her memories to learn what it was that she knew and I needed to know, but I wanted to talk to her first.
I woke to find it was not quite dawn, though I could not go back to sleep. The ground felt hard after the soft bed in Kelver Rhonin’s apartment, and there were too many alluring scents, even in the desert. It was cold, too. I sat up, rubbing my arms, and saw that the fire had been rekindled, the flames fluttering in a light wind. Ahmedri sat wakeful and brooding on a low stool, gazing into the flames. I rose, pulled the blanket around my shoulders, and padded across to the fire. I stepped past Swallow then over Dragon and Tash who lay sleeping back to back. Above them, the androne Unit A stood, in appearance exactly like Hendon, though Ana claimed to be able to distinguish them. The flames and the night were both reflected on his shining carapace.
Tash’s guardian and her guard, I thought soberly. The machine man would accompany her now whenever she came outside. The Speci girl had come out into the open that afternoon for the first time since we had left Habitat, and looked around the settlement with wonderment, seeming undaunted by the looming presence of the machine man. I noticed that she had begun to speak to God through the androne; she clearly took her role of companion very seriously.
Ahmedri heard my approach and looked up to smile at me, but his eyes were troubled.
I wondered if he was worrying about what Miryum would choose to do when she finally awoke. It worried me that she had not awoken despite being brought up from the Galon Institute by Unit A the afternoon of the previous day, even during the fuss that went into installing her in the bed Ahmedri had manhandled up to the surface. God had assured me that she was sleeping naturally and would wake naturally, but I was beginning to fear she would not do so before we left. I did not want to go without speaking to her and bidding her farewell, but I would if I must, for I wanted to reach Northport before darkmoon. I did not know whether it was mere impatience to see Maruman and the others, or the beginning of premonition, but I was possessed with an urgency to get moving.
I sat down and held my hands out to the fire, schooling myself to patience, for we could not leave until God had finished preparing Hendon. I noticed Ahmedri looking along the street towards the open desert. No doubt he was wondering what had become of the wolf that had travelled with him. It had not appeared and I had been no more able to find its mind than the minds of Maruman or Gahltha, nor the minds of any of the other beasts. My hope was that this was merely because they had taken refuge in some underground place.
‘Can’t you sleep?’ I asked.
‘Someone must keep watch, even here,’ the tribesman said. ‘There are many kinds of creatures in the desert, and not all of them are repelled by the force emanated by the settlements.’
‘The androne is keeping watch,’ I said.
Ahmedri cast it a mistrustful look. ‘It is better not to put our fates in the hands of machines,’ he said. ‘I have been thinking of the Speci.’ He poked rather savagely at the burning coals with a stick. ‘They are like penned beasts.’
‘They are safe in God’s care, and in truth they love their pen and do not believe there is anything beyond it,’ I said and I heard both the coldness in my voice, and the anger under it. It was because of the Speci’s infuriating passivity, and Tash’s sacrifice, I knew, and yet she had chosen it and I must respect her choice. I looked into the fire and watched a shower of bright sparks coil up into the dark sky and my anger went with it.
‘There is hope for all of them and for Miryum too, if she will agree to be put back to sleep when she wakes,’ I said presently. ‘There may be a govamen computermachine at Eden, and Ana might be able to make it work.’
‘May and might,’ Ahmedri said disparagingly.
‘Have you decided what you will do?’ I asked. The tribesman had promised to remain with Miryum but he had also sworn to go and find Straaka’s bones and return them to Sador, and I wondered how he would balance one obligation against another.
‘It depends upon my sister,’ Ahmedri said. He leaned forward to lift a pot onto the flame.
‘And if she decides to be put back to sleep?’
He began to stir the pot of what looked like porridge, which was beginning to bubble gently. ‘I swore to the overguardian that I would bring Straaka’s bones home and I swore an oath to my brother when he came to my dreams to watch over his woman.’
‘You can’t fulfil both promises.’
‘Bones can wait as Straaka said.’
I told him of my dream, then, and Ahmedri listened intently when I told him what his brother had bade me say to him, adding that he had also given me a message for Miryum which I hoped I would be able to deliver.
‘Elspeth!’ It was Ana, coming towards us in haste, her face flushed with excitement.
Ahmedri rose abruptly, saying he would go to relieve Dameon, who was sitting with Miryum.
‘What is it?’ I asked her rather querulously. Ana glanced after the tribesman and said in a low triumphant voice, ‘I am glad he is gone, for the surprise will not be spoiled. God finished the map you set her to make! She put it into Hendon’s memory, but here are two hard copies.’ She pulled two slender grey tubes from her belt and handed one of them to me, which I found was not plast but some very light metal-like substance. ‘The maps are inside. The other one is for Ahmedri. The gift,’ she reminded me.
‘Ah!’ I said and moved a little way from the fire, to unstopper the map case. I found the case was the map, rolled up and capped. We spread it out, and being metal, it fell flat and smooth at once. I knelt eagerly to study it. ‘Pellmar Quadrants,’ I read. Next to the stiff perfectly scribed words was a grouping of three settlements and then one more distant, to the north. ‘Midland, Subio and Westside . . . Northport.’
I found the line of spikes denoting the Black Mountains to the east, which were shown on this map as running all the way to the end of the vast landmass we were on. A body of water separated it from another landmass to the north, that ran to the edge of the map in three directions. I found Norseland and Herder Isle with the names neatly scribed atop them. I looked closely and saw that the Herder Island was split and the second part was scribed Fallo. In even smaller scribing on the other portion of the tiny island was the word Hevon. That meant God had incorporated all the information from Ahmedri’s maps.
‘Look,’ Ana said impatiently, ‘The Clouded Sea!’ She pointed to a name scribed on the sea to the north-west of our land. ‘That means this must be the Red Land,’ she said, tapping the incomplete landmass at the top of the page. ‘And look at that!’ She pointed to more words scribed on the north-east side of the vanishing land mass. I read Annexed Gadfian Territory.
‘I wonder what annexed means.’
‘It means claimed or taken,’ Ana said. ‘I asked God and she said the land had been won by Gadfians in war in the Beforetime.’
‘That sounds like the Gadfians,’ I said. ‘How odd to think it was taken by them in the Beforetime and now their descendants have come to occupy a part of it. Maybe that is why they decided to invade Redport. I wonder who owned the land originally, before the Gadfians took it in the Beforetime. It is a pity I did not think to ask God to scribe the Beforetime names as well as the ones we gave it,’ I said.
Ana was busy following the shoreline of the Land with a finger. ‘Ye gods, it is a terrible long way from the Land to the Red Land, if a ship goes across the open sea, and five times the distance if a ship keeps to the coast.’
‘I forgot to tell it about the Spit,’ I said. ‘Then again, we don’t really know exactly where it is. Here maybe.’ I pointed to a sharp peninsula at the end of the Land jutting out into the Clouded Sea.
‘I don’t see any Andol Sea though,’ Ana said, poring over the rest of the map. ‘But there are two other places with Gadfia scribed on them, here.’ Ana touched a land very distant from the Land, and another land to the west.
‘I wonder if they have been left incomplete because God doesn’t know any more about them, or because I asked it to make Pellmar Quadrants the centre of the map,’ I mused. We studied the Gadfian lands for a while.
‘Do you think Sentinel might truly be in one of them?’ Ana asked, presently.
I made no answer. I knew very well what she was getting at. All of the Gadfian lands were across the sea and a glide would take us there faster than a ship, but crossing water, with no land under us, sounded like the sheerest madness. Yet to go by ship would mean getting to the coast and acquiring a ship, and that would mean going back to the Land, which I was supposed never to do. Perhaps we were meant to go overland to the Spit after leaving Northport. The wind gusted, lifting the map suddenly, and I bade Ana roll it up. We would study it again later. She carried it off to put into the pile of bags and pouches that had been mounded atop the platform that Hendon would pull when it led us to Northport, then went back into the small building that had an elevating chamber to take her down to the level of Kelver Rhonin’s apartment.
The platform was as wide as four large beds joined in a square, and fitted with fat soft wheels. They were full of air so that the platform would also float, Ana had explained enthusiastically when Unit A had brought it out. It was the means by which the andrones had fetched us back to Midland, Ana had said, and I thought it was probably similar to the means by which Jacob Obernewtyn had move his equipment after his little vessel had failed. Finally there was a skirt about the edge of the platform that could be let down and a device that would blow air out the bottom of the platform just hard enough to lift it off the ground altogether when it crossed soft sand. The skirt was to prevent the sand blowing out in a great cloud. I had wearied of hearing of the thing’s virtues long before Ana wearied of telling us about them, and I wondered now how much of a wrench she felt in leaving Midland. She alone had felt that Tash was not to be pitied for remaining. She had talked at length to the girl, making suggestions and offering ideas until Tash had lost some of her solemnity, laughing and promising to try some of the things the other woman had suggested.
It was also Ana alone who had elected to remain in Kelver Rhonin’s residence on our last night, and I suspected she had done so less to enjoy the comfort of the bathing chamber, as she had claimed, and more because she had spent a good part of the night conversing with God.
As she disappeared from sight, I realised I had once again forgotten to ask her about Hannah’s things.
I had been determined to do so the previous day, the moment she returned from her latest foray into the Incidental Storage, but before I could utter a word, she had triumphantly presented me with my old clothes, the memory seed still buttoned into its waxed pocket! Not only had she found it, she had brought up all of our packs and bundles from the camp. The others had been no less elated to have their belongings restored to them. Quite aside from my delight and relief at having the all-important memory seed restored to me, I had been very pleased to have Jacob Obernewtyn’s journal back, though in the end, I had given it to Ahmedri, telling him to return it to Garth for me, along with my apologies for having it so long, with the news that he had been right all along about Jacob and Hannah.
The only disappointment had been that Ana had not found the stone sword, yet there was nothing to be done about its loss, truly, and at least it was not something I would need for my quest. Even so, I apologised mentally to Cassy for failing her trust. Most likely the sword had sunk into the sand and been covered over after the storm. The androne must not have seen it, any more than Ahmedri had done. The tribesman promised to look for it when he went to find Straaka’s bones, but admitted he would have trouble finding the exact place we had camped, given there had been nothing to mark it.
I noticed that Swallow was stirring. He sat up, threw off his blankets and came to the fire. Frowning, he squatted down and looked into the pot, then began to stir it, chiding me for letting the bottom of the porridge burn.
I related my dream to him.
‘So he is truly gone then,’ he murmured. ‘I wonder where the dreamtrails will take him.’
I stood up and relished the feel of the wind in my hair, the nip of its coolness on my bare skin, but already it had warmed a good deal from when I had awakened. I had removed my sandals the moment I had come up out of lower Midland, and now I wriggled my toes in the cool soft sand that had flowed through the streets, covering most of the black roads. God had not attempted to hold back the desert, and in many places white dunes lapped up against the sides of buildings. It had taken care of the empty buildings as best it could, but all of the outer surfaces showed signs of erosion, being exposed to the wind and the scouring sand for aeons.
The camping place Swallow had chosen had the advantage of being at the centre of a crossroads that ran out of the city in four directions, and so, looking east along one of the roads, I could see that the sky was beginning to lighten as the sun came near to rising. This early, there were still pools of blue shadow about the base of dunes visible beyond the edge of the city, only the tips showing the lemony light of the predawn. I thought of my first view of upper Midland the previous evening, how the air had been hazy with heat, the buildings half lost in the gauzy light. I had walked with Tash about the nearest buildings, gazing up at the bland unadorned facades and squared-off edges that characterised Beforetime structures, marvelling again that they had never been inhabited.
At one point, we came unexpectedly to the edge of the city, and I was immediately conscious of the androne that had been following us. What would he do, I had wondered, if Tash stepped out of the city. But she merely stared out for a time, then turned back without saying a word.
As for Habitat, it had been utterly disorientating to discover that the whole of it was sunk into the ground in the midst of the surrounding cluster of empty buildings set along a grid of streets. Its wall did not soar up above the desert as we had imagined, visible from afar in all directions. Only the topmost part of it rose up as high as the roof of nearby buildings, and the desert lapped up against it like a slow white sea. No wonder it had seemed to disappear when I had overflown it in dream form. I wondered why it had been excavated, since God had definitely said Habitat had been set up in an existing structure.
Swallow suggested we could climb up the wall into Habitat from the outside, but the androne warned us in God’s voice that the wall was infused with a force that would shock any creature attempting to scale it. This was to prevent beasts entering Habitat, in addition to the force that overlay it, preventing the approach of the rhenlings, save when the red token was employed.
I wondered again about the token, and why Hannah had introduced it to the Speci. Surely she had some good and important reason, rather than simply to enable the Committee she had set up to exert a vicious punishment on Speci of whom they did not approve. Perhaps Hannah’s effects would contain some explanation, for Ana had certainly said there were papers and two booklets among them.
A gust of wind blew from the west, and I turned my face in that direction to see a long indigo smudge just visible as a dense blackness above the dark horizon. It might be the Blackland Range or merely a low-lying bank of cloud. Or maybe a storm – a sandstorm probably, for when I sniffed I could not smell rain, as I would have done in the Land or in the mountains had a storm been approaching. I did catch the faintest scent of green and growing things and realised this must be coming from Habitat. It was very strange to think of the Speci living their limited busy lives even now inside Habitat.
On impulse, I closed my eyes and, summoning a farseeking tendril, reached out, seeking Ahmedri’s wolf, but to no avail. Most likely it had already taken refuge in some rift or cave or even in a building in one of the other settlements, for day was dawning
I had just returned from relieving myself in the lee of a building when Ana arrived with Hendon in tow. The androne looked little different to before but when I said so, Ana pointed out with considerable exasperation this box and that tube, saying Hendon was much changed. Ahmedri had been explaining the use of various spices to an attentive Tash, and after we had all admired Hendon to Ana’s satisfaction, the tribesman said we had better eat before a second lot of porridge was burned. Tash helped him to dish out the meal. She seemed a good deal more cheerful and outgoing than on the previous day, and I wondered if it was because she was becoming resigned to being left behind, or because of Ana’s enthusiasm about her life after we left, and her promise to find a govamen computermachine to reach out to God. Dragon was taking a turn at sitting with Miryum, and Dameon said he would take her some porridge. He had obviously memorised the route, for he did not falter once as he made his way under the awning. He had only just gone inside the tent, when Dragon came rushing out to call to us that Miryum was waking.
We crowded into the plast tent, in time to see her open her eyes. The bandage she had worn when the androne brought her up had been removed, but the walls of the tent blocked the blazing sunlight and a curtain formed from thin strips of the same light-responsive material had been hung in the doorway so that it was very dim inside. Although it had been growing hotter outside, within the tent it was neither hot nor cold.
Realising belatedly that we were all waiting for Miryum to speak, I remembered how impossible that had been to begin with upon my own waking. I formed a farseeking tendril, armoured with coercivity, and entered Miryum’s mind. At the same time I threw out connecting spars to the minds of my companions so that they would hear what Miryum said to me within her mind. The first thing I did was to tell the coercer clearly and in detail about the Endrax virus, saying she had most likely been infected when she had been bitten by the beast that dwelt in the place where she had left Straaka’s bones.
‘I will not be put back to sleep,’ she sent at once, when I outlined her choices. ‘I will die and go after him.’ She meant Straaka of course, and I felt Ahmedri move beside me, but he did not speak. Now her eyes sought me out, though she did not move her head. ‘How long?’ She thought the question at me powerfully enough that I felt the others flinch from the coercive force of her mind.
‘A month, maybe less,’ I said. ‘First you will feel well, and then very well, and then . . .’ I thought again of Domick, forgetting that my probe enabled everyone to catch glimpses of my thoughts. Dragon cried out to see Domick in his final extremities, while Ana lifted a hand to her mouth, appalled. I cursed my carelessness and forced the memory from the forefront of my mind.
‘I have potions that will ease you,’ Ahmedri said evenly, but when I looked at him, I thought he, too, looked shaken.
‘God will not let you suffer like that,’ Ana said with absolute certainty.
‘I want nothing to ease me,’ Miryum said inside my mind. ‘I have experienced pain before, and sickness. I will endure them.’
I felt a stab of irritation with her for she had been ever thus – foolishly, needlessly stoic – and yet it was the essence of her character that she was steadfast even in small things and even to the point of foolishness.
‘I will remain with you,’ Ahmedri said.
Miryum’s eyes shifted to the tribesman and I thought she might think he was Straaka and suffer for it, but instead of pain, her eyes expressed disdain. ‘You are his halfbrother.’ She coerced the words directly to the tribesman, and he flinched at the force of them, or maybe at the scouring contempt in them, evident even to me, who lacked empathy. From the corner of my eye, I noticed Dameon shudder. He had felt her emotion, but all of us heard the words because I was linking them.
‘I am Ahmedri, the halfbrother of Straaka,’ the tribesman said, his voice emotionless. He had thrown up a wall about his mind, too, but I had seen him recoil at her initial words. Yet he did not tell her, as I wanted fiercely to do, that Straaka had forgiven his brother and insisted there was no need for shame. ‘It is my duty to remain with the woman of my brother.’
Miryum said, ‘Straaka loved you but you did not value his love. I do not criticise you for this. I cannot, for I was no more worthy of his love than you. But I do not want you to stay with me. What is the use of a worthless man guarding a worthless woman? Go and take his bones to Sador, to the vale of your ancestors. That is your duty as his brother. Perform it now, if you value him, or your overguardian and your reputation. I will tell you how to find his bones.’
‘I know my duty and it is first to do as my brother bade me do,’ Ahmedri said, speaking aloud, and in that moment he sounded very like the old Ahmedri – unyielding and coldly angry. I could hardly blame him and yet he must see that the coercer spoke as she did because she despised herself.
‘He . . . he spoke to you?’ Miryum asked coercively, and for the first time there was uncertainty in her voice. ‘He did not speak to me.’
‘He bade me watch over you and I will do that because he asked it,’ Ahmedri said. ‘If I am unworthy of my brother’s love it is my own affair. If you choose to be put to sleep again, I will remain with your body until you perish, or I do, or until you are free. And if you choose to remain awake and die of this sickness you bear, then I will remain until you have done so. Only when your soul leaves your body, will I seek my brother’s bones. I will take yours with me and bury you together. But one other thing my brother told me when he came to me some time past in a dream: if Elspeth’s quest succeeds, you will live.’
The rest of us stared at him – I as well – for he had said nothing of this, nor had Straaka.
Ana, standing on the other side of me, reached out and pinched me in excitement, saying it must mean that there was a govamen computermachine at Sentinel and that once I had dealt with it, we must be going to be able to reach out to God.
In my mind, Miryum dismissed her words, saying stiffly, ‘You do not understand me. There is nothing in life I want, save to leave it and follow my love. Would that I could ask one of you to kill me, but I know the tribes forbid it and I think none of the rest of you will have the courage or kindness to do it.’
‘We will not,’ I snapped, without looking at any of the others. ‘Do not burden us with such a request.’ I felt Dameon’s soothing exhortation to be gentle, to be kind, to remember that the coercer was not long awake and still deeply anguished.
I sighed. ‘Miryum, Straaka does not want you to die. He came to me in a dream and told me that.’
‘I ask only that I might lie where I can see the sky and the sun and moon. Leave me, all of you, and I need have no fear of infecting someone else with this sickness.’
‘I will speak to God and see if a tent can be got with a window that will show the sky,’ Ana said, and her tone was one I had heard before when she healed – a firm, kind tone shaped to deal with a fractious sick person. ‘As to passing on the sickness, you need not fear; all has been arranged. God will know when you are near to becoming contagious because the androne will take blood from you and analyse it once a day. Then you will be sealed in a biohazard tent, so that neither Tash nor Ahmedri can be infected. Unit A will feed you and tend to you, and in time, if there is pain, he will give you medicines to ease you. I have discussed it all with God.
‘Unless your desire is to have more pain to cherish,’ I said, and felt all of the others frown at me.
But I, too, had my reasons, and the apathy with which Miryum had listened to Ana was obliterated in the flash of anger I provoked. ‘I do not cherish pain!’ the coercer sent forcefully enough to make us all stagger. ‘Do as you will,’ she added, and deliberately shut her mind to all of us.
Ahmedri held his hand over his heart and bowed low to her. ‘I will go to construct my own tent nearby, and I will tend you as I promised my brother, but knowing you despise me, I will not make you suffer my company.’ Without another word, he stalked out.
The rest of us looked at one another and then I told the others to go and finish their meal, for we would leave very soon. When the others had departed, I said aloud, ‘You are stubborn, Miryum, and well I know it from Obernewtyn. Straaka said it to me as well, and so my guess is that he knew you would choose to remain awake and let this sickness devour you in misguided fidelity to him.’
‘You know nothing,’ Miryum sent, goaded to speech by words she could not refuse to hear.
‘I know that there is love and there is courage, and sometimes the greatest courage is to go away from love to do what is needful and what is right. Does this decision of yours to die accord with your knightly creed, or do you abandon it now because it was merely a costly and ornate cloak you wore for a time out of vanity? Ask yourself what noble motives rule you now.’
I meant my words to sting her to life, but when a strangled croaking sob came from her lips, my coldness melted away, leaving only pity. I knelt by the cot, and moving aside the cords running to her body and to the bed from some device that had been set up in the corner of the tent, I took Miryum’s hand. It was larger than mine, but there was no strength in it now. ‘Miryum, you know he would never have wanted this and if there is a place where a spirit lasts beyond the death of the body, then his will wait for yours.’
I heard the keening sorrow of her mind, but she only said in a creaking whisper, ‘I am afraid.’
‘Of living?’
‘I would live because he wished it but I cannot go back into that cold deepsleep. I fought so hard to be free of it in the first place because I could not . . . I could not bear it . . .’
I remembered the feeling of sinking into endless icy darkness, at the bottom of which was not death but something worse. ‘I understand,’ I said softly. ‘I feared it too, maybe more than death.’
‘Yes!’ she croaked more forcefully, and this time her head moved slightly towards me, and her eyes found mind. ‘I can’t,’ she said, and I had a memory of her saying those same words in this same way, in the midst of the Battlegames, when she had to cross a high pole. All coercers misliked water and had difficulty with heights, and the measure of that difficulty was the strength of their power. Miryum was a very powerful coercer and I remembered how she stopped halfway across a pole so that Rushton had been forced to come back precariously and lead her step by step across the void. But this was a void where none could reach out to draw her back or save her.
I thought of what Ahmedri said Straaka had told him about Miryum surviving if I succeeded in my quest. Ana had assumed it could only mean I would find a govamen terminal where Sentinel was, but there could be many other things it might mean, and one was that Straaka had lied to try to force Miryum to live. Had he not said he had done what he could? Perhaps he had come to me and not to Miryum because she would have seen through his lie. Though if he had told such a lie, she must have kept her deepest terror secret from him.
Or maybe it was that only I, having experienced the horror of waking inside a body that would not and could not wake, could truly sympathise with her.
I sighed. ‘I see, my friend. I do see,’ I said, ‘and I will not argue with you, if you choose death over that cold and terrible sleep.’
I bade Miryum a sombre farewell and went to the fire, asking Dameon to go back to sit with her. There was no sign of Ahmedri and when I asked Ana about him, she said he had gone for a walk. I asked where Tash and Dragon had gone and why they were not getting ready to leave and Ana explained that God had found some problem in Hendon’s diagnosticks that would take two hours to fix. Tash had gone below with him, and Dragon with her.
I asked what diagnosticks were and Ana for once admitted she had no idea.
‘I know what it is,’ Swallow said. ‘God stuffed the poor thing so full of knowledge and pipes and indigestible devices that it has a bellyache. A diagnosticks is the name of an androne’s belly.’
‘Fool.’ Ana gave him a weary irritable look that had some fondness in it, before turning back to the burned pot she had begun scouring with sand. Her manner towards the gypsy contrasted sharply with the almost hero-worshipping regard she had offered him before Habitat. Swallow’s smile had faded at her sharp words and he was now regarding Ana with a moody, puzzled look. I wondered if the tensions between them had arisen because they had been forced to pretend to desire one another to protect Ana from Speci suitors. Then I reminded myself it was truly none of my affair.
Ana set the pot aside and said, ‘Are you sure you don’t want to wait until after darkmoon?’
I shook my head. ‘Even if we go tonight we will still be able to reach Northport before darkmoon.’
In the end, it was nearing dusk before we left. But despite my frustration, I was glad to have had our departure delayed, for even as the sun began westering, Dameon came to tell me that Miryum wished to speak to me before we left. As soon as I entered the tent, even lacking empathy, I felt at once that her mood had changed. The anger and bitterness had left her face, and she looked only tired and very sad.
‘It is not only because I fear the cryosleep,’ she rasped, as soon as I sat by her bed. Then she sent, ‘In truth, if I am honest, I think I could break it if I wanted to. It is that Straaka is no more. Not in body and not in spirit.’
I thought of the vast black hole that had opened in my heart at those times when I had believed Rushton was dead, and also of the terrible haggard despair I had seen in Rushton’s face when he had thought me dead. The loss of love was truly unendurable, and yet people did endure. I would have endured if Rushton had died. A flash came to me of him hiding under the slaver’s platform and I felt a stab of fear that he, too, had died, and then a surge of certainty that he had not, or I would know it because of the golden cord linking our spirits. Yet even if he did die, I would have to go on because of my quest.
‘Straaka cared that you lived,’ I said at last, and I told her the words Straaka had said, and her tears welled and fell, unstopped. ‘He believed your life would have meaning and purpose. He wanted that for you,’ I told her. ‘If you live, eventually you will find a purpose. Perhaps it is to return to Obernewtyn to lead the knights.’
She was silent for a long time, and then she sent, ‘He is not like his brother.’
She was speaking of Ahmedri now, I realised. ‘Not on the surface,’ I said. ‘But Straaka’s courage and strength and his sense of what is right – they are in Ahmedri, too.’
‘Straaka said they were estranged because of me. He told me his brother had always been full of pride, rigid and eager to take umbrage, and he regarded Straaka’s decision to bond with me as a personal affront and spoke against it before the whole tribe. He made disparaging comments about me, though he had only seen me from afar. It was a deadly insult and ought to have come to blows, but Straaka only turned away from his brother. Somehow that was the worst thing he could have done. They did not speak again.’
‘I think the journey from Sador changed him greatly and he is glad to have the chance to redeem his slight against you and to serve his brother. He did love him very much, that was part of the trouble.’ I hesitated. ‘Miryum, I wish we did not have to leave you . . .’
Miryum nodded. ‘I know it. No one who is a true leader likes to leave a follower, but your quest is greater than anything you could do for me, and from what Dameon says, none of us will survive if you fail in it. And maybe Straaka did not lie. Maybe in completing your quest, you will save me. If I can bear to let God put me back to sleep. But I don’t want his brother to wait here. He must take Straaka’s bones to Sador.’
She had ever been a person who was at her best when helping other people, and this helplessness she must now endure would be very hard for her. No doubt her dislike of Ahmedri was fed by this.
‘Tash will remain in Midland, too,’ I reminded her, ‘though she will only be able to come when the androne comes to tend to you. Unless you will have them shift your bed below?’
‘I will remain up here,’ Miryum sent firmly enough that I flinched. She gave me an apologetic look and continued less forcefully, ‘Dameon said it will be some time before I can endure sunlight, but when I can, I will open the flaps of this tent so that I can look out at the sky from my bed.’ She hesitated, then added, ‘Dameon told me about Tash and about the people in Habitat. He said that Hannah Seraphim dwelt among them for a time at the end of her life. I will ask the girl, Tash, to tell me more about her people.’
If only Miryum did not have a deadly sickness, I would have been well content to leave them together. But as it was, none of this matter was of my making or choosing. And I had no idea, still, if Miryum would choose to live and die where she was, or to let God return her to cryosleep, in the hope that I would succeed in my quest and find a govamen computermachine that would enable God to cure her. Let it be unknown, I thought.
I rose and bowed in the Sadorian way, saying very formally, ‘Fare thee well, Coercer-knight.’
I came out of the tent to find the others waiting around a fire upon which bubbled a pot of some sweet-smelling liquid. Both Hendon and Unit A stood together beside the platform that rested now beside the fire, and they were indistinguishable to my eyes. Tash stood beside Dragon, talking quietly, and I realised Unit A must have come up because of the Speci girl. Ahmedri had long since returned and he and Swallow were checking the bindings on the pile of bundles and packs atop the platform, watched by Ana.
Ahmedri was the first to see me approaching, and he came at once and embraced me warmly. I hugged him hard back and said I had not liked him following me about but I was now sorrier than I could have imagined to be going on without him.
‘I wish I might have accompanied you to the end of your great quest,’ he said. ‘If you see Falada when you come to Northport, tell her I have loved her and wish her well.’
‘If I see her, I will send her back to you. And I pray your wolf will find his way to you as well. Be gentle with Miryum, my friend, she grieves the loss of her love very deeply, and she fears the dark, cold sleep. I cannot blame her for either of those things. Be kind to her, even if she is not kind to you, for Straaka’s sake.’
‘I will stay with her, no matter what she decides to do,’ he said, then he stepped back, his face turning grave as he bowed in the formal Sadorian way, and said, ‘Goodbye, Elspeth, I am glad to have known you. I pray you will succeed in your quest, for all our sakes.’
The others made their farewells to him, and I turned to Tash. She stood close to Dragon, and I saw that her eyes were shining, but she did not weep.
‘Dear Tash, I am sorry you cannot go on to the end with me,’ I said.
‘It does not matter. No one’s journey through life is the same. I have a purpose here, keeping God company and helping Ahmedri with Miryum, at least for a while. You have given me this.’ She smiled tremulously and the smile was real, though now tears fell, too. ‘And perhaps Ahmedri’s wolf will come. I would like to see a wolf.’
‘Goodbye,’ I said, and hugged her hard, fighting back my own tears.
And so we left Midland, Tash, Miryum and Ahmedri, heading north-west over the dazzling white plain, which shimmered with heat even though it was approaching dusk. For some hours, we walked over sand, but then sand gave way to a harder bone-white ground that was uneven and stony but less wearisome than walking on sand. There was a wavering pattern in it that reminded me of the sand at the edge of the great sea after the tide has gone out. All of us had switched from sandals to laced Beforetime boots before leaving Midland, and though I had been reluctant, I was surprised by how cool and comfortable my feet felt in them.
Each of us carried a pack for ease of access to things we might need, but the heaviest supplies were borne by the androne whose strength was prodigious. Not only did it pull the pallet, it now had fixtures on its back like shelves onto which many parcels and bundles were now stacked and lashed. There were also hooks from which other bundles were hung, and it had compartments in its body into which things had been fitted. These burdens must have weighed a great deal and yet its massive strides were as smooth as when it had walked unencumbered.
It spoke in the same slightly stiff, metallic, masculine voice as it had before, and sometimes in the smooth female voice of God, for the computermachine would be in contact with it and us until we moved outside its range.
It was Ana who spoke occasionally with the androne, and more often with God, seeming to have no difficulty in speaking to two people inside a single body. For me, both voices were facets of the computermachine and I spoke to it only to ask for information, but Ana not only peppered it with questions, she made observations and asked its opinion on things as if she spoke to a living person.
But even her boundless curiosity faltered, for it was very hot and a wind blew up that seemed hotter still, even as the sun was setting. Following Ahmedri’s advice we had created flowing head-coverings similar to those worn in Sador, and we had dressed in thin, light Beforetime trews and flowing shirts that covered our legs and arms. I had added two pairs of the more sturdy dark blue trews and soft short-sleeved shirts but I eschewed the waterproofed coats with hoods Ana had taken from the Beforetime storage, preferring the dark green coat I had been given by the futuretellers. Yet it was far too hot for it, or for the boots I had been given, and I wondered if I would ever get any use out of them. It seemed unlikely, and yet I had been unable to resist taking them, along with the rest of the things I had brought from Obernewtyn. They were all I had left of that beloved place and I would not relinquish them if I could help it.
I carried the memory seed on me again, but this time in a pouch hung about my neck and tucked securely under my clothes.
We had food as well. Some of Tash’s loaves and some pots of her jam, as well as other things she had prepared and a great many of the Beforetime pouches of dust and stones that would turn into food with water and heat. But we did not stop to eat that first night, for we did not want to waste a moment of travelling time. We ate as we walked and stopped only very late at night, to sleep fully clothed beneath silver plast blankets in the lee of a low hillock. We set a strict watch cycle, but there was no sign of a rhenling swarm, nor did we see any other beasts. Nevertheless the androne was left to stand a good distance away from us alongside the loaded pallet, in case rhenlings did come and looked like attacking. We would have it shine its headlight and draw them away from us, but only if we were in imminent danger, for we had no idea if it would be impervious to their claws and teeth. Ana had come up with the plan and I had been dismayed, for I had charged her to ask God if the androne could protect us. I had supposed God would have armed it with some sort of weapon, and when I said as much, Ana said that it had weapons, but that this was the best way to deal with a rhenling horde.
My horror of the monstrous little creatures had increased since I realised they might carry diseases, even if not the one Miryum had. But we saw no rhenlings the next night either. Just on sunset, with the sky a glory of scarlet and gold and pink above, the androne stopped and God’s voice came smoothly from it, announcing that we had reached the limit of its range and that the androne was now switching to its auxiliary programming. It did not bid us farewell or wish us luck, and why should it, for it was a machine, made by people long dead.
And so, we left the realm of God. Now all that we had known lay behind us, with only the unknown ahead. And yet even as the androne began to bear north, the sun westered and I saw that it approached a horizon that had turned dark and jagged, and it came to me that I was once again looking at the Black Mountains.








We were nearing the end of our third day of walking across the white plain and the sun was beginning to wester when at last we spotted the unmistakable shapes of Beforetime buildings on the horizon.
The walk from Midland had seemed unending, maybe because the hard white plain was truly featureless, save for the occasional narrow cleft that opened like a dark and sneering mouth in the blazing whiteness. In its monotony it reminded me of the sea, and I remembered that Straaka had once spoken of the kamuli beasts that inhabited the desert lands as ships of the desert.
We kept well away from the black crannies, despite our longing for a bit of shade, ever mindful of rhenlings. There was no chance they would fly during the day, and indeed from what I understood, they could not, but if any of us had fallen into a rift and chanced to touch one of the creatures, it would have our scent and be able to track us when darkness came.
Aside from all of us suffering headaches from the blinding light, the parting from Ahmedri, Miryum and Tash had left me feeling emptied out and gloomy, and I was sure the others felt the same. It was very hard on Dameon, who must bear the brunt of our heavy moods, and no doubt he already felt the same wrench at leaving our friends as I did.
The nights had brought a cessation of the relentless radiance and the dry, burning heat, but soon it became cold and the ground was too hard to let anyone sleep well or deeply without preparations that would take longer than they were worth. Nevertheless, we stopped when the moon was not in the sky, sitting a little way from the androne, very still and quiet, in case some beast blundered into one of the rifts and set off a swarm of rhenlings, and even when we walked with the thin moon moving over our heads, we did so quietly, with little speech, for we knew only the sun or the full moon would stop them from rising once they were roused.
Not that we saw a single beast or bird, for all Ahmedri’s warnings.
With the moon in the sky, we walked on. It was hard to believe anything lived in that bleak land, white and hard as bone, and indeed Dragon named it the Bone Plain, so that was the name Ana carefully scribed onto the map that night using a little pointed metal pen, for she had taken on Ahmedri’s office herself.
To make up for the lack of proper sleep, we stopped for an hour or so at the hottest point in the day, even as we had done when crossing the desert after we had emerged from the graag, but this time it was the androne rather than Swallow and Ahmedri who erected a simple canopy of a light and marvellous design, under whose dense shade we slept an hour or two, far more soundly than during the night.
We walked swiftly, despite the heat, but although no one complained at the pace I set, I found myself feeling increasingly irritated and impatient, biting my lip to stop myself snarling at my companions for the slightest irksome thing or demanding that we go more quickly. I told myself it was ridiculous to be impatient when we were moving at a good steady pace, but I could not seem to help it.
At mid morning on the third day I noticed a dark unravelling cloud in the east when we set off after our break and wondered if a storm was brewing. Yet I had seen clouds the day we left Midland, and nothing had come of them. A storm might account for my edginess, and there was good reason to be uneasy, for if the clouds swelled enough to blot out the fingernail moon, the rhenlings might fly. Yet we had not seen a sign of the creatures since leaving Midland, and the androne had assured Ana that we would reach Northport before dusk and be safe within the protective mantle cast by the device Hannah had set up when she had gone there with Jacob ages before.
I wondered idly why she had set it up. Had the rhenlings already been a threat by the time she woke from the cryopod in Hegate at Inva, or had she prepared the device against my future need? Again I thought how strange it must have been to live a life in which so much of your time was devoted to the doings of a person who did not yet exist. Had she been so sure I would even agree to do the task that I alone might succeed in doing? The world must have seemed so precarious to her, when one person alone would have the possibility of preventing its end, and she not yet born or committed to that task.
As the day wore on, the others often eyed the dark clouds, which mounted ever higher, covering more and more of the sky. Then in the afternoon, we saw the buildings. I felt sure it was Northport. To my surprise, Dameon disagreed, pointing out mildly that the buildings Dragon had just described to him might be the remnants of a smaller settlement or some kind of way station, for by his reckoning, we were still well short of dusk and the few buildings did not sound much like they were part of a very large settlement. Was not Northport supposed to be many times greater than Midland, with a good deal more of itself showing above ground?
I realised he was right, but also that we had the means of confirming my guess.
Ana must have had the same thought, for she said, ‘Are those buildings ahead of us the north part of Northport, Hendon?’
‘They are the leading edge of Quadrant Four, also known as Northport, Technician Ana,’ the androne responded in its pleasant, passionless voice.
‘It did not take so long after all!’ said Ana triumphantly. ‘We will easily get there before the fox comes and a good thing too, for tonight will be the first night of darkmoon.’
‘The fox?’ I echoed, puzzled.
‘Garth told me the Beforetimers call the hour before dawn the hour of the wolf, so I have decided that the hour before dusk will be called the hour of the fox, because it is so often red and always beautiful.’
‘I have always liked the ambiguity of twilight,’ Swallow said rather dreamily. ‘It is neither one thing nor the another. Like a fox seems to be partway between a cat and a dog.’
Maybe because you are never one thing or the other, I thought but did not say. I noticed Ana glance at him, a strange expression on her face. It was impossible to tell if she liked him more or less than before they had been in Habitat. Dameon might know, but his face was turned towards the settlement, his blind eyes fastened on it, though what he saw I could not guess; something he saw with vestigial spirit eyes, maybe.
I turned my own gaze to the roil of clouds that had knitted up into a thick black tangle now covering fully half the sky. They did not look like storm clouds so much as the agitated edge of a sea of night flowing up strangely from the east. But we would reach Northport ere they overcast us, if ever they did, and it would be some time after that before the sun set.
In a little while a wind began to blow, not gusts but a steady force like a single endless exhalation. There was a chill in it as well as the scouring grit of sand particles. We quickened our pace, and we were a good bit closer to the settlement when Swallow stopped and said, ‘I can make out a long line of high buildings with one tower higher than the rest. It has a queer bulging tip but nothing beyond that. If you have no objections, I’d say we camp here and enter the settlement on the morrow, for we know nothing of it.’
‘We have God’s map of the city,’ Ana said rather indignantly.
‘We do and I do not impugn it in any way,’ Swallow told her with a flash of his old dry wit that made her scowl. ‘I only meant that we do not know what inhabits the place.’ He looked back at me. ‘Think on it. A settlement full of dark crannies and gaps, and Ahmedri impressed upon all of us very strongly that there are many creatures that inhabit this terrain, for all it seems so bare and empty, and most are dangerous by his account. If we stop here we ought to be close enough to the buildings to be protected from rhenlings by the device Hannah set up, but far enough from them that we have half a chance to defend ourselves if something comes out of the city.’
‘I don’t understand why the device would keep off the rhenlings, but not other creatures,’ Dragon complained.
‘The thing that keeps off the rhenlings works by sound, and according to God, rhenlings are the most dangerous thing out here,’ Ana explained.
‘But why didn’t Hannah just get God to make something that would keep all creatures out of Northport and the other settlements in Pellmar Quadrants?’ Dragon asked.
‘Dear one, if God made a force that kept out all beasts, then it would keep us out, because for all that we humans forget it, we are only another kind of beast,’ Dameon said mildly.
Swallow and Ana were looking at me, waiting for me to have the final word, I knew. I looked at the buildings. My eyesight was not as good as Swallow’s, but I could see no other buildings behind those in the front line either, yet these buildings were true scrapers and far more formidable and imposing than the low cluster of eroded and sand-scoured buildings on the surface of Midland. Compared to these soaring scrapers, Midland was no more than a large village, at least above ground.
I felt a renewed surge of impatience, wanting to get into the settlement to look for the beasts, but at the same time, I felt uneasy. ‘We will camp here then,’ I said. ‘If it is close enough for us to be protected from the rhenlings.’
Ana nodded absently, saying we were well within the range God had outlined to her. Swallow glanced assessingly at the black mantle of clouds covering the east and beginning to spill into the west where a narrowing span of blue still showed, and the red-gold sun sent out a stream of light across the white plain, turning it to bronze.
‘Shall we chance a fire?’ Swallow asked. ‘It would be good to prepare a proper meal, even a soup against the cold of night, though the smell of food might draw some creatures out.’
Ana laughed. ‘If the fire itself does not deter them, Hendon has the means to protect us.’
I fought off an impulse to bid them cease their endless chatter for I was struggling with a powerful urge to change my mind and tell them we must go on into the city proper. At the same time, when I looked at the buildings, my heart misgave. I let the thought of soup distract me from my contrariness, for I was hungry and heartily sick of the hasty fare we had eaten since leaving Midland. Spoiled, I jeered to myself.
A fire was swiftly and efficiently built by the androne at Ana’s command. It used a mound of very light pebbles it took from a sack on the pallet, then to our amusement and astonishment, it lit the pile using a flint device at the tip of one of its fingers. Instead of producing a spark, it created its own little flame!
Ana rummaged in her pack for some food and the few simple utensils she had carried with her in case there was a chance to cook, and remarkably soon Swallow was stirring a pot of soup while she cut thick slices of bread, saying we might as well eat the last of Tash’s lovely bread before it grew stale. The combined scents of cooking and Tash’s bread made my stomach rumble as Dragon and I rolled out bedding with Dameon’s help. I found myself wishing it was Ahmedri preparing the meal. It was not that Ana or Swallow lacked skill, but the tribesman had great gifts for both the cooking of delicious food and the doing of it in difficult places. But even more than the loss of his cooking skill, I felt the breaking up of our company that his loss signified.
It was odd to feel his absence so keenly, given that we had been parted from him for many moons, indeed for more than a year, and had only been fleetingly reunited. But he had been part of our company from the first, and he was the first we were to leave behind; moreover, this was the first journey we had made without him.
‘You are thinking of Ahmedri,’ Dameon said, when we came to sit by the fire on the cushions the androne had set out. When I had seen them packed, I judged them a needless luxury, but now I was weary from walking and their softness was pleasant, as was the heat of the fire and our first proper meal since we had left Midland.
‘I am,’ I said.
‘I miss him, too,’ Dragon said. ‘And Tash. It seems impossible that I will never see her or talk to her again. She and I talked more than I have ever talked to anyone else. She asked so many questions about how I managed when I was a child in the ruins and about Obernewtyn and the Land. But most of all she asked about the Red Land and about my mother and father. She has no memory of her own parents and was always wondering why they let the govamen put her to sleep.’ She looked at me. ‘She said you told her she should try to learn the truth of it from God. I think she means to try. Oh I wish both of them could have come with us!’
‘Then Miryum would be alone,’ Dameon reminded her gently, patting her hand, for she sat beside him. ‘For myself, I am glad to think of the three of them together, providing solace and friendship. Miryum might oppose Ahmedri, but she will be unable to help herself warming to Tash. She has a gentle healing manner about her. And Ahmedri is much kinder than he seems. They will do well together.’
‘Do you think she will let herself be put back to sleep?’ Dragon asked.
‘I hope so, but I don’t know,’ I said.
‘Had you noticed the ground has begun to slope up slightly in the last hour or so?’ Ana asked, when she had returned from relieving herself. As on the black plain, there was no true privacy to be had, so discretion and a little distance had to serve, and when it was so near dark, the distance must be less. But Ana was not thinking of danger. ‘Maybe those buildings we can see are along the top of the slope we have been climbing, and the ground behind them drops away. That would explain why we can’t see any more of the buildings,’ she said.
‘We will know tomorrow,’ Swallow said, yawning widely. Ana yawned too, reflexively, and they all laughed.
I did not. I still felt unsettled. Perhaps it was because we were out in the open, without anything around us. I looked at the city, where the bottom part of the buildings now lay in shadow, the top in ember hues – orange and red and yellow – and felt simultaneously a revulsion and a desire to run to them. Disliking the feeling of being divided against myself, I glanced over to where the androne stood, silent and immobile as a statue between the fire and the city, its carapace reflecting simultaneously the sky and the fire and the darkness. It was a striking thing to look at, but I wondered what means it truly had to protect us from whatever predators might prowl the night. I knew it possessed the power to stun with its headlight and it could make flame, though only a small flame at the tip of its finger. Ana had said it had the means to protect us, but for how long, if we were attacked? We knew the androne lost its power at night, for it relied on sunlight. That must mean its power to use weapons was limited as well. Unless the weapons had their own power source. Ana had told me that Hendon had been given a special additional cell to power its memory and the bits of it that enabled it to think and remember, to match its enlarged memory space, and that it did not work on sunlight, so that even if the other cell ran out, his mind would go on working. Maybe the weapons could draw on that power as well.
But quite aside from its weapons, I wondered if it could truly have the wit to employ them usefully if we were attacked. It was impossible to gauge the level of its intelligence now that God had changed it and enabled it to think independently.
I let my eyes move beyond the androne to the darkness swallowing the sky, wondering what it was, if not dust or a storm, that had soaked up the last of the day. Then I thought how brightly our fire would shine, once it was full dark, and the androne too, if it remained close enough, but when I mentioned it to the others, none of them seemed much troubled by the idea of our being so visible.
I noticed Swallow was giving me the unfocused look that meant he was using his talent for seeing some part of the spirit with waking eyes, even as beasts did, as well as many gypsies. I wondered what he saw, but rather than ask and have him probe my mood and thoughts, I absently shifted my gaze to Dragon.
She felt it at once, and turned to smile a question at me. Suddenly it struck me that maybe I could get what I needed simply by asking her about her memories of the Red Land, rather than having to invade her mind and experience them.
‘Do you remember how it was in the Red Land?’ I asked her quietly.
Her smile faded into a pensive look. ‘I do. Some things. I remember my mother and her true death. But I do not like to think of it, even now that I know it was no fault of mine that she died and I survived.’
‘Do you remember much of the Red City? The place you lived, and the places you went?’
‘I stayed mostly in the palace,’ she said. ‘But my mother went out often among our people. She was much loved and never needed a guard to walk with her, though she let two go with her, to please them. She liked to walk the spiral walks with her greatcats when the floating gardens bloomed, and once, when the runs were set alight, she showed me the circles of fire from the window of my bedroom. There was a balcony . . .’
‘Did she not take you to many ceremonies outside the palace?’ I interrupted, ignoring the thousand questions her words provoked, but speaking casually, softly, so as not to break the spell of her remembering, for I thought she was seeing the Red City in her mind’s eye.
‘Sometimes she did, in her chariot,’ she said after a pause. ‘My mother liked to walk but when I was to go with her, she took a donkey chariot. The beasts adored her. All beasts did. The man leading them would get so angry because they would keep stopping and yearning their heads back to her. I remember there was a ball and my mother went to it dressed all in red, riding upon the back of a donkey that had been dyed the hues of fire. She did not like it being unnaturally coloured, but it was only a powder, and when she patted it, a cloud of red flew up and she threw back her head and laughed. I remember how she laughed, so that you could not help laughing too. Later I saw that her hand had left a red mark about my wrist.’ She smiled. ‘She wore a special mask for the ball. My mother said everyone had to wear one at the ball, and that someday I should have one. They must wear them unto she raised her staff and revealed herself their queen, and only then might everyone unmask. And there was dancing. Oh, but she was beautiful, like a flame dancing. She said one day I would carry her staff to the masked ball and offer it to the people as a sign that I served them as their queen . . .’
‘What of your father?’ I asked.
Dragon frowned. ‘I don’t know . . . Tash asked about him, too, and it was the first time I ever thought . . . but I don’t remember him at all, nor my mother speaking of him.’
‘Do you dream much of the Red Land as it is now?’ I asked. I could feel the others listening as they drank their soup, but they did not interrupt.
Dragon hesitated, then said, ‘I see Matthew.’
That stopped me, for I was never sure if she had truly got beyond the passionate greenstick attachment she had developed for the farseeker when he was a boy. Yet so much time had passed and she must see that what had happened between them had no evil in it. Matthew had not been much more than a child himself when he taught her to use her power to save Obernewtyn, blind to the adoration he had roused in her until it was too deeply embedded to be easily uprooted. He had been embarrassed by her devotion and ended up being very cruel to her. Yet he had kissed her, too. I had not known that from him. She had told me of it. He kissed her in elation after she had succeeded in driving off the soldierguards snooping around, before the rebellion that vanquished them once and for all.
It seemed that Dragon was not thinking only of Matthew, though, for she suddenly heaved a sigh and said, ‘Oh, if only Maruman and Gahltha and the others are here.’
‘I am sure they will be here,’ Swallow said, looking at me. ‘Didn’t you dream of Maruman in a city? Did it look like this?’
I forgot all weariness then and stood up, uttering a curse so savagely that they all gaped at me in astonishment.
‘I am a fool!’ I cried. ‘We are here and I have not tried to reach them! I have not tried in all the time we walked here. The last time was when I was in Midland. Ye gods, I just got so accustomed to not being able to use my powers when I was in Habitat.’
‘It doesn’t matter. Try now!’ Dragon urged, eyes alight with flames and eager hope.
I was already shaping a probe to Maruman’s mind, and sent it flying out towards the city, but it did not find him. There had been several areas that had been opaque so I envisaged the black sword and felt my mind sharpen, my Talent strengthen. I strove again, long and hard, but to my bitter disappointment, the probe would not locate. Of course Maruman might very well be in the lower levels of Northport. I was about to release the probe when some impulse made me reshape it to Gahltha’s mind and send it spinning out.
It located him immediately and the black horse responded with such a forceful wave of relief and love that I staggered and might have fallen into the fire if Swallow had not leapt up and caught hold of me.
‘Elspeth, what is it?’ he demanded as the others jumped up as well. Dimly I heard Dameon telling them it was joy I was feeling, not distress, and potent enough that I had near knocked him out! I shut out their babble and enfolded Gahltha’s mind even as he cleaved to mine.
Oh the sweetness of that meeting was close to pain.
‘Gahltha, my dearest equine/friend/brother! I am so terribly glad to feel/find you!’ I sent, and felt tears brim and fall.
‘ElspethInnle!’ the black horse sent with such fierce love and longing that it was like a summoning cry and so potent that I might have set off towards the city at a run if hands had not held me. Oh how I wished now that we had not stopped to make camp! No wonder I had felt such a longing to enter Northport. Some bit of me must have known what lay ahead and that was the reason for my intense impatience, my hunger to keep going despite the sensible objections and plans of the others. Why had I not obeyed my heart, despite the feeling of unease the city itself roused in me?
I struggled briefly with the hands that held me but they did not let me go. Then Gahltha was speaking again, his powerful mindvoice cutting through the confusion of delight and longing I was feeling. ‘I feared you lost when we could not find you here/on the ground nor in the dreamtrails for all this long and weary time. But Marumanyelloweyes said you lived and would come and that we must wait here and keep watch for you.’
I felt another burst of joy at their faithful love, and a renewed surge of urgency. ‘Maruman! I have been trying to farseek him but I could not find him/feel him,’ I sent.
‘He is not here/he roams in the barud-li,’ Gahltha sent, using the derogatory beast wordsymbol for an inimical human place, and there was disapproval in his mindvoice. Then, imperious as Jes to his younger sister, he demanded, ‘Where have you been?’
‘I was held captive in sleep for a long time, and then when I woke I was kept in a place beneath the ground so that I could not farseek you. Once, I managed to seek you on the dreamtrails, but I could not find you.’
‘It is well you did not go there again,’ he said, very seriously. ‘The H’rayka howled yourname over and over/soughtyou there long with terrible rage. Marumanyelloweyes fought/taunted the H’rayka. It was dangerous but the Moonwatcher longed for you/mourned you/kept faith, and sometimes madness filled him. Twice he vanished/I could not find his mind. Once I found him on the dreamtrails, and he was badlyhurt. I/Gahltha held his spiritform/soothedhim until the madness left him. He was angry then, and that was a different madness. Oh Marumanyelloweyes has always been difficult!’
I laughed at the weary affection with which he spoke of the old feline. ‘Well do I know it/him,’ I sent.
Being able to engage with his dear, strong, muscular mindvoice after so long made me feel dizzy with happiness, though it daunted me to know that the Destroyer had sought me so ferociously on the dreamtrails.
‘Do not fear it/H’rayka, ElspethInnle,’ Gahltha told me. ‘For a long time it was on the dreamtrails, seeking you hungrily, and then one day it did not come/never came again. Maybe it is dead, though Marumanyelloweyes says not.’
‘Maruman!’ The name burst from me in word and thought, carrying my longing and my fear that, after all this time, some terrible thing might have befallen the old cat before I could see him and hold him in my arms again.
‘What is wrong with her?’ I heard Ana ask.
‘There is something very strange in her aura,’ Swallow said.
I pushed their voices away so that I could concentrate, for Gahltha was sending to me. ‘Marumanyelloweyes will soon return, do not fear for him,’ he soothed.
I forced myself to calm down, letting the hands draw me down to sit. ‘Where is/did Maruman go/roam?’
Instead of responding in words, the black horse sent me a vision of a vast city where scrapers rose up like a forest of trees bisected by a complex black grid of roads. I recognised it as Northport only because of the onion-topped tower, which fitted Swallow’s description of a tower with a bulging tip. But it did not look much like the tower I had seen in my dream of Maruman, now that I seemed to be seeing it from another direction entirely, the whole city laid out on a vast slope running up to a hilltop along which scrapers rose against the skyline. Ana had been right in guessing we had approached Northport from behind a rise.
‘Where are you grazing?’ I asked. ‘Are the other horses with you?’
‘I/all equines/our herd are here/graze safe. There was great danger for a time, but then we came here because Darga said it would be safe and there was water/good grazing.’
I showed him the city as we saw it. ‘You are in Northport, but where?’
‘That is the barud-li,’ Gahltha sent. ‘Marumanyelloweyes is there, though the day/sun has gone. Sometimes he stays in/under the barud-li at night. It is madness but he says there are many places under the buildings where it is safe, even there. I/Gahltha will seek him in the morning and tell him you/ElspethInnle are safe.’
I was puzzled by the way he was speaking, as if Maruman was somewhere else, then it occurred to me that the image of the settlement that he had shown me was not only from another direction, it was from without.
‘You are not in the barud-li?’ I asked, wondering where they could be, and how they could be safe from the rhenlings. Then, ‘It does not matter. I will go into the city/barud-li and seek/find him now.’
Gahltha neighed then, a long whinny of horror that made all the hair on my head stand on end. For a moment I became aware of my body, of Dragon clutching at my hands, of her frightened beautiful face. But Gahltha’s fear was too compelling.
‘Gahltha!’ I sent. ‘What is it/what is the matter?’
‘You are in the barud-li?’
‘No, we are just outside it, camped on the plain . . .’
At that moment, all the feelings of the day coalesced and I understood what had been the matter with me – the reason for my unease and impatience, the sense of unbalance and wrongness.
Premonition.
‘Go back, ElspethInnle.’ Gahltha sent with desperate urgency. ‘Maruman foresaw this. He said there would be manydeaths if you came to the barud-li. He/we waited/watched to turn you aside but thislast day/s Marumanyelloweyes/his mind has been strange/unsettled . . . Maybe he is seeking you . . . Elspeth, there are rifts. It is your onlychance. Find one. Hide/bequiet/still. You cannot be out in the open/so close for this will be darknight.’
I saw a glimpse in his mind of a vast cloud of rhenlings flying.
‘Do not be afraid,’ I assured him. ‘We have a . . .’ I tried to think how to describe Hannah’s device, calming down as I understood he was afraid for me, because night was coming and it was darkmoon. ‘It’s all right! There is . . . a force/power here that keeps the rhenlings out of the city/Northport. We are within its protection.’
‘There is no force/protection!’ Gahltha sent. ‘Go back to where you were/safe. Marumanyelloweyes said the rhenlings could not go there.’
‘No, you are . . . you don’t understand,’ I said, but my heart began to gallop at the thought that the device Hannah had left behind so long ago might have failed. We ought to have considered the possibility. ‘Don’t worry, we are close enough to get into the buildings of the barud-li before it is full dark.’
‘No!?’ Gahltha sent, and the terror in his sending was unbearable. ‘You cannot go into the barud-li! The rhenling horde nests/sleeps there, thousands upon thousands of them, and when it is dark they will rise to feed.’
My probe dissolved in horror and I wrenched myself free of the hands that held me and turned to the west to see the sun was touching the horizon.
‘It was Gahltha,’ I gasped. ‘Hannah’s device must have failed.’
‘But how do you –’ Ana began.
I cut her off ruthlessly. ‘Gahltha says the city is full of rhenlings and they will rise to feed when it is dark.’
‘But there is nowhere to hide,’ Dragon said.
‘It will be full dark in about ten minutes,’ Swallow said. ‘We have to run into the city, now.’ He overrode me when I tried to protest. ‘There is no other way. We must get close to the buildings and watch where the rhenlings come from, then take shelter accordingly. They will not begin their night’s hunt by looking under their noses.’
‘Elspeth, he is right,’ Ana said. ‘Ahmedri waited at the mouth of their lair and they didn’t see him. He used a silver blanket and we can do the same.’
‘Forget about the blankets. There is no time to find them. Leave everything and run,’ I said.
Ana obeyed. Taking hold of Dragon’s hand, she began to run, dragging the other girl, until she ran, too. I reached out to Dameon but Swallow batted my hand away saying that he would bring the empath. ‘You are the one who matters. Now go! Stop for nothing and no one.’
‘He is right,’ Dameon said urgently. ‘You run for us all.’
I turned to the city and broke into a sprint. Behind me I heard Swallow shout to the androne to defend me from the flying mutants. Moments later I heard the androne pounding along behind me. I glanced back to see its burdens spilling willy-nilly from its hooks and shelves, but it did not heed them. Behind them, Swallow swerved to avoid the flying objects, and Dameon kept pace, running hard and trusting utterly to the other man’s eyes. I turned back to Northport and ran as hard as I could, gradually coming up behind Ana and Dragon, then I saw Dragon stumble and fall.
Even as I slowed instinctively, my own foot broke through a crust of earth over a crumbling remnant of a black road and I fell hard. All the wind was knocked from me, but worse, my ankle screamed. I ground my teeth together and got to my feet, ignoring pain, and hobbled on as best I could. Ana had hauled Dragon to her feet and they were running again, making straight for the nearest building.
Suddenly all the scrapers and the flat plain before them turned red as blood. Fox fire, I thought, irrelevantly. Then I reached the top of the slope and stopped dead, for there was a gap in the row of buildings before me and I realised it was a street running down the steeply sloping ground beyond the ridge where the city began, and I saw the vast, red-tinged labyrinth that was Northport. Then the ruddy light thickened and darkened to the red-brown of congealed blood and I looked around to see the sun setting, and the dark tide of cloud running across the sky in its wake was quenching the reds and golds of the dusk sky. In seconds it would be pitch dark, and no moon would rise this night.
I turned to see Swallow and Dameon running up the slope to the left. They had almost reached the buildings, but when I tried to run again, my leg collapsed under me. It would not support me; worse, I was bleeding copiously. I had just passed a broken depression in the ground a little way back down the slope and I knew it was my only chance. If I could crawl back down to it, I could press myself into it and lie still and quiet, praying that Ana was right and that the swarm would be too intent on flying to notice bloody prey at its doorstep.
I crawled to the depression and rolled into it, panting hard, my ankle throbbing. Lifting my head above the crumbling rim of the depression, I saw Swallow and Dameon vanish down the side of the building. Further around, I could see Ana and Dragon crouched in what looked to be a niche in its facade. Seeing their white faces turned to me, I farsent to them both and expressly forbade them to come back for me.
I rolled on my back, remembering the androne had been following me, and saw it looming over me against the long closing seam of red in the dusk-lit sky. Then I heard the unmistakable beat of running paws. I looked around, thinking it must be Darga, or Rasial, but the beast racing up the slope towards me was a wolf. I saw clearly jaws agape, red tongue lolling, its torn ear and grizzled muzzle, its glowing pitiless eyes. It was Gobor, who had been driven from the Brildane pack after he had tried to kill me! I screamed as he leapt and landed with his paws either side of my head. I reached out to catch the ruff of fur at his throat, trying to hold him off, expecting to feel his teeth close on me, but he lay down beside me, half atop me, crushing the breath out of me. Confusedly, I thought he had somehow followed us, waiting for a moment to make good his threat to kill me.
‘Quiet tha, dinrai,’ he snarled, his mismatched mindvoice scything painfully into my head. ‘This one comes not to devour tha but to defend tha.’
A single beat of astounded silence, and then I heard a great soughing as of a wind sweeping through a forest of trees. I turned on my side to edge out from under the wolf and looked at the buildings, my heart quailing at the sight of endless streams of birds pouring from hundreds of glassless windows and cracks in the scrapers to form a monstrous whirling cloud overhead, stained red-black by the last glimmer of dusk, just visible against the dense flat darkness of the sky.
Only they were not birds.
‘Be still/be quite,’ Gobor sent. ‘Beasts there are that run with the rhenlings unwinged/unflying. They will come like a wave over the ground. These this one can protect tha from, so long as the fliers dinna ken tha.’
Remembering his ability to freeze the will to move, I lay still, fearing he might exert it on me. My mind was reeling at his unexpected appearance, at his offer of aid, when the last time we had seen one another he had sworn to tear my throat out. Then I pushed aside all thought and tried to quiet the sawing of my breath, the battering of my heart. I pressed my face to the white earth, striving to be silent, trying to be earth. The sound of the rhenlings grew louder and I could not stand not to see. I turned my head very slowly, and looked up.
Terror cleaved into me at the sight of the rhenling column curling inexorably downward, towards me, like a peak in a great dark wave of the ocean. Their rank, unmistakable odour came before them and the rustling of their wings grew. The air seemed to vibrate. I did not run. I could not and there was no use in it. I could not coerce them.
‘Maruman,’ I whispered, watching my death approach, and fear gave way to a stabbing sorrow at the knowledge that I would never see him again.
But before the rhenlings could reach us, the most piercingly dreadful shriek rent the air and a dazzlingly bright light shone out in a widening wedge, slicing open the darkness. I turned to see the androne had turned its face up to the ravening rhenling horde and light was pouring from an opening in its forehead, but it was a thousand times brighter than any light it had shone before. Its mouth was open as if it screamed, and I realised it was making the terrible shrilling sound too. Overhead, lit by the swathe of white from its headlight, the column of rhenlings exploded in a dozen different directions. Many fell dead, or maybe stunned, and the rest were wheeling and coiling and colliding, clearly confused.
‘Run,’ Gobor barked the command in my mind, even as he leapt from the depression.
I sprang up and began to hobble forward, ignoring pain, galvanised by terror. The wolf paced me, though he could have left me and covered the ground to the buildings in moments. Then I baulked, for coming along the ground towards us were a pack of what looked to be oversize and wingless rhenlings moving with the terrible jerky grace of giant spiders. When they were close enough for me to see their fangs and the glistening whites of their eyes, I remembered my little belt dagger and groped for it even as Gobor leapt into their midst, snapping his jaws on one then another and another. For a second there was a hiatus, then another pack that had clearly been hanging back, dismayed by the wolf’s attack, surged forward and the wolf vanished in a dense flurry of leathery lumpen black bodies. He gave a terrible howl and I felt a desperate rage flow through me.
I staggered forward to help him, screaming and wielding my knife. One of the creatures leapt at me and I felt its teeth and claws slash at me, and thought of the Endrax virus. Holding it from my face and neck, I drew on the dark force at my core and hurled it recklessly at the pack as if they were a single mind. I spent myself in a single burst. It was as if a giant hand slapped at the land-bound mutants and they fell as one.
I stumbled to my knees beside the wolf lying in their midst and slashed at the rhenling still fastened to his head. It fell away with a spatter of dark blood. I looked up and saw with horror that the flying horde had split, one column pouring towards the androne, and the other punching down towards me.
I looked up to see if I could see Swallow or one of the others, and in the wash of brightness from the androne’s headlight lighting up the fronts of the buildings, I saw a flash of white at a window ledge, and to my utter astonishment a white wolf appeared on a ledge on another building. Further along something moved and I glanced at the next building to see another wolf step onto a sill. Then there was another on a roof and another two on the next roof, and yet another stepped out onto a jutting balcony. Suddenly there were wolves strung out across the buildings, all standing like pale statues.
The Brildane; but had they come to watch me die, I wondered, and how did Gobor fit in? I was utterly bewildered.
Then a single wolf began to howl. The sound clearly distressed the rhenlings, for the leading edge of the great dark wave broke away and coiled back to spear at the wolf that was calling. But it had fallen silent and another of the wolves began to give the same unearthly cry. Once again a great sheet of the rhenlings tore away from the main body and curled back towards the wolf uttering that tormenting sound, as yet another wolf on another roof took up the cry. More and more rhenlings were peeling off from the flock in wild and aimless circles. But not all were aimless. Even as I watched, I saw one wolf swallowed by a clot of the creatures.
Then Swallow was there, reaching out to me. ‘We’ve found a place –’
‘No, get the wolf,’ I gasped, pointing.
He did not argue but reached down and scooped the limp wolf into his arms, then he stood as I pulled myself up. I used him as a crutch as we made our unwieldy way towards the buildings. I gritted my teeth at the pain, coercing myself to run, knowing I must be damaging myself but uncaring. Belatedly I realised the shrilling sound the androne had made had stopped, and I looked over my shoulder to see one column of rhenlings falling on the androne. I saw the androne vanish under them and begin to fall. Then its light was extinguished.
All was darkness.
‘Ye gods, I can’t see a curst thing,’ Swallow gasped, stopping. ‘It’s close. Try to find the gap between . . .’
Then I heard Dameon calling my name and there were hands taking mine, and it was Dameon lifting me into his arms, and telling Swallow to make haste. I heard the leathery whisper of wings overhead and Swallow gave a cry of rage and then we were stumbling through a door and down steps. There was the sound of scuffling and something fell.
A door slammed and there were several thuds against it.
‘Are you hurt?’ I heard Dameon ask. ‘Your leg is wet.’
‘I am fine,’ I said, shrugging off his hands. ‘The wolf . . . It is Gobor, who tried to attack me by the Skylake . . . he saved me from some wingless rhenlings.’
‘I thought it must be Ahmedri’s wolf . . .’ Swallow began. Then he cursed and muttered, ‘Damn that filthy thing, it took a piece out of me.’
‘It was, I think,’ I said. ‘I mean I think it was Gobor who was with Ahmedri all that time. He must have followed us. He is hurt . . .’
‘We can do nothing for him until we can see,’ Swallow said. ‘If only I had my pack. Ana stuck in a lightstick. But maybe it is better not to have any light just yet.’
We all fell silent for a moment, listening.
‘The other wolves . . . did you see them?’ I asked.
‘Other wolves?’ Swallow said doubtfully, vaguely. ‘No. Did you see where Ana and Dragon went?’
‘I saw them hiding in a niche when the rhenlings came out and then they vanished, so my guess is they are in a place like this,’ I said.
‘What did you mean about other wolves, Elspeth?’ Dameon asked. ‘Do you mean the Brildane?’
‘Yes . . . I think it must be Rheagor and his pack. They suddenly appeared in the buildings after the rhenlings had all flown out. They must have been hiding, using their abilities to stop the rhenlings attacking them. They came out in the open and started howling – first one and then another. It confused the rhenlings . . . distracted them. Drew them. I don’t understand.’ I felt I might vomit. Leaving the warmth of Dameon’s arms, I groped my way to the wolf. Physical contact enabled me to feel the pulse of his life, but his thick fur was sodden and warm with what could only be a great deal of blood. I could hardly take in that the wolf banished from the pack in the mountains for trying to kill me had appeared to save me.
Beyond the door, we heard the shrilling cry begin again.
‘That noise . . . it is Hendon,’ I said. ‘But I saw it . . . him fall. He used his headlight – it was very strong. Many of the rhenlings fell from the sky. He made that terrible screaming sound and they were confused, then he stopped screaming and the rhenlings attacked him and his lights went out.’
We heard a woman’s voice.
‘That was Ana!’ Swallow said sharply. There was the sound of movement and then the door opened. ‘Ana, Dragon, here,’ he hissed. I heard scuffling and then Ana’s voice say clearly, ‘I have to help him.’
‘Damn you, stop. It is a machine!’ Swallow swore, then there was the sound of a struggle.
‘Take your hands off me!’ Ana snarled, louder now, and there was fury in her words. I realised Swallow had drawn her into the stairs, but she had not come willingly. ‘Let me go!’ she cried suddenly, and there was real fear in her voice.
‘Ana!’ Swallow sounded shattered. ‘I will not harm you, Ana. Do not . . . never fear me. I would never hurt you. Ana, hush. My sweet Ana. Ana.’ His voice had gone from a shout to a croon. There was such tenderness in it that not one of us listening could doubt his feelings for her. They were naked in his voice and he did not care. He bared his soul to her and to all of us.
I heard Ana give a choking sob then something thudded against the door, and again. Then there was silence.
‘Elspeth?’ It was Dragon. She must have come in before Swallow dragged Ana in. I called out softly to her, and when I felt her close, I reached out and found her hand. It was trembling. I drew her to me and put my arms around her, taking comfort in comforting her.
‘Your teeth are chattering,’ she said in a muffled voice.
‘I am not surprised,’ I said.
Dragon gave a high hysterical laugh, which turned to weeping.




‘Elspeth?’ It was Dameon’s voice.
I opened my eyes to a dazzling stream of light, flinching and squinting and trying to think where I was, even as a door closed, leaving me with the dim glow of a lightstick. The dreams of the night, full of running, ravening beastmen, Rushton in their midst, running, too, slipped away before I could grasp them.
‘I dreamed . . .’ I began, and then stopped, for I could see a wolf lying beside me, its pale pelt streaked with dark red patches. Gobor, I thought. ‘So, it was no dream.’ Then I thought confusedly that it must have been a dream, because Rushton had been in it.
Dameon was there, then, setting aside the lightstick and squatting down to rest a gentle hand on the unconscious wolf. ‘Don’t worry. Ana has tended his wounds and then she gave him something to make him sleep deeply. She sent the androne back to the platform to get her healing kit first thing this morning, and she wishes to see you when you are well enough to walk.’
‘The androne?’ I echoed. ‘I thought it was destroyed by the rhenlings.’
‘It was not damaged. The weight of the rhenlings merely toppled it over. Ana said the call it made is called a sonic siren that can be pitched to disrupt the hearing of the rhenlings, which apparently is how they see. They send out sounds too high for human ears to detect, and when the sound bounces back, they use it to build up a picture of their surrounds and then they hunt anything that moves, using scent as well.’
‘So if we had simply been quieter . . .’ I began.
Dameon shook his head. ‘They see with the sound they make. It doesn’t matter whether their prey is silent or not. But they have a powerful sense of smell and blood draws them.’
They had scented the blood I had so obligingly shed, I thought, remembering the terrifying sight of the creatures pouring down from the sky towards me. ‘But why did it stop shrieking?’
‘Because it had used up one of its cells,’ Dameon continued. ‘Apparently it has several and when one runs out, the other takes over. But there is a delay. Once it switched to a new cell, its headlight came on again. But instead of using its siren when it could, it waited until the horde massed to attack it were pressed close together, and then it sent out a force from its fingertip. Not fire but a light that was so hot and terrible it set fire to the rhenlings it touched and because they were pressed close, all of them went up in a great blaze like the leaves of a tree put to the torch. They attacked three more times before those that remained gave up and sheered away. The smell out there is horrendous.’
‘The wolves?’
‘Were less lucky,’ Dameon answered. ‘A good many of them died and two were blinded.’
I uttered a soft, heartfelt curse. ‘They deliberately drew off the rhenlings . . . Rheagor must have foreseen what would happen – he even spoke of the deaths of wolves, but why didn’t he just warn me?’ Something in the sudden stillness of the empath caught my attention. ‘Rheagor?’ I whispered.
‘He is dying,’ Dameon said, regret in his voice. ‘He was injured badly but Ana says that is not what is killing him. She needs you to speak with him.’
‘You should have woken me sooner,’ I said, struggling to sit.
‘Ana bade us leave you sleep as long as we could because your self-healing abilities would use up all of your energy,’ Dameon said, helping me up. ‘And Swallow only found him a little while ago.’
I glanced at the empath and gasped to see livid claw marks running down one cheek and along his neck and chest. There were more scratches on his forehead, and one sleeve was almost completely shredded, the arm underneath scored deeply. Looking down at his hand in mine I noticed a deep bite mark on his wrist, the flesh surrounding it red and angry and puffy. Cold fear ran down my spine.
‘We were all scratched and bitten,’ I said slowly, reaching up to touch my own cheeks and feeling scabbed scratches, though there was no pain.
‘You are thinking about the Endrax virus,’ Dameon said, patting my hand reassuringly. ‘Don’t. Hendon performed some test and he says the rhenlings do not carry it.’
My feet and my legs felt flaccid and weak but I realised there was no more pain in my ankle.
‘What about Gobor?’
‘We would have taken him to where the other wolves lie but Ana reminded us that you said he had been banished, so it seemed better to leave him here with you.’
I nodded and reached out a farseeking probe to the injured wolf. He was deeply asleep but the pulse of the old wolf’s life was strong.
‘When can I see the other wolves?’ I asked.
‘At once, if you feel strong enough,’ Dameon said simply.
I leaned heavily on the empath as we made our way up the steps into the light, which was not sunlight but a strange blighted brightness. Looking up as we came out of the cellar, I saw there was a thick film of dark, yellowing cloud over the sky. This must be what had blotted out the moon the night before, enabling the rhenling horde to rise long before the sky had darkened. Before me the white plain we had crossed stretched away in all directions, shimmering in the heat under the strange sky. I could see the androne’s platform some distance to the south. The ground was littered with black lumps, the bodies clustered so thick that we had to pick our way through them.
‘Faugh,’ I said, for the smell of burning mingled with their strong musk was truly awful. I shuddered inwardly as we began to make our way through the charred rhenlings.
I looked up at the row of buildings we were passing and was struck by the fact that these scrapers were lower than most, and, unlike the buildings on the surface of Midland, they were badly eroded: some of the facades had crumbled to the ground, and some of the roofs had fallen in. Even accounting for the lack of a God to keep things in some sort of repair, there seemed too little rubble, and it occurred to me that Northport might have been only partially complete when the Great White came.
The ground underfoot felt suddenly odd and I looked down to see that we had reached the dusty remnants of a black Beforetime road. Dameon turned to go up it, and I realised he must have made this journey enough times when I was unconscious to be able to lead me. I was so accustomed to his knowing his way around places that I had not even thought to wonder how he was leading me.
We passed the depression where I had briefly taken shelter and I steered the empath a little to the side to avoid it.
‘Gobor ran to me when I was hiding in this hole we are passing, before Swallow found me,’ I said. ‘I thought he must have followed and meant to make good his threat to kill me, but he protected me, with his body first and then with his teeth when the ground crawlers came.’ I stopped, thinking it made no sense that the old wolf had saved me, nor that Rheagor would let his pack be attacked for my sake, when he might simply have warned me, unless he had not foreseen that when he had gone seliga before he had agreed to allow the pack to accompany me.
‘Ana was right about Northport being on a slope,’ Dameon said as we made our way upwards. ‘Swallow says these buildings we hid in are at the very top of a ridge. Our way is down the other side. We should be almost at the top now, by my reckoning.’
As we went on I glanced towards the platform, but I saw nothing moving in all that whiteness. ‘Where is the androne now?’
‘With Swallow, searching for other wolves who were hurt and helping him to bury those who died. Those that were unharmed vanished before the sun came up. They will not come until Rheagor calls them.’
If he calls them, I thought.
We reached the top of the ridge and I looked down the gap in the row of buildings I had reached the previous night. Once again, now in broad daylight, I saw the city of Northport stretched out. It was as vast as I remembered, but I realised it was not a ruined city, but the remains of a city that had been in the process of being built. That might explain why neither Kelver Rhonin nor Hannah had found a computermachine connected to govamen here. Yet while Hannah might not have known the city of Northport was only partly built, Kelver Rhonin must have known. Therefore if he had come here looking for a computermachine connected to govamen, there must once have been one.
That made me wonder again at the purpose of Northport, which had been sited so far from the other settlements. Perhaps Midland alone had been complete when the Great White came.
‘We are looking for a red door on the right,’ Dameon said. ‘That is where the injured wolves have been laid because there are no windows.’
‘I see it,’ I murmured, my eyes going from the red door at the foot of a low building which appeared to be complete, to the high tower in the distance, with the bulbous top that I had seen the night before. Seeing it in daylight, it no longer seemed the tower of my dream after all. That had been narrower and rose high above the buildings around it. Yet it made me think of Maruman and I bade Dameon stop a moment while I wove a probe to seek the old cat. Without waiting for him to answer, I closed my eyes and formed a probe shaped to Maruman’s mind. I sent it spinning out, seeking the old cat, but it did not locate. I farsought Gahltha and was very relieved when he answered my beastspeaking call at once. His relief was palpable at finding that I was safe but I cut off his questions and asked about Maruman, thinking he might have left the city before I woke.
‘Marumanyelloweyes did not return lastnight or thisday,’ Gahltha said. But he added that Darga had insisted both Maruman and I were safe. That had to comfort me for the present. I told Gahltha that I would contact him again very soon, but I felt his disapproval and impatience before I withdrew my probe.
‘I could not reach him, but I spoke to Gahltha,’ I said. ‘The others are all with him, I think, save Maruman. Just before the rhenlings came, he told me Maruman was in Northport. I will contact him again as soon as I have seen Rheagor.’
‘Ana is with him and the other wolves,’ Dameon said, when we came to the red door.
I opened it to find steps leading down into an open maw. It was another basement chamber, but utterly dark.
‘Do not be afraid,’ Dameon said gently. ‘Swallow broke the lock on the door this morning and there are no windows in the basement, so this is the only way down into it. There can be no rhenlings lurking in the shadows. I will leave you to it. We have set up camp a little further down this road in a small open paved square that Swallow chose, because the animals can join us there. We will all have to take shelter before nightfall of course, and he is still searching for somewhere large enough to hold the horses, that can be shut up tight.’
‘It might be better for them to stay where they are, if they are safe, but we will talk about it later.’ I looked down the road, which was split and broken in several places. ‘Do you want me to walk there with you?’
‘No, I counted my steps when I came up to find you and I have worked out a route.’ He began to turn away then stopped and asked where the beasts were, for my words made it sound as if they were not in Northport.
‘I have the impression they are somewhere north of the city,’ I said. ‘But I will ask Gahltha as soon as I have finished here.’
I went down into the stairwell and reluctantly closed the door behind me. Immediately I saw a soft red glow below. I descended the stairs until I could see into a wide low-roofed chamber. The light was coming from a small oil lantern with a flickering flame, which I recognised from our trip through the mountains, and it illuminated a number of wolves lying about. Ana was in their midst, the lantern beside her, bent over a white wolf. I made my way to her side and she looked up as I approached. Her expression was serious, but even in the dimness I could see there was something new and radiant in her face and eyes. I had seen that look in my own eyes in a mirror, I realised, after I had been with Rushton, and I remembered the raw, clear sound of love in Swallow’s voice the previous night, when he had spoken her name.
‘Are you all right?’ Ana asked, and I realised I must have been gaping at her like a thunderstruck fool.
‘A good deal better than poor Dameon, I suspect,’ I said. Then asked, ‘How is Swallow?’
She could not help but smile and the fleeting joy in it confirmed my guess. Somehow they had found one another in the darkness and violence of the previous night. But Ana’s voice was pragmatic when she said that he had been badly bitten about the head and shoulders and there were slash marks that she had needed to stitch.
‘I am glad that your body heals itself,’ she said. ‘It means I have one less patient to worry about, and what would become of the quest if the Seeker falls?’ Her voice was light but her eyes grew serious again as she looked down at the wolf. ‘He was not so fortunate.’
‘Is it Rheagor?’
‘No, Rheagor is over by the wall. I recognised him as soon as I saw him when Swallow brought him to me. He was blinded in both eyes. Three of the other wolves were attacked in the face, but only a she-wolf was blinded and only in one eye. The rhenlings seem to have targeted the wolves’ eyes. I asked Dameon to have Swallow or Dragon fetch you, but he said he would guide you.’ She shook her head. ‘Dameon is very stubborn in his independence, yet here you are.’
‘He said Rheagor . . .’ I paused then pulled myself together. ‘I mean, what other injuries does he have aside from his eyes?’
‘Some bad scratches and bites on his head and flank, but though his eyes must be hideously painful, the loss of them is not a mortal injury.’ She glanced at the wolf under her hands. ‘He was less fortunate. He was barely touched by the rhenlings but Swallow found him on the ground outside a building. From his injuries, he fell from the roof and I think he will not last till night. There is nothing I can do for him but ease his pain. It is sadder yet because he is a young wolf. The rest of the wolves here will all recover.’
‘Dameon said Rheagor was in danger . . .’ I said.
She frowned and looked towards the white wolf by the wall. ‘He is not mortally wounded and there is no reason for me to think it but I have healed many people and sometimes . . . you get a sense that they are slipping away. I feel that, with Rheagor. That is why I asked for you to be awakened.’
I went to Rheagor and was aghast to see the bloody mess that had once been his eyes. I laid my hand on his flank and reached out a tentative probe, to find the pulse of his life was strong. His mind reached out to me. ‘You saved my life,’ I told him.
‘It did be hard to bring the pack here when this one did see what would come to tha, knowing so many would die,’ the pack leader sent. ‘Knowing this one would be blinded.’
‘Rest and we will talk when you are stronger.’
‘There do be little time for talk. Where do be Gobor?’ Rheagor asked.
‘He is in another place close by. We did not know if it would be right to bring him here, since he was banished. But what do you mean by saying there is little time? You are not mortally injured.’
‘Do bring that one,’ Rheagor sent. ‘This one did see . . . that Gobor One Ear would follow if the pack did leave the mountains. Would lead . . . when this one could not.’
I stared at him. ‘But what do you mean? If you foresaw in the mountains that you would be blinded here and that Gobor would have to lead, why didn’t you tell him so? Why didn’t you warn me, so we could have come here in the daytime, and the wolves would not have had to sacrifice themselves?’
‘To see seliga is to see/live/visit many shifting prospects. That one would not lead/come unless the pack left and Gobor did face his past and remember what was forgot. This would not happen unless that future came in which Gobor did find his sister/Descantra and she did tell him what was told by you of Sharna. That future was only one among many in which Gobor wished only to kill tha. This one did see that Gobor would not be changed until that one saved tha. It was only a day past when this one saw how that might come to pass, but this one also foresaw that tha life would be in terrible danger, and there was a great likelihood tha would die before Gobor could save tha. This one resolved that the pack must protect tha until that moment. Only then did this one see this was the way many other wolves would die, ElspethInnle.’ There was sorrow in his mind as he sent, ‘Even those that see much, see not all things, and not all things seen come to pass. Seeing is a perilous thing and now I am done with seeing and seering and leading.’
I stared at him in pity and dismay, understanding that by his lights he truly had no choice, and awed by the courage and stoicism that had enabled him to command the wolves to distract the rhenlings, knowing how many would die, knowing he would be blinded. But I sensed the wolf would not want my thanks or my pity.
‘I am sorry for the deaths of those wolves that helped me,’ I sent, very formally. ‘Yet we both know that it was not for my sake that the Brildane gave their lives to save me. It was for the sake of the world we all inhabit, for if my quest fails the world will fall and all creatures with it. But still, you are not mortally wounded so why do you need Gobor to lead the pack? And are you so sure he will agree to it, even now?’
‘That one will not agree to it,’ Rheagor said. ‘Not while there do be a pack leader. There be only one way that Gobor One Ear can claim leadership.’
‘Why is it so important that Gobor leads?’ I asked, not able to grasp the implications that seemed to thread through the pack leader’s words.
‘Long ago in the mountains, when this one did go seliga, this one did see that only if Gobor One Eye did lead the Brildane from this place, will tha quest succeed and the pack reach the land where beasts do walk free from the funaga-li.’ The wolf sighed and his eyes and mind closed as he slumped against the flank of the unconscious female.
‘Ana . . .’ I cried, and she was beside me, reaching out to feel the wolf’s throat.
‘It’s all right, he just fainted.’ She sat back on her heels. ‘What did he say?’
‘That Gobor is to lead the Brildane but that he had to claim leadership. He wants Gobor brought here.’ I was trying to make sense of what the wolf had said, but it seemed to me that there was something missing.
‘You had better find Swallow and Hendon then. You and Dameon could not manage it even between you. And surely there is no rush. Neither Gobor nor Rheagor are badly wounded and if Rheagor wants to talk to Gobor, that will give him something to live for, so let us delay their meeting a little. Besides all else, you may be healing yourself, but there is a cost to that healing. I can see how weak you are. You should go to the square where the others are and eat something. They can bring Gobor here at dusk,’ Ana said firmly. ‘But that reminds me. Have you contacted Maruman and the others yet?’
I gathered my wits. ‘I spoke to Gahltha just now. He said Maruman is somewhere in the city still, but the rest of them are in the same place as when I contacted him first, somewhere outside the city to the north.’
‘How do they protect themselves from the rhenlings if they are out in the open?’
‘I don’t know.’ A thought occurred to me. ‘Perhaps Hannah’s device is set up wherever they are,’ I said. ‘Where is the map God made? Maybe there is place just outside the city to the north.’
‘In my pack. You will recognise it because my . . . the bow and arrow case are bound to it.’
‘It is your bow,’ I said. ‘But where is the pack?’
‘In the square, with the other packs. I had Hendon bring them. It seemed easier than having him bring the whole platform, though he will do that before tonight. Of course we must all be under cover before it gets dark.’
‘The rhenlings . . .’
‘Have returned to their roosts in all of the dark niches and crannies of this place,’ Ana said soberly. ‘Swallow wanted to go about killing them but there is no sense in it; there must be millions of them here.’ She began to give me directions to the square until I told her Dameon had already explained how to find them.
I made my way down the street and across the small square where Dragon and Dameon were preparing a meal inside the dusty base of an ornamental pool. It was badly eroded and worn, like every surface in the ancient city, but there were a few blue tiles of some hard stone or maybe glass at the bottom. It was a clever choice, for the edge served as a bench seat and a table of sorts, and the lip protected the fire from the hot wind sweeping along the street between the scrapers. So must that street have seen the passing of endless seasons and the winds they brought. It was strange to think that the elements were the only inhabitants this city had ever known, save for the rhenlings and other such beasts. Of course, not all of the city would be half constructed. I could see sections that, even from a distance, looked complete, but like Midland, the people meant to come and inhabit the buildings had never arrived.
Dameon straightened and turned, half smiling as he sensed my approach. Seeing this, Dragon swung round and beamed at me, too, her face lighting up as it always did these days when she saw me. I had a sudden memory of a dream I had experienced at Obernewtyn, in which she had turned to smile at me in exactly this way, only there had been a mosaic-covered wall behind her, half obscured by a creeper. That had never yet happened and maybe it never would, for even if it had been a true dream, perhaps some other possibility had occurred that had diverted our lives into a different course. This made me wonder how Hannah had been so sure that I would do what she had foreseen all those aeons ago in the Beforetime. Even my birth might not have happened, had something prevented my parents meeting or living long enough to have me.
‘What happened?’ Dameon asked.
‘Rheagor said he had foreseen that Gobor must lead the Brildane if I am to succeed in my quest, and that this would not happen unless I came here and Gobor saved me. I didn’t quite understand it all, but it seems that Gobor cannot lead while he, Rheagor, leads,’ I said. ‘It might be that he is trying to will himself to die to ensure the way is open, but in any case he wants to speak with Gobor. Ana said let him wait a bit and I think she is right. He can’t will himself to die if he wants to talk to Gobor. It can wait until Swallow and Hendon return.’
The smell of food wafted to my nose, making me realise that I was ravenous. I accepted a bowl of the Beforetimers’ pebble and stone stew, and realised that despite its tastiness, I was beginning to tire of the sameness of it. Perhaps it was because ordinary food did not always taste exactly the same. The taste and texture of dishes changed constantly as ingredients changed their flavour with the seasons, or were replaced by other ingredients. I thought that eventually this sameness would be as tedious as the Speci fare and I wondered how the Beforetimers had endured it.
I had eaten and was telling Dragon what Gahltha had said, having tried and failed to reach the horse again, when Swallow came into view between two buildings. For a moment I felt oddly shy remembering the raw emotion I had heard in his voice the night before. Then his eyes fastened on me and he came striding purposefully across the square. ‘I have found the grave,’ he said, eyes aglitter with excitement. ‘I spotted what seemed to be an open field from one of the buildings when I was looking for injured wolves. Hendon had taken some of the bodies we had found to bury in a field I had seen from afar. He already buried some of the wolves there, and when I was sure there were no more, I went to help him. I got the shock of my life to see there was a grave marker there already. Then I saw the names on the marker. What is the chance of me happening on one solitary grave in all this vast city!?’ He shook his head in wonderment, and then his eyes narrowed. ‘But of course it is not chance, is it? Hannah had to have foreseen that I would find it and bring you there. The odd thing is that according to Hendon, neither he nor the other androne buried Hannah here, so who did?’
‘It was probably Hendon and he forgot, just as he forgot where Miryum was,’ I said. ‘What exactly did he say?’
‘That Hannah buried Hannah,’ Swallow said. ‘Very gnomic and unhelpful. Unless Hannah came here ill, laid herself in the grave and died. But then who closed the grave?
‘Take me there,’ I said.
It took us half an hour to reach the open field, which was hidden from view until the last moment by surrounding buildings. We were close enough to the tower that I could see the bulbous tip had a row of dark squares around its middle that looked like windows. The tower itself consisted of six smooth, thick metal legs wound around one another, and it was easily large enough to be some sort of residence, although there was no visible way to get up to it. But I forgot about the tower when I saw the open field.
It was not a true field but a large smooth square of open ground covered in the same substance as the black roads, although the black stuff had almost eroded away to nothing. A wide border of earth had been left around its four sides. I saw the fresh mounds of earth that must be the graves of the wolves, and beside one a little further away, Hendon stood, motionless and gleaming in the sunlight like a strange statue. Its head turned smoothly and its blue eyes followed my approach like any human eyes, its smooth, shining carapace unmarked by rhenling claws or teeth.
It had saved my life, I thought, but I could not summon any true gratitude, for it had only been obeying Swallow’s order and had never been in any danger itself. And even if it had been in danger, it could not feel fear or pain, because it was not truly alive. It was a machine and so it could not die, even though it could be broken. Had it any feelings about that? Surely it could not be said to feel fear, but it had a process of mind that was very close to thinking, and perhaps there were times when fear could be called rational thought.
It was then that I saw past the androne to a lone, rough-hewn, old grave marker, and my heart began to pound. I went to it and knelt down on the hot dirt to read the words scribed into the stone.
Here lie Hannah Seraphim and Jacob Obernewtyn,
 beloved each to the other, unto and beyond death.
 That which was parted must be reunited ere the end.
I saw the last words through a blur of tears, though I hardly knew why I wept. Yet there was something profoundly right in seeing that these two had come to lie together at the end of their lives, even as Hannah had promised. Remembering the yearning and loneliness Jacob had expressed in his journal, I imagined again how those brief periods when they had been united had salved his heart and rewarded him for his long hard striving to find a way back to his beloved. And under my gladness, I felt a sudden savage longing that Rushton and I would be reunited ere the end, too. I had to fight a tide of emotion down, and force myself to accept that this was not going to happen. And yet, like Jacob, I could take joy in the knowledge that my love lived yet.
I thought of my dream of him running, mixed in with the dream of beasts who seemed to be like the merged spirit-form of Rasial and Gavyn, part beasts and part men. I had thought they had been pursuing him, but now that I thought on it, he had been in their midst, running with them. What could it mean?
‘It is incredible to think we have found their grave, after all that long journey, and so much time,’ Swallow said, coming to stand beside me. ‘Often it seemed to me a kind of marsh wisp, luring us ever onward.’
‘There were times when I felt the same,’ I said, shaking off my strange dream and clambering to my feet. ‘The key must be here, but the ground is rock hard. We had better have Hendon dig down to the grave. We needn’t open the whole of it given that Miryum told me Atthis came to her and said Cassandra’s key was under the headstone. Ye gods, I can hardly take in that Hannah must have foreseen this moment.’ I frowned down at the marker. ‘Yet I don’t like the idea of opening their grave after all they went through to be together at the end. It feels like sacrilege.’
‘We don’t have to disturb them for it is literally under the marker,’ Swallow said triumphantly, and he knelt down and scraped away the earth under the front of the gravestone so confidently that I guessed he had found whatever was there already. ‘I remembered what you said Miryum had told you, and I couldn’t resist searching,’ he said, glancing up at me apologetically. ‘But when I found it, I did not remove it. I felt you should do that.’
He drew back and I knelt again and felt under the marker. There was a gap and I felt something in it. I caught it between my fingers and drew out a small, dusty, black plast case. The edges had been sealed shut with daubs of wax or maybe plast but they peeled away easily, and inside, in one part of a moulded depression that reminded me of a pair of narrow butterfly wings, lay a thin piece of dark plast shaped into a long, flat, narrow triangle. There was a hole at the thinnest end, through which a fine silver chain had been threaded. I lifted the token on its chain and gazed at it, seeing it was not quite opaque, for in the sunlight I could make out a fine threading of metal in a delicate geometric pattern within.
‘Cassandra’s key,’ I said reverently, thinking of the glass statue with my face, and its case, in which I was certain that this key had been delivered to Hannah in Newrome under Tor. After a long moment, I lifted the chain over my head and then I stood up again thinking how brief the moment could sometimes be in which immensely important events take place.
Swallow looked at the shining token for a moment, then he turned back to the grave.
‘This was the end of her quest,’ he said.
I looked at the grave, realising he was right. This had been the last thing Hannah had meant to do, and she had done it. All that had happened with God and Habitat must have happened after she buried Jacob, and I wondered if that was when she had hidden Cassandra’s key. If not, she would have had to be very sure that she would be brought here and the key placed under the grave marker. It might even be that the marker had not been scribed with its words until she had been laid in the grave. Which left the question of who had buried her.
I would never know, I supposed, and it hardly mattered.
I felt a sudden urge to speak – to pay some homage to the woman who had spent so much of her life preparing me for a quest she would never see begin or end. There was such brave faith in it.
‘Thank you, Hannah,’ I said softly. ‘Truly you have been my guide and it is strange to think that from this moment, I must go on alone, for this is where you came to the end of your story. It was an end you chose, I think, and a good end, for you did what you had sworn to do and you lie now with one who loved you. I leave you with Jacob, and he with you. I am glad you were reunited ere the end. Now you are together at last and forever.’
Swallow bent and very gently and solemnly smoothed the earth he had disturbed to find the key case and I wondered if he was saying his own words for the woman who had travelled across time and the world with the D’rekta of the Twentyfamilies, and who had been the leader of their leader.
Ana held the key up to the light and squinted at the metal inside, then her eyes widened. ‘Computermachines have these sort of workings inside them. I think this is something that is meant to be used in a computermachine. If it is a key, maybe it is made to turn Sentinel off . . .’
‘Miryum said there were two keys,’ I said, remembering. ‘Alpha and something else. An end and a beginning and something about a back door. I can draw up the exact memory but that is the gist of it.’
Dragon took her turn at examining Cassandra’s key in fascination, even as the others had done. Like Dameon, she noted the tiny dents along the edge of it, saying it felt as if something was meant to fit against one edge.
‘Maybe the second key,’ I said. ‘Miryum said the two keys needed to be used together, but how could one open a back and a front door simultaneously?’
I left the others to puzzle over the device and turned to the androne, suppressing an irrational urge to thank it for the part it had played the night before. ‘Hendon, where is the computermachine that we must use to reconnect Northport to Midland?’
It answered in its own flat, placid tone. ‘Following the instructions of God, I located the main Northport control computer terminal last night, User Seeker. I attempted to activate the computer program as required. I found that it had already been activated but I was unable to input instructions or request information because it is protected by an advanced encryption code keyed to the sound of its user’s voice.’
‘What is it saying?’ Swallow asked.
‘Can you explain more fully and simply?’ I asked.
‘I attempted to initialise the computer in order to activate it, but the computer had already been activated and initialised using an encryption code key. The encryption code key contained the voice patterns of Prime User Kelver Rhonin, which means that the computer program here will only accept his voice, unless he should command otherwise. There may also be a keying phrase or word that he should speak.’
‘It makes sense in a way,’ I said. ‘He got here and went to the computermachine and roused it using this code key, but why not complete the process if he began it?’ I thought for a moment. ‘Did he do anything at all other than activate the . . . the computer?’
‘Prime User Kelver Rhonin used it to access and activate the Whelmer Dam program,’ said the androne.
‘Whelmer Damn?’ I asked, bewildered. ‘What is that?’
‘It is a facility situated in a chasm ten kloms north of Northport. A bore was sunk to open the way for a subterranean river to flow to the surface, and the waters dammed,’ the androne said.
‘Why would he mess about trying to supply water to a deserted city? Surely he had more important things on his mind?’ Ana said.
‘Which means whatever he was doing was important. Maybe Northport was not completely deserted. He can’t have been the only one in the Pellmar Quadrants when the end came, after all.’ I turned to the androne. ‘Hendon, do you know of any reason Kelver Rhonin might have concerned himself with the water at Whelmer when we know his purpose in coming here was to find a computermachine that would reach a govamen terminal?’
‘There is a mainframe computer at the Whelmer Dam facility,’ the androne said. ‘It would have been logical, if, finding no connection between the Northport mainframe computer and government terminals, Kelver Rhonin decided to see if the Whelmer Dam computer had a viable connection.’
I nodded, sensing Ana’s growing excitement. ‘So he tried the link here and could not get it to work, and then he contacted the computermachine at Whelmer.
‘He activated the Whelmer computermachine, Hendon said,’ Ana said, sounding excited. ‘But maybe he had to go there to use it. Is that right, Hendon?’
‘Yes, Technician Ana,’ the androne said.
‘Hendon, what was the purpose of the Whelmer project?’ I asked.
‘It was part of a government post-cataclysm terrain reclamation project,’ Hendon said. ‘I have no more information about it in my memory banks.’
‘Why are you asking?’ Swallow said.
‘Because it looks to me as if the only way to discover what happened at Whelmer is to go there,’ I said. ‘One thing we know is that if Kelver Rhonin went there, he did not manage to contact a govamen computermachine, else God would have known about it. Or . . .’
‘Or something happened at Whelmer before he got back to do what had to be done to connect Northport with Midland,’ Ana said.
‘Exactly. Also I would bet my life that is where Gahltha and the others have been staying and where they have been safe.’
‘So maybe the device Hannah had to drive off the rhenlings is there because she went there, too,’ Swallow said.
‘But she never said anything about it to God, or God would have said something,’ Dragon objected.
‘Only if we asked the right questions,’ I said, and Ana nodded. ‘But if she did go there, neither she nor Kelver Rhonin managed to reach a govamen terminal.’
‘Or they did, but because something had happened to Kelver, there was no way for Hannah to connect back to God from Northport,’ Dameon said.
We all contemplated this depressing possibility for a moment, then Ana said, ‘Hendon, how far away is Whelmer?’
‘The Whelmer Dam facility is ten kloms away, Technician Ana,’ it answered.
Ana turned to me. ‘We can walk there in an hour or two, but some of us need to stay here and look for a glide hangar. Unless . . . Hendon, are there glides at Whelmer?’
‘There is a small glide port at the site,’ the androne answered. ‘There may be glides there.’
‘A small port,’ Swallow echoed. ‘That does not sound very promising.’ He looked more pleased than devastated, but not as overtly opposed as he had been, and the glance Ana gave him, while exasperated, was also tender.
‘Perhaps we must concentrate our efforts on your quest,’ Dameon said. ‘Upon furthering it.’
‘What do you think we should do?’ I asked him.
‘I think we must at least explore Ana’s proposal of using a glide, because if you are right, and Sentinel lies in Gadfian territory, I believe all of the places on the map are very distant and over water besides. And a glide will surely bring us to your destination more swiftly than a ship, and perhaps less perilously. Of course, it depends upon finding a glide that is usable and being able to use it.’
‘God has prepared Hendon for all we will need,’ Ana said.
‘But . . .’ Dragon said, and stopped when we all looked at her.
‘What is it?’ I asked her gently.
‘If there is any possibility that there is a computermachine at Whelmer that had contact with a govamen computermachine, oughtn’t we at least to take the time to see if we can make it reach out to God? Maybe it can be made to do it directly rather than through the Northport computermachine, if that can’t be used.’
‘That is a very good idea,’ Ana approved.
‘And likely one Hannah also had,’ I said gently. ‘Still, I think Dragon is right that we should at least go to Whelmer and see about it. Hannah might even have left me a message there telling me how to get to Sentinel directly, rather than having to go to Eden and figure it out from there. And if not for the sake of my quest, then for Miryum’s sake and for the sake of all the Speci and the sleepers in cryopods.’
‘For Tash,’ Dragon said softly.
‘Let’s do it this way then,’ Swallow said decisively. ‘We spend the rest of today here, looking for a glide. The wolves will have time to recover somewhat and we can have Hendon bring up the platform. Then tomorrow, some of us go to Whelmer, or all of us maybe, if we find a glide and can make it work. Elspeth can have the beasts wait there and we will come to them.’
‘It might not take all that long to find a glide,’ Ana said, giving Swallow an almost mischievous look. ‘Hendon told me there is a vast glide hangar not far from here. Not on the surface but on the next level of Northport.’
‘What is a hangar anyway?’ Swallow asked Ana.
She shrugged. ‘Just a place, or maybe these glides are somehow hung upon great hooks or chains. In any case, glides are to be found there. In fact Hendon says it is the only place where there are likely to be glides large enough to serve our purposes. Four to be exact. Apparently these were public glides made to carry one hundred people, as well as having capacious holds. All four were commissioned and delivered to Northport for use as transports within the Pellmar Quadrants. Much larger vessels were planned for journeys to and from Pellmar Quadrants, and smaller personal ones, too, but these did not arrive.’
Despite my unease at the thought of flying anywhere in a glide, I agreed that we should go and look at the hangar Ana had mentioned, and leave the mysterious Whelmer for the morrow.
‘But first, Gobor had better be brought over with the other wolves, and we need to fortify the basement they are in for the night, against the rising of the rhenlings,’ I said. I was also anxious to see how the wolves were and to contact Gahltha and try again to farseek Maruman.
It was Swallow who carried the barely conscious Gobor to the basement with the rest of the wolves, while I helped the others shift everything we would need to be comfortable that night in the basement from the square. The only problem was that the platform had been damaged somehow and it could not quickly be repaired. Dragon said she would fetch up the boxes and bundles and Dameon said he would help her. That left the wolves. All seemed well with them, save for the one that had fallen, who had died soon after my departure that morning. Ana reported that none of the other wolves had sickened further, though two were still badly hurt. I asked about Rheagor and she said that, if anything, the pack leader’s condition had improved, though he would never see again. He and Gobor had communicated when Swallow brought the old wolf in, though there was no knowing what they said to one another. But there had been some snarling and snapping and she admitted to giving both wolves a good dose of sleep potion. ‘That will keep them from one another’s throats for a few hours,’ she concluded with brisk satisfaction.
She led the way to the square and after rummaging in the pile of packages that had been piled up alongside the platform, she produced some lightsticks, saying we would need them in the lower level, since there was no God to turn the lights on for us. I felt uneasy about using them, since we would surely encounter nesting rhenlings while hunting for the glide hangar. But, prompted by Ana, the androne said the lower levels could be reached only by elevating chambers, which did not work. We would get there by breaking into a locked stairwell leading down to the next level, not far from the hangar.
‘Besides, remember we carried light in the graag and the rhenlings did not wake,’ Ana said.
‘Only because they don’t wake unless you touch them, when the sun is up or the moon is full,’ I reminded her, though in fact the sun was shining, albeit not very brightly, masked as it was by its veil of brown, greasy cloud. Even so, when we reached the building Hendon had told Ana about, I commanded the androne to be sure to use its headlight only in a very muted form once we began to descend, for it was now late afternoon and although the rhenlings would not wake for some time, their sleep would be growing steadily lighter.
Before we went in, I bade her wait while I tried one last time to reach Gahltha.
This time the probe flew true and located. Gahltha told me at once that Maruman was still missing and now Gavyn and Rasial had vanished as well. They had done so immediately after he had told them about the rest of us. The other horses were with him still, and Darga as well, but Falada wanted to go to Ahmedri and asked for a sending of his whereabouts. I asked Gahltha to wait and to ask Falada to come to me but not yet. I begged him to keep her there for the night, since there was nowhere for her to be safe in Northport. I sent him a vision of the basement we would take refuge in, so that he could show it to her.
‘She can go tomorrow, though it might be better if she waits till darkmoon is over,’ I said.
‘She believes she can gallop there in a day, but there would not be time enough now before dark will come. She hoped to come to you to say farewell.’
‘It may be that we will come to you,’ I said. ‘Let us talk of it later. There is an important thing I must do now. But tell me one last thing. Where is Maruman?’
‘I do not know,’ Gahltha sent bleakly.
I bade the horse be safe and then opened my eyes to find Ana watching me expectantly. ‘Are you ready?’
Swallow had agreed to stay with the wolves at Ana’s request, for he had some healing skill whereas Dragon did not. He had been unexpectedly acquiescent when I had been sure he would insist on going with us, but whatever had happened with Ana, he was suddenly far more willing to do as she asked. She in her turn had begged him to remain with a good deal more grace than she had exerted in her dealings with the gypsy in the past.
As Hendon led us northward through the eroded windswept streets, I noticed the hot wind had grown hotter and stronger and was sending dust and desiccated bits of grass and dried bushes into little hissing spirals in any corner formed by the towering buildings, yet the flat opaque pall of cloud overhead was unaffected by it. It must be very high cloud, if it was cloud and not another strange blight left upon the world by the clever, self-destructive Beforetimers.
Ana gazed around with fascination as we walked, and I realised she had not had the chance to see much of Northport yet.
‘I cannot imagine people living here,’ she said after a time. ‘It is so very bare and stark and silent, and then there is the desert on all sides. No trees or grass or flowers, and this endless heat and bright relentless light. And the sound the wind makes, like a woman moaning.’
‘There would have been a lot of different noises if people had ever lived here,’ I murmured. ‘As to green and growing things, you said yourself they were like to have done something about that in time. For all we know there might be gardens growing beneath the earth, as at Oldhaven.’
Ana shook her head decisively. ‘God told me Northport was a long way from being finished when the cataclysm happened. There was some sort of trouble that slowed it down. Actually she said it had something to do with water, so maybe it was connected to the Whelmer.’
Ana broke off to frown at the building beside us, which was exactly like the two before it. ‘Maybe it feels strange here simply because of the fact that no one ever did live here, any more than they did in Midland. Most settlements start out as a cluster of houses that people live in, and then there are more houses and it grows into a village and then, over generations, if there is enough of a living to be had in the area, into a bigger settlement. Settlements grow out of the needs of the people in them and because of that they reflect the differences between people. They grow unevenly and unexpectedly. But all of the settlements of Pellmar Quadrants are built from an idea of people’s needs or wants. It is as if Hendon planned a city based on an idea of how those people might live, and then built it to accommodate that.’
‘I see what you mean, but maybe in a way that is exactly what happened,’ I said, finding the theory persuasive. ‘Maybe the idea behind these places had less to do with people and more to do with survival. And maybe the cities were even created by machines. Not just buildings but the look and form of them. After all, if the Beforetimers would give weapons and the control of them to machines, why not the building of their homes?’
Just ahead, Hendon had turned into the entrance of a building. Glancing about, it struck me that we were quite close to the field where the wolves had been buried, and to the grave of Jacob and Hannah. My fingers found the token about my neck, and I pressed it as I turned back to see Hendon force open the glass and metal doors with its powerful metal hands. Ana had continued talking, unaware of my wandering thoughts, and it was only as we crossed the foyer of the building that I began to listen again.
‘. . . to authorise any glide to enable it to accept the androne’s cache of instructions and maps.’ She gave me an expectant look.
Not wanting to admit I had not been listening, I nodded vaguely.
Hendon led us past a rank of metal doors and to a smaller door with a lock on it.
‘Break it,’ Ana told it. She looked back at me. ‘I got into the Incidental Storage by breaking a lock at God’s behest,’ she said.
‘Wait,’ I said. ‘Hendon, is this the only way into the hangar?’
‘There are seventeen elevating chamber entrances at different points and from different buildings, but the computer that operates them cannot be accessed save by Kelver Rhonin, so long as his code key is engaged,’ Hendon said.
‘So this is the only way?’
‘There are other emergency exits such as this one, adjacent to every elevating chamber bank. All are locked, User Seeker,’ Hendon said.
I chewed my lip for a minute, not entirely reassured, but I did not see what else I could ask.
‘Are you worried about the rhenlings?’ Ana asked me. Then, ‘Hendon, are you sure there is no way that the flying mutants could get into the hangar?’
‘All exits are registered as closed,’ Hendon said.
‘There,’ Ana said. ‘Go ahead, please, Hendon, and open it for us.’
The androne moved closer to the door and I saw that it was secured by a heavy, complex metal lock that reminded me of the one Ariel had used on his door on Herder Isle. Before I had time to do more than remember that lock had been connected to a weapon, the androne had reached out its metal hand and torn the lock off as if it were a chunk of bread.
‘Well, that was easier than when I did it,’ Ana quipped as she heaved open the door to reveal a set of steps going down into darkness. She read my hesitation accurately and said neither rhenlings nor any other kind of creature could get to the lower levels since they were sealed, save for the locked fire steps and the elevating chambers. Even so, I bade Hendon supply very low light as we descended, saying I would as soon be careful. The steps were perfectly regular but there were so many of them. I began counting, and long before a hundred, my legs were trembling and I began to worry about how far we had yet to go and how we were going to get back up again if none of the elevating chambers worked.
But soon after we saw that we were coming to a door. The steps went on down and Ana said that they led all the way down to all of the levels below this one. I thought it would have to be a very dire emergency for anyone to come up from those lower levels by the stairs.
‘Thank Lud!’ Ana gasped, reaching the door, pulling the lever and pushing against it. It took both of us to get it open, for it was very thick and heavy. The stench hit us both at once.
‘Faugh!’ I choked, staggering back. I pressed my hand to my nose and blinked.
‘It smells like a cave full of bats,’ Ana said in a baffled, muffled voice.
‘Worse,’ I whispered. I forced myself to step forward and beckoned Ana to do the same so that the androne could come out of the stairwell. Something crunched softly under our feet and the hair stood up on my neck.
The androne came to stand in the doorway but its light was so dim that we could barely see one another, let alone the chamber we had entered. But I had no doubt it was a vast cavern because of the hissing echo of our whispers. I wanted to turn back, knowing by their awful stink that there were rhenlings in the chamber and a good many of them judging by the smell, but it was still full daylight outside, which meant they would not wake unless touched, and the thought of having to climb back up the hundred steps we had descended made me think we should explore a little, at least.
Bidding the androne hold the heavy door ajar, for I had noticed there was no handle on the inside, I pinched my nostrils shut and moved forward as quietly as I could. Ana followed silently. The dim illumination offered by the androne’s headlight showed little more than the hard grey stone ground under our feet and a little distance away an enormous ornamented pillar.
‘Use your lightstick,’ I whispered as we approached a pillar. ‘I will save mine and I want to see what we are getting into. Make it as dim as it will let you.’
She obeyed, and the lightstick showed a pale greenish hue, little brighter than the light a candle would have cast. Indeed she held it like it was a long candlestick. The pillar seemed to writhe, and I thought I had imagined it until I realised with a shudder of loathing that the column was seething with rhenlings. Ana gazed at the creatures in fascinated revulsion.
‘The light isn’t waking them,’ she breathed.
‘Fortunately,’ I said, dry mouthed, wondering if it would be the same later in the day when the rhenlings’ sleep was less profound. I made a gesture and Ana increased the light and played the shaft of it obediently up to where the pillar joined the roof. It was not anywhere near high enough to warrant the hundreds of steps we had descended, which meant there must be a great lot of earth between the surface and the roof of the hangar. The roof moved and I realised with horror that it, too, was thickly blanketed in rhenlings. In some places they were so tightly clustered that they had to cling one to the other, and hung down in living, mottled stalactites.
I glanced back at the androne, still standing by the door. I was relieved, for it was so tall that its head would have barely cleared the rhenlings, though I wondered if its lifeless touch would rouse them as living flesh was said to do.
‘Come,’ Ana said, and heedless as any teknoguilder, she moved past me and angled her lightstick so that it shone out into the darkness. ‘We ought to try to find something to prop the door open so Hendon can come with us.’
‘He might be better staying where he is for the moment, given his height,’ I said. ‘Shine the light down; I want to see what we are walking on.’
‘Droppings,’ Ana said, and showed me.
I grimaced. ‘Better than bones.’
I wanted nothing more than to return to the bright day above, but I let her draw me deeper into the chamber. We passed pillar after pillar covered with rhenlings, and occasional bunches of them hanging down from the roof. Their collective stench was appalling and my eyes and Ana’s were streaming by the time the light revealed a wall. Like every other surface but the one underfoot, it was covered in rhenlings, and I had a sudden vision of a flying machine covered with them too. ‘Ana . . .’ I began.
‘Just a little further, please.’ She moved quickly ahead of me. I looked back and realised uneasily that we were out of sight of the androne, though I could make out the dim glow of its headlight. This is madness, I thought, and was about to say so aloud when Ana gave a soft huff. She seemed to be gazing at a rhenling-covered wall until I hurried to her side to see that she was staring into an enormous alcove. Ana made a gesture further along the wall and I saw there were more of the chambers. We moved along the wall for a time, Ana fearlessly playing the light into each chamber, but they were all empty.
‘This must be where the glides were kept,’ she whispered.
‘If so, they would have been too small,’ I said, and felt a vast relief at the discovery that I would not need to trust myself to a Beforetime flier after all. ‘Let’s go back.’
She nodded, looking disappointed and resigned. But as we turned she pointed the lightstick out into the vast darkness and we both drew in a sharp breath, for the beam fleetingly illuminated something huge. My heart started to pound at the memory of Swallow telling us that Ahmedri had said many different sorts of creatures inhabited the white plain, all of them dangerous, but when Ana moved the light beam back and forth in ever-smaller arcs, it finally illuminated three structures partly obscured by the rhenling-covered pillars between us and them. Moving carefully closer, we found ourselves looking up at three enormous identical flat-topped ovals each standing on three thick, angled legs. Each had jointed protrusions on top and dark shining rectangles around the sides, which might be windows, but it was hard to tell because they were too high to peer through. Underneath were many smooth indentations and mysterious devices and protrusions barely visible beneath a great thick cluster of rhenlings.
‘They must be glides,’ Ana murmured. ‘How odd that none of the rhenlings are on top of them, though they are thick on every other surface. But how do they hold on?’
I was too repelled for any curiosity, though I, too, had noticed there were no rhenlings on top of the glides, if glides they truly were.
‘I will go back and hold the door and send Hendon to you, so he can test the glides and tell us if they will work,’ Ana said.
I nodded and accepted the lightstick she offered, knowing she would be able to get back to the door by the androne’s headlight. After she left, I made a slow, wary circuit of the first of the oval-shaped forms, wondering if it could really be something that flew. In no wise did the unwieldy-looking things bear any resemblance to the slender, pod-shaped fliers I had seen in Beforetime dreams, and there had been four of them, from what Hendon had said. Nor could I see any means by which it could move, let alone get out of the hangar chamber. I could not even see how one would get into the thing.
‘Elspeth,’ Ana said.
I turned to find her and Hendon approaching. I was about to demand to know why she had let the door to the surface shut when she grinned wryly and lifted one leg. I saw then that she was wearing only one of her Beforetime boots. Her foot was filthy and I wondered how she could bear to walk on the droppings, but she seemed to be only slightly disgusted as she set it down again. ‘Tell her, Hendon,’ she urged the androne.
‘These are the glides commissioned and purchased by the Pellmar Corporation to service the Pellmar Quadrants,’ the androne said.
‘But there are only three of them.’
‘Exactly! ’ Ana said eagerly. ‘So Kelver Rhonin must have taken the fourth! That means they can be made to work, else how should he have got the other one out?’
‘The absence of one glide is not much of an argument,’ I said sharply.
She gave me an exasperated look. ‘There were four glides, and now there are three. Kelver Rhonin was looking for a glide to fly away. I used the big golator God fixed so it would show if we were anywhere near Kelver Rhonin’s golator, and it didn’t do anything, which means he is not in Northport.’
‘He came here to connect God to a govamen computermachine,’ I said tersely. ‘God said that.’
‘I know, but it wasn’t possible, so he went to Whelmer, and I bet he flew the other glide there, just as we decided to do,’ Ana said triumphantly. ‘What else could have happened to the fourth glide?’
It was logical I had to admit. In truth the strange ease with which we had found the glides felt like fate. I looked up and said, ‘How are we to test the glides to see if they will work, without waking the rhenlings?’
Ana turned to the androne. ‘Hendon, can you test the glides without waking the rhenlings?’
‘Yes, User Seeker,’ the androne said.
Ana looked questioningly at me, and I had to force myself to nod. Suddenly I felt very frightened at the thought of the rhenlings clustered on all sides. ‘Do it now, please, Hendon,’ Ana said.
We both watched the androne approach the first glide.
‘Wait,’ I hissed, and it stopped. I pointed to a clump of rhenlings under the hull where there was a faint ripple of movement, and then I looked up and saw it was the same with the rhenlings overhead. They were definitely stirring. As we watched apprehensively, they settled. It took somewhat longer for my heart to stop galloping. ‘You are sure the tests will not wake them?’ I whispered to the androne.
‘The noise of the test will not be sufficient to wake them at this phase of their sleep,’ Hendon said, then the androne seemed to pull off the end of its middle finger. I grimaced in revulsion until I saw that it was merely a cover for a truncated finger shape, from which protruded several tiny posts of silver. Hendon moved towards the glide and I froze at the thought that it might brush the rhenlings aside, but it merely stopped at the side and reached up to flip open a tiny door in the hull beneath a dusty black window. There was not an opening beneath it but a flat panel with some minuscule workings. The androne pressed the bared posts in its finger into an opening that seemed made for them. Nothing happened, and after a short time, the androne removed its finger and moved to the next glide where it did the same thing. It was not until it came to the third glide that I remembered that the same tiny silver posts stuck out from the end of the memory seed and the red token.
The androne turned to me. ‘All three glides are viable, Technician Ana. The damage done by the mutants’ saliva and excretions appears to be minimal and superficial.’ The androne turned suddenly and looked away into the darkness.
‘What is it?’ I asked uneasily.
‘Hendon, do not do anything to rouse the rhenlings,’ Ana warned.
‘Something approaches,’ the androne said.
My mouth went dry as Ana, who had drawn closer to me, took the lightstick from my fingers and played an unsteady beam of light in the direction the androne was looking. The shadows of the pillars swayed and loomed alarmingly, and then to my inexpressible joy and astonishment, I saw Maruman prowling towards us on silent paws, his single good eye gleaming a caustic yellow. Before I could speak or move, the androne pointed its hand at the old cat.




‘Stop Hendon!’ Ana screamed, grabbing the androne’s arm.
A whispering chitter arose from the rhenlings and filled the air like a gust of wind blowing desiccated leaves and Maruman flattened himself to the ground, even his tail motionless. None of the rest of us moved and gradually the rhenlings quieted.
‘Hendon, stop,’ I said very calmly and quietly.
The androne had frozen when Ana cried out but it was still pointing its hand at Maruman. It said, ‘This animal is feline, an older specimen, carnivorous, surgically altered and physically damaged. Hertz-kraagen pulses indicate mental instability and high levels of aggression. It may be a danger to you, User Seeker, and to your technicians. I will destroy it.’
I stepped firmly between the androne and the cat, biting back the desire to attack it. ‘I order you not to destroy anything,’ I said. Then I explained that the cat was known to me and was another of my technicians. At last the androne’s hand dropped to its side. Trembling, I turned and went to Maruman, restraining the desire to scoop the old cat into my arms. I squatted down to look into his fierce eye. ‘Mydearone/Marumanyelloweyes/Moonwatcher. I have missed you so terribly. I cannot tell you how relieved/happy I am to see you.’
‘I have been waiting for you ElspethInnle,’ Maruman sent composedly, his tail switching in a way that told me my emotions were irritating him. I struggled to constrain fear and love, and only when I had managed to calm my heart, did Maruman come close and suffer me to butt my forehead against his. Only then did I open my arms to him, and he came into them and allowed me to lift him up to my shoulder where he clawed his way into his favourite position around my neck and then settled, tail coiling delicately over my shoulder to hang alongside my plait.
For a long moment, I stood there fighting back tears, fighting down joy and relief. I sensed his irritation but he endured it until, again, I managed to bring my feelings under control.
‘Did you foresee that I would come here?’ I beastspoke him.
‘I foresaw it and the oldOnes came to me/sent me to thisplace to wait/to stop ElspethInnle.’
‘Stop me?’ I echoed, taken aback. Then, ‘The oldOnes! So Astyanax succeeded!’
‘Do not speakloudly/cry out now ElspethInnle,’ Maruman warned. ‘The rhenlings grow restless and soon they will wake. We must find a way/opening from this place before they sense us.’
‘You were to stop me because we would do something here that would wake them?’ I asked.
‘To stop you taking a flying glarsh that will fall/drop from the sky,’ he sent. ‘The only safe glarsh Hannah chose. You can/must use thatone, lest we/you/all who go with you die.’
‘How can I know which one Hannah chose?’ I demanded incredulously.
‘The oldOnes said the Seeker must seek a sign left by she/Hannah, ElspethInnle,’ Maruman said.
I wondered what he could possibly mean. The only sign remaining was the one in Dragon’s mind. Was that what the oldOnes had meant? Yet how could some memory of hers, acquired in the Red Land, help me find the glide Hannah had presumably foreseen? Dragon had never been here any more than any of her ancestors had. My eyes widened at the realisation that she had not come here but Hannah had gone to the Red Land and had told Dragon’s ancestor many things. Ana asked what Maruman had said and I told her, both of us looking up uneasily at the rhenlings stirring and shifting.
‘Under,’ Ana muttered cryptically.
‘What?’ I asked.
‘Maybe you are seeking complication where there is only simplicity. Miryum said there were two keys, and that box Swallow showed me that contained Cassandra’s key had a place for two things. Maybe the other one is here.’
I groped for Cassandra’s key and ran my finger along the side of it, wondering if it could be that easy. Then I drew in a breath. ‘The words scribed on the grave marker! That which was parted must be reunited. Why put it like that when Jacob and Hannah were already united? Unless the words refer to something else?’
‘Let’s look,’ Ana said. ‘It can’t hurt and it’s not sunset yet.’
She was right and it was she who, some twenty minutes later, found the plast device suspended on a chain from a protuberance just under the wide end of the last glide in the row. She called me to her softly and I held my breath as she reached through the stirring rhenlings very carefully to lift it free. We moved away from the glide to the androne so that we could make use of its headlight, and when Ana held it up, I held the plast device I had got from the grave beside it. At first I thought they were exact copies, but the indentations were down opposite sides. Ana suggested the indentations might fit together but they did not marry and I then saw that they were slightly different as well. I slipped the chain of the second key over my head, and was startled to feel the tokens move of their own accord. Ana looked closely and said the two chains had come together and bonded into a single thick chain, while the two tokens had fitted together along the indentations.
‘It looks like wings,’ she said wonderingly.
At that moment the light in her lightstick failed. I had turned mine on to search and I handed it to her, asking the androne how long and how difficult it would be to give the glide its instructions.
‘The coordinates and instructions I carry cannot be uploaded without the assistance of a mainframe computer, User Seeker,’ Hendon said.
Ana looked almost comically dismayed.
‘What does it mean?’ I asked.
‘Kelver Rhonin’s code key is stopping Hendon from being able to communicate with the mainframe computermachine here, and he needs its help to transfer God’s instructions and all of the directions to Eden she put into him for the glide computermachine,’ Ana said. ‘And of course we now know we can’t make it reach out to God to have her do it either.’
‘There must be a way to manage this because Hannah had to have foreseen it,’ I said. ‘Why else would she bother with all of this, the scribing on the marker, the second key left here? It must be possible for us to use the glide. Hendon, is there some other way to make the glide take us to Eden other than you getting the computermachine here to take the instructions God gave you and put them inside the glide?’
‘Maybe the computermachine at Whelmer . . .’ Ana murmured.
‘The directions to Eden are based on obsolete coordinates which means the destination is approximate,’ the androne said ponderously.
‘I know that,’ I snapped, frightened at the thought of trusting us all to a Beforetime machine and now frightened to abandon it when Hannah had foreseen us using it. Maruman dug his claws into my shoulder and I forced myself to calm down. ‘I am asking only if the glide can be made to carry us to this approximate destination by some other means than by your putting in God’s directions and instructions.’
‘There is only one way,’ Ana said suddenly, her voice very calm. ‘I have just realised it. Hendon has the directions and the instructions about how to make the glide work. He can’t give them to the glide computer, so he must come with us and drive the vessel, drawing on the instructions he carries.’
‘Is this possible?’ I asked the androne. ‘Will your . . . program let you do that?’
‘My instructions are to lead User Seeker and her party of technicians to Northport; to protect them and offer all assistance within my capacities and in accordance with my programme, in the fulfilment of User Seeker’s program. Additionally, I am to make every effort to ensure the establishment of a viable link between the mainframe computer in Northport and God in Midland and to gather all incidental data available during these activities and upon my return to Midland. Given that there is no possibility of fulfilling my instruction to link Northport to Midland here, and because I have been given no time frame within which to obey my instructions from God, it is possible to factor in the possibility that a government computer could forge a connection to Northport, bypassing the code key of Kelver Rhonin, to establish a connection to Midland. You, User Elspeth, and your technicians, propose that there is a government computer at Eden, which is your destination. I have calculated an 87 per cent probability that this computer exists undamaged and had a viable passive link to a government computer. Therefore, I can go with you in the glide.’
‘But can you make it fly to Eden, Hendon?’ I asked. ‘Can you get us there in this machine without killing us?’
‘As Technician Ana has said, I am able to make contact with the glide computer, and feed into it God’s coordinates and directions as required,’ the androne said in its dry monotone. ‘But I can make no alterations to the route nor order any stops that have not been input by God, if I access the glide computer directly. God’s coordinates will not be able to be reversed or altered. The glide will proceed without deviation to the input destination contained in my memory banks and then stop.’
I felt the prick of Maruman’s claws at my neck, and the old cat gave a soft hiss. Looking at him, I saw that he was gazing upward and I realised the rhenlings on the roof were stirring.
‘I think we had better talk about this outside,’ I said. I took Ana’s arm and began to move towards the door, but seeing my intent, Maruman sent complacently that the door that he had passed through was now closed. We must seek another.
I stared at him in dismay, then told Ana. Her face paled, but she turned to Hendon and asked if he could lead us to another way out.
‘All fire escapes are closed from the inside, save when the sensors detect gas or smoke or noxious fumes, or when the elevators fail,’ Hendon said. ‘Then the emergency exit touch pads become active. However at this time . . .’
‘They are not active, of course,’ I growled.
‘Surely the lifts have failed if we can’t use them,’ Ana said.
‘The lift system is inactive, Technician Ana,’ the androne said mildly.
‘Can you suggest a way out?’ Ana said.
‘It may be possible to access the mechanism of the computermachine, since it is not active and therefore is disconnected from the mainframe computer,’ God said.
The androne led us into the vast darkness beyond the glides, and we followed, saying not a word, for we were both all too aware that the afternoon must be drawing to a close. We passed through a door and into a series of hallways, all of them heavily infested with rhenlings, though not so thickly as in the glide chamber. Neither of us spoke about the passing of precious time, or about where the elevating chamber we found would bring us out, or about the rhenlings growing ever more restless.
Then Hendon said very softly that it must extinguish its light, for the rhenlings had reached the level of wakefulness where they would be aware of the light. We must also be silent and not touch any of them, yet we must move swiftly, because soon the scent of our bodies would rouse them. We went on, Ana and I walking arm in arm behind the androne, our other hands outstretched to keep contact with it. The now empty shelves protruding absurdly from its back served as perfect handles. Fortunately it had some means of sensing out the shape of the chamber and objects that did not require light. As we progressed in this way, blind and silent, Maruman, perched on my shoulder, began to growl softly. I did not try to hush him for I could feel that his reaction was not conscious, but a visceral response to the threat of the rhenlings.
After what seemed an eternity of creeping along, all the while hearing the increasing rustle and chitter of rhenlings near to waking, Hendon stopped. There was a soft sound and then a muffled hum that made Maruman dig in his claws hard. Then we heard the blessed sound of a machine whirring to life and the unmistakable sound of the elevating chamber doors opening.
‘Ye gods,’ I gasped, as we entered and the doors closed behind us. I heard the sound of movement and metal on metal, and then there was another whirring sound and the elevating chamber began to rise at last. I felt as if I were lifting it up with the sheer force of my longing to return to the surface.
Ana asked the androne to make light, and I saw that its hand was buried inside an opening it had created by pulling off a small panel on the wall. I supposed it had been the place a person would ordinarily lay their hand to get the doors to open or close from within. Ana asked the machine man if it would be safe to take the elevating chamber back down once it had delivered us to the surface and do whatever was required to prepare the glide to fly us to Eden.
‘Yes, Technician Ana,’ it said. ‘My substance material is impervious to the claws and teeth of the mutants.’
After we had got out and the doors closed, Ana and I looked at one another for a long moment. Her face was pale and frightened and no doubt mine was the same.
‘Wait till we tell the others,’ Ana said. Then she looked down at her begrimed foot and grimaced. ‘Damn, I’ve left my other boot down there and we will have to run.’
She was right, for the air and city were ruddy with dusk. Maruman insisted on being put down and bounded lightly along beside me as we sprinted along the streets. I farsent the others, but my probe would not locate. No doubt they were in the basement already. I tried to reach the beasts, too, so that I could tell them that Maruman was with me and safe, but to no avail. It would have to wait until morning. That would give me time to make up my mind about whether we would spend the next day travelling to and from the Whelmer Dam to see if Hannah had left anything for me there, and to try to find out if there truly was any possibility of reaching out to a govamen computermachine, or whether to give up the idea and simply summon the beasts and leave in the glide.
I ought to have asked the androne how long it would take to get the glide ready to depart but I had been too distracted and rattled by the terrifying silent journey through the darkened glide chamber. That would have to wait until the morrow as well.
Ana’s mind must have been working along similar lines, because as we slowed to a walk in the square we had eaten in, she said suddenly that she did not think Kelver Rhonin had found a link at the Whelmer Dam. It had occurred to her that, being only ten kloms north of Northport, his presence there would have been revealed by the large golator.
‘Did you imagine his body was there?’ I asked her, taken aback.
‘I thought it a possibility,’ she admitted. ‘But if his golator is not there, then neither is his body, which means he left, and if he left, it can only be that there was no way to reach out to a govamen computermachine from Whelmer. In which case your earlier theory of him trying to get to Eden in case there was a computermachine there, seems very likely.’
‘So he came here, then went to find Eden, in the hope of connecting to a govamen computermachine from there?’ I said.
‘Or maybe of finding a friend,’ Ana said.
‘Erlinder,’ I murmured.
We left the square, which was now empty, the dusty ornamental pool lost in the gathering shadows of the evening and the looming buildings around it. A hard, hot wind was blowing now and its eerie moaning was loud as we pushed into it, coming finally and with some relief to the red door. The light was fading even as Swallow opened the door, his expression stern and drawn.
‘You lingered long,’ he said curtly. Then he noticed Maruman on my shoulder and his eyes widened in astonishment.
‘It is a long story and Ana will tell it,’ I said, urging them downstairs. ‘I will follow you but I want to have one last attempt at reaching Gahltha to let him know Maruman is safe.’
As they descended I turned and looked up. The sky was darker than it ought to have been and I guessed the queer pall was still lying over it. I farsent and this time Gahltha responded. He was vastly relieved to hear I had Maruman with me, but he told me that Gavyn and Rasial had not returned from their wanderings yet.
That alarmed me. ‘But what about the rest of you? Will you be safe from the rhenlings, without him to hold them off?’
‘The water keeps us safe,’ Gahltha sent calmly, and before I could ask what he meant, I heard the whisper of a storm of leathery wings beating against the hot windy night. I did not wait to see the terrifying horde spew out from all the holes and crannies of the city, but bidding the horse a hasty farewell, I slipped inside the red door and closed it, using the heavy boards left there to prop it shut.
‘Maybe it has something to do with where Hannah had set up the device to repel rhenlings,’ Ana said. ‘If she set it up near the water at Whelmer, the beasts might just believe the water is protecting them.’
‘The main thing is that they are protected,’ Dameon said.
We were all sitting about the picnic nightmeal Dragon and the empath had prepared. It was cold, none of us wanting to risk the possibility of sending out a scent that would draw the rhenling horde, despite Maruman telling me the creatures would not be attracted by the scent of our food, for there was no flesh in it to entice them; they preferred their food living and full of hot blood.
Ana and I had told the others all that had occurred in the glide hangar and after some discussion, we had agreed that in the morning, if Hendon reported that the glide was ready, I would farseek the beasts to summon them, and by midday we would descend to the glide chamber while the rhenlings slept most deeply. None of us could imagine how the glide would get out of the subterranean chamber, but it seemed most likely that there would be some opening in the roof. In fact, Ana suggested it might be open already, which would explain how the rhenlings had got into the subterranean chamber. Ana would find out from Hendon in the morning. If he was not outside waiting, she would go directly to the subterranean glide hangar.
We had considered and finally rejected the possibility of going to Whelmer on foot at dawn, largely because Ana had determined Kelver Rhonin was not there. Dragon had wanted to go there anyway, to see if there was a computermachine linked to a govamen computermachine, until Dameon gently pointed out that if there had been, Kelver Rhonin would have returned to Northport to finish what he had started, instead of leaving his code key stuck in place. That he had not come back suggested he had known there was no use in it.
There was then some lengthy discussion about how to get the horses down the steps to the glide chamber, then Ana suggested that one horse at a time might fit into the elevating chamber with Hendon. Listening to them talk about how this might be managed, I wondered if the others actually believed we were going to ride in a glide, or were they, like me, speaking as if it would and must happen even while they could not imagine it.
Maruman was sleeping on my lap, and despite all that had happened and was to happen, and my barely contained horror at the thought of flying in the air in a Beforetime machine, the soft heavy weight of the old cat on my knee filled me with a profound contentment. It was as if there had been some part of me missing and now it had come back. I caressed him with my mind and because he was truly sleeping, his mind lax and heavy against mine, I took the opportunity to caress him physically as well, running my hand over his fur in long, luxuriant strokes, noting his tail twitch at the tip as I did so.
It made me remember how it felt to be a cat in Miryum’s mind, how it had delighted Dameon to have a tail, and to wonder at our experience in Miryum’s visiondream.
I thought of the coercer, lying in her strange plast tent, and wondered if she had decided to allow God to return her to cryosleep before the sickness she carried reached its final deadly stage, or if she had decided to let the sickness free her from life so that she could follow Straaka’s spirit. Either way, I felt sure she would lie in her bed and look out at the sky for as long as she could, and I wondered how she and Ahmedri fared. They were both grieving for Straaka, both feeling themselves unworthy of him, and yet he had loved them both dearly.
And what of Tash?
I had no doubt that she would accompany Unit A when it came up to administer the tests on Miryum required by God, so it could track the progress of the Endrax virus. Was it enough for her to have less than an hour with Miryum and Ahmedri? Of course he could visit her, but I suspected he would not want to leave Miryum alone. And in the end, Tash would be alone, no matter what, and perhaps she would be alone forever.
The thought saddened me, and yet there was nothing I could have done that would have made it better for her. If only we truly had been able to find a way in Northport to connect God to a govamen computermachine, there would at least have been the possibility that we would find a govamen computermachine at Eden that could be made to reach back to God.
All at once it struck me that I could send a scribed message with Falada, telling the others what we had found in Northport and suggesting Ahmedri journey with Unit A to Northport and connect it to Midland. God would have to devise a way to thwart Kelver Rhonin’s code key, or Ahmedri could go to Whelmer and see if there was any possibility of God connecting to the computermachine there. I would also be able to tell God that Hendon was going with us, and so might not return for some time.
I told the others and Ana found a scribing pen and some paper in her pack. I scribed my letter carefully, then folded it up. Incredulity swept over me at the thought that we were actually going to fly in a Beforetime machine.
I looked up to see Ana returning from checking on the sleeping wolves, who had been laid right at the back of the long low basement chamber. Two of the she-wolves had worsened in Ana’s absence, and she blamed herself harshly for this and would not be comforted, even by Swallow. Yet now I saw that he reached out to her and drew her down beside him and she allowed it, smiling at him wearily but tenderly.
Seeing them together, I looked away, feeling Rushton’s absence keenly in the face of what had flowered between them, but I looked down at Maruman who was still sleeping on my lap, and took comfort in the love I felt for him. Then I thought of the wolves, wondering how they would take the news that we were going to fly in a Beforetime vessel. I had not had the chance to speak with either Rheagor or Gobor yet, for they had been asleep since our return. But I thought it possible that Rheagor would wake, having foreseen some of what would come.
I saw Swallow persuading Ana to lie down, and then he lay beside her, holding her close, stroking her hair. Not far away from them, Dameon drowsed, sitting with his back against the wall, and Dragon lay curled up by him, her head resting on his knee. I never thought of her as small and yet she was. Beside Dameon, she looked like a child.
I leaned my own head against the wall, not wanting to move and disturb Maruman, and drowsed.
I dreamed of Rushton. It was a past-dream and we were swimming together in the hot springs at the foot of the highest mountains. The air was icy and so the pool sent up a cloud of steam.
‘We will truly freeze when we get out,’ I warned him, evading his reaching hands playfully.
‘This is worth freezing for, my love.’
I sank into the water and swam to the other side of the pool, then I surfaced quietly, meaning to come on him from behind, but there was no sign of him. The mist was thicker than it had been and I was shocked to hear the laughter of a woman. I froze, suddenly aware of my nakedness, beginning to panic when I realised I did not know where I had left my clothes. Where was Rushton?
‘Why do you want me to speak this ugly barbarian tongue when we are alone here, Chiya?’ asked a man, the words harsh but his voice indulgent, full of fondness. Yet his way of speaking was very strange, and he misspoke some sounds completely.
‘Because you will need to know it, in the days to come, Chodan. You will need to be able to speak with her – she who will come – and with others who will follow, who speak her language. You will regret it if you cannot do so and must rely on me. Nor can you rely on me forever.’ The woman spoke urolish flawlessly, and yet there was something in her way of speaking that told me it was not truly her language. I squinted, trying to see the speakers, but there was only the drifting mists.
‘You have foreseen that she will come?’ the man asked, his voice now serious. ‘Is it certain then that Chodan Sangmu will succeed in the task you have given him?’
‘I have foreseen that he will find her but after that, nothing is certain. That we have chosen to act has slightly changed the balance, and still it is delicate. But if the Seeker succeeds in her quest and our emissary succeeds in his, then the little grey-eyed one will come and you will speak to her, and you will form a profound friendship that will last until you die, and she will serve you as a sisterwife and bare her face always to you, though she will never be a wife to you.’
‘To have a sisterwife who is not a wife?’ the man said, and I could hear the frown in his voice. ‘What sense is there in such a thing?’
‘You will find sense in it and in her, and by her council you will find a way to end the long conflict between our small hidden land and that of the Chinanka. And her man, though he be a barbarian, will serve you and come to seem a brother to you.’
There was a long silence, then the man said, ‘Truly a time of change is coming if I am to have a sisterwife who is no wife and a barbarian brother. Yet I would give much to have peace, finally, with Chinon.’
‘If we succeed there will be a peace that lasts a thousand years,’ the woman said.
The dream changed again and now I saw Rushton, but he was not in the spring. He was standing on the other side of it, talking to a man. I could not see either of them as more than man-shaped, but his voice was unmistakable.
‘I don’t know what you want. Why don’t you kill me like you killed the others and be done with it?’ Rushton rasped. ‘I am half dead with fever and I’d be glad if you’d put me out of my misery.’ He was panting and sounded utterly exhausted.
The other man gave a growl that sounded truly bestial.
‘Where are you taking me?’ Rushton suddenly roared.
There was the sound of a fist and I saw the two shapes grapple briefly with one another, then Rushton cried out in pain and I saw one of the men fall. He landed on his hands and knees facing the water, and oddly it seemed to shine a yellow light up onto his face. It was Rushton. He was scarred and filthy and his face was sheened with sweat and his eyes bright with fever. But all at once the rage and confusion in his expression dissolved as he seemed to see me.
‘Elspeth!’ he rasped, and there was such yearning in his voice that I stretched my hand out to him.
He reached out a filthy hand to mine but before our fingers could meet, something struck him on the head and he fell.
The dream changed and I was now standing on a narrow street thick with mist. I heard a woman weeping and then I saw her. It was the coercer Merret sitting on a step. It was a shock because she had always been so strong. Even as a child, choosing the Coercer guild over her mother’s Healing guild, she had shown the strength of her will. A hand gripped her shoulder and she looked around into the dark stern face of the Sadorian tribeswoman, Jakoby, now standing in the doorway behind her.
‘You must not give up hope, my friend,’ Jakoby said in her deep purring voice. ‘Take comfort in the knowledge that such beauty as Blyss possesses has value and they would not squander that by simply killing her.’
Merret shook her head. ‘I have searched and I cannot find her. I cannot feel her.’
Jakoby hunkered down beside her. ‘Nevertheless, I would not give up hope. I believe that she is here and that one day you will go to the Infinity of Hope and there will be a scribing from her, asking if anyone has seen you. Sometimes all the evidence in the world and even your own heart’s certainties can be wrong.’
‘You are thinking of your sister,’ said Merret, brushing the tears from her face.
‘I cannot speak of my thoughts, my friend. I need to discover what is true,’ said Jakoby grimly. She thrust a hand into her pocket and brought it out, opening her fingers. I was astonished to see the tiny metal sandcat I had sent to her after finding it and a book with gadi script in the lavishly feminine bedchamber in Ariel’s fortress upon Norseland. I had hoped she might be able to use it to learn more about the woman and hence more about the mysterious Salamander.
‘What is it?’ Merret asked, peering at the brooch.
‘This is a gift I gave long ago to my sister,’ Jakoby said. ‘It was found in Ariel’s residence on Norseland in a lavish bedchamber.’
‘Perhaps she is a slave rather than a willing accomplice.’
‘I do not know what she is,’ Jakoby said. ‘But the Temple overguardian told me I will find her when I find the Black Ship.’
I woke to find I was lying on my side on the hard floor, Dragon shaking me gently, saying it was near midday and that she and Dameon had prepared a morning meal, but that I had slept through it, and they were now packing everything up ready for the androne to transport to the glide hangar when he returned.
I sat up feeling thick-headed and befuddled by a night full of strange dreams, some of people I had never seen in my life. And what of Rushton? I had dreamed of the master of Obernewtyn more often of late, and it seemed to me the dreams were connected. Did that mean that what I had seen in my dream had just happened?
I looked around wondering where Maruman had gone, praying that he truly had returned and that his presence was not a dream as well.
‘The others are all outside,’ Dragon urged, mistaking my glance. ‘Ana left already. She is worried about Hendon not coming back. She went to find him and to seek her other boot.’
‘She didn’t go alone?’ I said, alarmed. I reached out and she gave me the lightstick she was carrying.
‘Swallow would not let her,’ she said. ‘He said he would go with her and she said she did not need him to protect her. Then he said he needed her to protect him. That made her laugh and then he said he wants to see if he can figure out where the rhenlings got in, since that will probably be the same way the glide will get out. He is afraid that it might not open properly without the Northport computermachine to order it open. And he would not let us wake you, but Dameon said it was time so I came.’
I played the lightstick about, trying to find the boots I had shucked off the night before. Finding one, I laid the lightstick down and sat to pull it on and close its fastenings. I felt grubby and crumpled and my head ached from the airless basement. I thought with longing of the hot spring of my dream. Then I began to hunt for the other boot. I noticed the wolves had not moved. A brief probe assured me that they were still sleeping and I wondered exactly how much sleep potion Ana had given them and what we would do if they did not wake before it was time to leave, since Rheagor would have to call the pack if they were to accompany us. I had not yet had the chance to tell him what we meant to do.
‘Come, or Maruman will eat your pancakes!’ Dragon urged.
‘Go back to Dameon. I am awake and I will come shortly,’ I said.
She went, letting in a brief, blinding stream of daylight when she opened and closed the door at the top of the steps. When it closed, I sat back on my heels, my mind returning to my dreams as I wondered where Jakoby and Merret had been and what had happened to Blyss. Jacoby’s words implied slavers had taken her, which meant they were at the Spit or, more likely given that more than a year had passed, in the Red Land.
Remembering the little sandcat brooch, I wondered incredulously if it was possible that the woman who had occupied the luxurious bedchamber in Ariel’s stronghold on Norseland had been Jakoby’s deformed sister. Whoever the woman was, I had no doubt she had been the mysterious Salamander’s lover or companion, and not Ariel’s, for the latter had shown a profound hatred of women. It was this that had allowed him to easily align with the Herders’ philosophies and had no doubt endeared him to the One. And the paths of a badly deformed runaway Earthtemple priestess and a slaver might have converged, especially if Daffyd was correct in his theory that Salamander was a Sadorian beneath his black trappings. Though it might also more simply be that the brooch had found its way into the hands of Salamander’s paramour.
I had just found the other boot when a voice beastspoke my name.
I turned to see that Gobor and Rheagor were sitting up. Gobor’s eyes glowed, but there was no light in Rheagor’s eyes, and there never would be again. It was Rheagor whose voice had summoned me. Laying down the lightstick so that its beam faced away from the beasts, I went to them, glad I could hardly see Rheagor’s poor ruined eyes.
‘Packmaster?’ I sent.
‘Tha will not complete tha quest without the Brildane, ElspethInnle,’ Rheagor said. ‘And all the paths I did see as I journeyed seliga, only in one did tha come to the end of tha quest, and in that one, Gobor One Ear did walk with tha and behind him came the Brildane.’
‘So you have told me,’ I sent gravely. ‘I will be glad if the Brildane will go with me from this place, but I must tell you that we will travel in a strange way, inside a glarsh that flies like a bird.’ Glarsh was the beast word for machines. I was glad he did not mention the beastlegend that said I would lead beasts to a land where they would be free of humans, for it was my fear there was no such land, that it had been a cruel invention of the Agyllians to secure help for me.
‘It does not exist, but it will exist if tha do walk there,’ Rheagor said.
I shivered at the realisation that the wolf had effortlessly read my underthoughts. But he had turned to the other wolves, all of whom were now sitting up and watching us with their pale, glowing eyes, save one, who watched but did not rise. She was older than the others, Ana had told me, and her injuries were more complex, though not necessarily fatal. The other adults were all she-wolves, too. But it was not to them that Rheagor spoke, it was to the grizzled Gobor by his side.
‘Tha did see these things, seliga.’
The grizzled older wolf glared at the blinded wolf. ‘This one does not lead the pack, nor desire to lead it.’
‘Tha must,’ Rheagor said simply. Then he turned to the she-wolves. ‘Witness tha, this one does claim leadership of the Brildane. Submit or perish.’
I was confused, for having said that Gobor must lead the Brildane, it seemed to me that he was claiming the role for himself in a very formal and commanding way. Had I misunderstood what was happening?
The assent of the she-wolves to Rheagor’s pronouncement was immediate and powerful. They lifted their heads, baring their throats. Being connected to their minds through Rheagor, I felt their devotion and willing allegiance to the white wolf. But there was some sorrow in their homage. Rheagor turned from them to Gobor and gave a long rumbling snarl that made my skin rise into gooseflesh. ‘Tha do be cast out, Gobor One Ear. Go tha, now.’
Gobor responded with a low, vicious growl. A terrible awareness reared up in my mind as I heard the old wolf send to the pack leader in his snarling mindvoice, ‘This one does challenge tha for leadership of the pack, Rheagor.’
The white pack leader sprang at him, attacking with utter ferocity, heedless of his wounds, but he was blind and Gobor evaded his maw, lunged at Rheagor’s outstretched throat and tore it out in one clean and dreadful stroke.
I screamed, my nose full of the slaty metallic scent of blood. I felt my gorge rise as the pack leader slumped sideways, dead. Gobor turned to face the she-wolves, all but the one lying, having risen to their feet, snarling, lips curled back from their teeth, hackles up.
‘In killing tha leader this one does claim leadership, as is the ancient way. Submit or perish,’ Gobor roared at them.
I thought they would attack him, but suddenly the rigid tension in them drained away and one uttered a long dismal howl, then all of them dropped to their bellies and bared their necks, even as they had done to Rheagor a moment ago.
‘Get up, tha,’ Gobor snarled at the she-wolf that had not risen, but she merely looked at him.
‘No!’ I choked, aghast, but it was too late.
‘Run tha free of weak flesh, sister,’ Gobor sent as he bit into her neck, offering the wolf’s swift, savage mercy.
I choked, feeling I was suffocating in the hot, horrid smell of blood, drowning in it. Gobor looked at the other wolves and sent in a snarling mindvoice full of threat and power and strength, ‘This one do be pack leader and this one will lead or die.’
He turned to me then, and I shrank back, for truly, it seemed to me he was grown larger, as if his will, withered with bitterness and rage, had grown through the power and authority that infused his grey and ancient form, plain to see. But he did not attack me, nor, I realised, had I thought he would. It had been a visceral reaction to the ferocity and power he had been emanating.
‘Why did you kill him?’ I asked. ‘You could have led and let him live.’
‘Nah nah,’ the old wolf sent. ‘A blind wolf or a wolf that cannot follow when the pack must move do be a dead wolf, Innle, whether or not its flesh do be dead, for wolves cannot carry one another as funaga may. And the leadership of the Brildane is not given but only taken.’
I understood that he was telling me he had no choice but to kill Rheagor, and that Rheagor had known it. I knew it was true, for I had seen it; even so, I felt shaken and near to tears.
Gobor spoke again. ‘This one did follow tha pack from the high mountains meaning to slay tha in revenge for tha likeness to the filthy dinrai-li that did slay this one’s brother. But in the desert, this one did find Descantra wandering, wounded. That one did tell of the dog Sharna and of the doings of that one’s mother. Descantra did be dying but before the longsleep came, she did say she had learned a truth that must be told to this one. It did be hard to hear that Sharna did be kin and the cub of that she-dog that did aid us long ago. Worse still did it be to hear that Sharna did die to save tha life. Descantra did take the longsleep then and this one was lost in spirit and in flesh. This one willed to die for shame and sorrow, but the longsleep did not come. A funaga came and the rhenlings came together. This one did run with the funaga to escape the rhenlings and that did be a riddle for to stop was to have the wished-for longsleep. This one remained with the funaga until one day, when the funaga did go away, the oldOnes came to thisone’s dreams. They bade thisone find tha, for the sake of the she-dog and her cub.’
So it had been as I thought. It had been Gobor with Ahmedri all the time we were in Midland. The tribesman claimed he had never seen the wolf that had been his companion before, but he had seen the old wolf only once in the mountains before Rheagor had banished him, and like all of us he had been unable to move because of the musk the wolves exuded.
‘The oldOnes did not tell this one the pack would be here, or that the pack leader would be blinded. If that one did not be blinded, this one could never have won leadership,’ the old wolf said, watching me steadily, its eyes glimmering in the dim light.
I wondered if he was telling me that Rheagor had deliberately sacrificed his eyes, and shivered with horror. ‘What about the other members of the pack?’ I asked. ‘What if one of them challenges you?’
‘There do be no full-grown males left to offer challenge,’ Gobor said, glancing at Rheagor’s body. ‘Those ones did take the longsleep in drawing the rhenlings away from tha. That one did dreamtravel to the remainder of the pack to tell them what do be needful. They do wait in the under-barud now for tha. All this tha did hear, never knowing what was to come.’
I hardly heard his words, for I was realising in dismay that Swallow and Ana were going down to the glide hangar!
‘Do not fear for tha pack for Rheagor did pledge this pack to tha pack,’ Gobor sent. ‘Tha do be as bloodkin to this one and to all of the wolves of the Brildane.’
I swallowed, wondering how the pack would convey this to Swallow and Ana, and what would happen if Swallow attacked a wolf, trying to protect Ana. But I forced myself to pull on the boot I had been holding all the while and ask if I could have Rheagor and the other wolf buried.
Gobor refused, saying simply that the body of a wolf, bereft of spirit, was only meat, and better eaten by those who hungered, save only wolves, which did not eat their own kin.
It seemed a brutal end for the proud and beautiful Rheagor, but if this was the way of the Brildane I must respect it. I wondered if I should mention that the other wolves had been buried in the field by Swallow and the androne, and decided against it. There was no point.
Coming out into the light, I stopped and turned my face up to the bright blue sky, relishing the heat and the slight breeze.
‘ElspethInnle,’ sent Gahltha.
I turned to see him mounting the slope, black as night, his mane and tail flying in the wind, Falada, grey Sendari and little Faraf behind him. Joy welled up in me, as I threw my arms about the black horse and stroked his neck, laying my cheek against his throat. His coat was rough and full of tiny burrs but I thought I had seldom seen him look more beautiful. I would groom him thoroughly the first chance I got, although he cared nothing for the state of his coat or mane, though he did tell me later that he was somewhat irritated by a clump of prickles caught in his tail. In those first moments, he nudged and snuffled and whinnied at me as if he could not get enough of me.
‘I am so glad to see you,’ I whispered into his mind.
‘Marumanyelloweyes dreamtravelled to me,’ Gahltha sent. ‘He said mustcome.’
Faraf nuzzled at my shoulder, greeting me shyly, and as I turned to embrace her, I heard Sendari give a whicker of pleasure and I bade him a warm welcome too. Then I sent Faraf down to the square, in search of Dameon. Sendari wanted Swallow, but I sent him after Faraf, saying that Mornir, the beast name for Dragon, was there and she would be able to tell them where to find Swallow.
‘I must ride to Ahmedri now,’ Falada sent.
I nodded, remembering I had intended she would go back to Midland with Hendon. But that reminded me of my letter. I got it out of my pocket, rolled it into a tight tube and bound it well into the mare’s mane, bidding her draw the tribesman’s attention to it.
‘It is very important,’ I said.
She wanted to go at once then, and I wasted a few minutes trying to dissuade her before Gahltha bade me let her go. We watched her gallop away in a cloud of dust, and seeing her speed, I realised she was would likely reach Midland before night, if she could keep up such a pace. Even so, it would have been wiser for her to wait the night and set off the next day. That reminded me of the water Gahltha had said had protected them at Whelmer, but before I could ask about it, I heard a shout of joy and saw Dragon running up the street.
Gahltha gave a whinny of greeting and when Dragon reached us, he snuffed and lipped her in evident affection.
‘But where is Darga? And what about Rasial and Gavyn?’ Dragon asked suddenly.
I asked Gahltha, who answered that Rasial and Gavyn had not returned from their foray into Northport to search for Maruman the previous day. Darga had come with the horses, but he had gone off in search of Ana before they had come across me. I went to the square with Gahltha and Dragon and ate the cold pancakes left for me, wondering where Maruman had gone. I was about to send out a probe for him, when I noticed Ana hurrying up the street, half running and half walking. She greeted the horses with sincere but breathless affection.
‘Thank goodness you have come,’ she gasped. ‘I prayed you would think to farseek me.’
‘Is it Swallow?’ I asked worriedly.
‘No . . . at least I am sure he is fine.’ Still trying to get her breath, she said they had gone to the glide hangar together, but had then parted, the gypsy determined to find the means by which the glide would get out of the hangar. ‘He thinks it might be that Kelver Rhonin left the way open when he took out the fourth glide.’
‘Then why are you so flustered?’ I asked.
‘It is Hendon,’ Ana said. He was in the glide with the door open. He told me that he entered it and tried to test the hatch mechanism for the hold – that is how the horses will go on. The other door is in the roof of the glide and there is a ladder up to it. So when the rhenlings came back last night, some of them got inside.’
I shuddered. ‘We will get the wolves to use their musk and get rid of them while they can’t act,’ I said.
‘That’s not all. It turns out the glide computer had been set up with some special system that protects it from an override. That is what Hendon is doing, because he is not coming through the Northport computermachine, which is the usual way the glide is given instructions, and it doesn’t like it.’
‘Ana, it is a machine. It can’t like or dislike anything.’
‘It is only how it feels to Hendon and me,’ she said impatiently. ‘But listen, I am trying to tell you that the glide computermachine wants to lock the glide so it can’t be used, and the only thing stopping it is Hendon. If he withdraws from it the glide will lock and he will not be able to get back in. He said God did not know the glide has this protection and so she has no means of defeating it.’
‘Save staying where it is,’ I muttered. ‘That is why it didn’t come back this morning. It couldn’t. Well it is a bother and no mistake, but it only means we’ll have to get the rest of our things down into the hangar ourselves. I can’t see that it will matter one way or another to Hendon.’
Ana still looked fraught, and from the look on Dameon’s face, she was emanating alarm. Perhaps she was worried about the horses getting down to the hangar without God to work the elevating chamber mechanism. I said that it would be difficult, but for all their number, the stairs were wide and relatively shallow and could be used if needs must.
‘Oh Elspeth, there is more,’ Ana said. ‘God’s instructions only allow a certain time for us to board and that begins the moment Hendon orders the glide to open.’
‘It doesn’t matter. We will all assemble by the glide in readiness, bearing our packs. The horses can carry everything they can manage, and we can board and load at the same time. It will not take us long.’
‘It’s not us. We can climb the ladder and get into the glide the way God did. It’s the horses, we . . .’ Ana broke off and gave me a look of despair. ‘I haven’t explained it properly. Elspeth, I have been trying to tell you that Hendon can’t keep overriding the glide computermachine without doing anything more. He needs to start God’s program and once it starts he won’t be able to stop it. We have to go now.’
I stared at her in dismay. ‘But, Ana, Maruman has gone a-wandering, and Rasial and Gavyn are still missing! And what of Swallow?’
A hand came to rest on my shoulder and I felt Dameon empathising to us both as he said, ‘I think there is no time for talk now. We must act. You, at least, must be aboard that glide when it takes off.’
I nodded, my mind beginning to race. ‘You are right. Ana, you need to go and bandage the wolves’ eyes and lead them with you to the hangar. I will go with you now and explain to them what is happening, though I have the feeling they might already know some of it from Rheagor.’
I faltered, unable to think how to explain the events of the last hour in the basement chamber. Then I realised there was no time to stand there talking. To them as much as myself, I said, ‘Dameon is right. It is time to act. Get your pack and your healing things, Ana, but forget about the rest. Dragon, you and Dameon load the horses with as much as they can carry and lead them to the hangar stairs. It will take them some time to get down to the hangar level so the sooner they start the better.’
I turned to Gahltha and beastspoke him, showing him mind pictures of where he and the others must go. He snorted and shook his head. ‘When Marumanyelloweyes said we mustcome/fly into the sky inside a glarsh, I thought he had been mad-dreaming.’ He snorted again. ‘Better to fly than to go across the waves.’
I kissed him on the nose and then found my own pack and donned it as Ana swung hers over her back, slinging her precious bow and quiver over one shoulder and taking up a smaller bag. As we left, Dragon was already beginning to shift things from the piled-up supplies.
‘It will be a pity to leave any of it,’ she said, and I thought how hard she had worked at Midland amassing it.
‘We will collect some more of it when we come past with the wolves,’ I promised.
As we made our way back up the street to the red door, I told her that Gobor had killed Rheagor and another wolf. She would have stopped if I had not taken her arm and drawn her along. ‘It is not as it sounds. It was . . . a wolf matter and I will explain it properly later. But there are only Gobor and three she-wolves left and he is now the pack leader and all of them are fit to move. Gobor said the rest of the pack will be waiting for us, and I supposed he meant they are in the hangar. I thought something must have happened with them when I saw you hurrying up looking so distressed.’
‘I didn’t see any wolves,’ Ana said, looking puzzled. Then her eyes widened. ‘But I bet if they are in the hangar, they got in the same way we are going to get out, in which case Swallow might have stumbled on them . . .’
‘Don’t fear for him,’ I said. ‘Gobor said Rheagor made the wolves see us as pack.’
As I had suspected, Gobor knew we were to leave because, in the night, he had heard Rheagor speak of it to the pack. He brusquely cut off my attempts to tell him what we would do and why, saying the pack would go with me. The means did not matter. I turned back to Ana who had reeled at the sight of Rheagor and the she-wolf dead, and was still white-faced with distress, but I could not allow her time to grieve for those she had tended. I told her that Gobor had said there was no need to bandage their eyes. They would come at once and follow our scent with their eyes closed.
And so, we passed through Northport one final time. Ana pointed to the pile of bundles left in the square; to my delight, Maruman was sitting on the edge of the empty pool grooming himself industriously. He came into my arms and settled himself on my shoulders even as Ana began to rummage through the bundles and packages, muttering and sighing.
‘There is no time for this,’ I told her tersely.
‘I have a box of healing herbs we might need and I want to be sure they did not forget the big golator,’ she said. ‘You go on with the wolves and I will follow.’
I disliked leaving her, but Maruman was urging haste. I did not bother asking him what he had seen or feared; it was obvious enough. Quite aside from the fear that Hendon would run out of time, the afternoon was wearing on and there were the rhenlings to think about. The later it got the more restless they would be, and what would happen when the glide opened its hatch for the horses to enter if they were in a lighter phase of sleep? Would the noise of it be enough to break that sleep? This reminded me to warn Gobor that he and the others would need to stop the rhenlings inside the glide from attacking us. He sent back that this could be managed, but only if there were few rhenlings, and that the creatures would not freeze as we had done, but could be confused.
I was not sure how this would help, but we had no alternative unless we could kill them as they slept and that would mean killing every rhenling inside the glide simultaneously. Quite aside from the difficulty of managing it, the thought sickened me.
I tried, as we walked, to farseek Swallow and then Dameon and Dragon. When I could find none of them, I tried the horses. That my probe would not locate reassured me that they had begun their laborious journey down the steps to the subterranean glide hangar. I tried Darga then, to no avail, and then Rasial. Maruman sent sharply to me to forget them and make haste. Given that he had summoned the horses the previous night, I had no doubt the old cat had either foreseen what was to unfold or the oldOnes had warned him. Of course I had a thousand questions, but I did not let myself ask any of them, knowing from the feel of his mind – fractious, restless – that he would give me no sensible answer. Not now.
We descended quickly, until I saw light ahead, and soon we caught up with the horses making their slow way down the steps. Dameon was in the lead, and Dragon was behind him with a lightstick. She gave me a smile of relief over the backs of the horses. Soon, I heard Ana coming down behind me. Turning, I saw that she was struggling under a great mound of bundles. But as I stopped to take some of them from her, I saw that Darga was behind her.
‘He came upon me while I was rummaging,’ she said. ‘I near died of fright when he nuzzled at me, then he barked and barked and I realised he was trying to hurry me, so I came. Though I still could not find my other box of herbs. At least I brought some of the waterboxes. The others forgot them. I have one in my pack and the rest are stuffed into these bundles.’ She stumbled slightly and I caught her, warning her to be careful. ‘My legs are so tired,’ she said, and added in a heartfelt voice that she would be glad never to have to climb up and down such a set of steps again, which reminded me that she had already been down and up that morning.
‘I only hope Swallow is down here and did not get out of the hangar some other way and is even now at the camp wondering where we are,’ she fretted.
I assured her that I had farsought him the moment before entering the building, and that he was not above ground. Then I greeted Darga.
‘Greetings, ElspethInnle, he responded, without warmth, and yet it seemed to me his mind was not as dark and gloomy as it had been, and I wondered what had happened to him in the year and more since the androne had ‘rescued’ me.
‘Less gnawing and more hurrying,’ Maruman snapped.




When at last we reached the level of the glide chamber, I reckoned the maddeningly slow descent had cost us an hour or more and I heaved a great sigh of relief when Dameon pushed open the heavy door. I had moved to walk alongside Gahltha, and I felt his flesh creep and shiver as the reek of the rhenlings flowed up into the stairwell. The other horses were unsettled, too, and when I saw the worried look on Dameon’s face, I farsought him and bade him do his best to soothe the beasts, though I knew his Talent did not work as well with them. Gahltha assured me none of the equines would act foolishly, it was only that the scent affected them in ways that they could not control.
We passed as silently as we could under the thick layer of rhenlings clinging to the roof and pillars of the glide chamber, but I noticed the creatures shifting and moving restlessly, and wondered if the journey from the surface had taken longer than I thought; or maybe it was only that the scent of the horses was particularly appealing to the creatures, as it was supposed to be for wolves. That made me look at the four wolves, who had opened their eyes the moment we had entered the dark stairwell and closed the door. They moved like pale wraiths through the darkness of the chamber, unerringly making their way towards the glide Hannah had marked.
But when I passed the rhenling-covered pillar, I was shocked to see only two glides stood where there had been three.
‘It’s all right,’ Ana said quickly. ‘I forgot to tell you Hendon moved it. I got a fright too, when I came back, but then I looked about . . . I will show you.’
‘Why was it moved? And how?’ I asked incredulously.
‘Hendon pushed it,’ Ana said absently and went on to explain that the androne had told her there was usually a little machine that would drag the glide into the place it needed to be when it was to fly out of the hangar, but that this was controlled by the Northport computermachine, which could not be reached now by the glide computer.’
‘It is lucky Hendon is so strong and smart,’ Ana said, sounding oddly prideful.
She led us far enough into the hangar that I lost sight of the other glides, then I saw it, standing alone, a ladder propped against its side. I realised I had caught hold of Cassandra’s key as if it were a talisman, and I was momentarily startled at its unfamiliar shape before I remembered the two portions were now attached to one another.
‘I wish I could see it,’ Dameon murmured, and for him to make such a wish was so unusual that I turned to look at him in astonishment. He must have felt it, for he gave me a smile. ‘Just because I do not say it does not mean I do not sometimes think it. In this case, though, I can feel your disbelief and astonishment and fear and wonder, and it comes to me that I am to give my life into the care of a thing I cannot imagine.’
I took his hand; it felt warm and strong. ‘The glide is very ugly and not at all what I would have imagined,’ I said, glancing up at the rhenlings. ‘Indeed, it is hard to believe it can fly, for it is an immense, oval-shaped thing on three legs, with windows around its side. It is flat on top and has a great fat underbelly, which I suppose is the hold. There is a ladder going up to its roof and from what Ana has said, we can enter it by climbing up onto its roof and going through an opening on top.’ I glanced at Ana, who nodded, and I bade her go in and see what Hendon had to say for himself, and to warn him about the beasts. The last thing I wanted was for him to threaten the wolves as he had done Maruman.
When she had vanished into the vessel, I beastspoke Gobor, bidding him and the three she-wolves follow her into the glide and locate the rhenlings aboard. I had not asked Ana how many there were, and I only hoped the four wolves would be enough. I then asked Dragon to lead Dameon into the glide and bade her find a chamber with windows that could be masked, or a windowless passage for the wolves, for by the looks of it, we would be flying in daylight.
Watching her lead the empath into the glide, I felt again a wash of disbelief and incredulity at what we planned. Then I dismissed it and turned to urge Gahltha and the other horses to assemble themselves close to the hold so that they could enter the second it opened, though surely God must have allowed a little time for boarding. On the other hand, maybe she had left that to the Northport computermachine . . .
Ana appeared atop the vessel looking distressed. ‘Elspeth, there is a problem. God says when he starts the glide and opens the hold, there is like to be a warning siren.’
I thought of the ear-piercing scream of the siren in Habitat, which the Speci had taken as a warning, though hidden in it had been a summons to the rhenling horde. How had Hannah allowed God to create that, I thought, baffled. Then my thoughts jerked back to the horses and my fear that they would not have time enough to board the glide before being attacked by the rhenlings, given the creatures were crusted on ever surface about us, including on the underside of the glide. Nor could the wolves help, for they had to deal with the rhenlings inside the glide, and anyway, Gobor had warned me that they could not hold off a great horde of the vicious creatures.
‘And I am worried about Swallow,’ Ana said.
‘There is no need to worry for me, though it warms my heart that you think of me,’ Swallow said.
Even as I swung away to face the gypsy, I caught the flash of relief and joy on Ana’s face. Swallow was striding towards us from the darkness ahead of the glide and he said at once that he had come back to look for Ana earlier, only to find Hendon sitting in the glide alone. The androne had explained everything. ‘I went back to cleaning the opening I am assuming will let the glide out once Hendon makes it fly. I am assuming we will fly before we leave this chamber, because of the height of the roof here.’
‘Clean it?’ I said, looking up and realising that the ceiling was higher right above the glide.
‘It was clogged with ancient rhenling skeletons,’ Swallow said. ‘My guess is that it happened after the departure of Kelver Rhonin’s glide. In fact, I have a feeling he might have damaged his vessel, for there are a good many bits of broken metal and plast lying about the opening. I only hope that Hendon is right and that the mechanism will open it when the glide approaches. I cleaned the opening and shut it for fear it might not open if it was already jammed open. That is how they got in, of course, and right now, there is no way out for them, and so it might be a very good thing if we are to fly away before they wake.’ He nodded to the nearest pillar.
Then Ana was coming towards us and the gypsy’s arm went out to draw her to his side with such perfect naturalness than it ached me and pleased me in equal measure.
‘I cannot believe we are going to do it,’ Ana said to us both, and I marvelled to see that her eyes were alight with excitement, despite what she had just said about the siren. Swallow bade her go back in and close the upper entrance to the glide. He would help me get the horses in through the hold, and we would go in that way as well.
‘But how will I warn you Hendon is about to start the glide? He asked if we could go now, but I said he must wait for as long as he can. He says that will not be much longer.’
‘I think the siren will warn us very well,’ Swallow told her dryly.
‘What of Rasial and Gavyn, and Darga,’ he asked, when she had gone up and in.
‘Darga found Ana and came down with her. I ought to have asked him about Gavyn and Rasial . . .’
‘Perhaps they are not to come with us,’ the gypsy said soberly. ‘Do not fear for them, for they will surely find their way back to Midland eventually. And maybe their course will be a good bit safer than ours.’ He glanced at the glide pointedly, with all of my own mistrust. Then he looked back at me and stiffened, his eyes going past me.
The wolves were coming towards us, three and then two, one limping badly, and then another two, male cubs with a multitude of cuts, and one with a swollen and bloody eye. I beastspoke them, telling them their pack leader was within the vessel, only to realise they would have to wait and go in with us now that Ana had shut the top entrance. In the next few moments two more wolves came, and now we were silent. Only then did it strike me that we could go at once, and that I had not asked Hendon to begin because I was waiting.
Waiting for what, I wondered?
Something to stop me from having to enter the glide? For once I entered, I would truly be no better than the mad and ambitious Beforetimers handing their future over to computermachines. Or maybe not quite so mad, since I at least had the wit to be afraid. It struck me then, that if we did manage to fly free of Northport, I would be once again following in the footsteps of a Beforetime man – not Jacob Obernewtyn this time, but Kelver Rhonin, who had known Hannah and Cassandra’s Beforetime friend, Doktaruth, whom I believed had gone to find Eden.
About my neck, Maruman suddenly grew rigid. ‘They come!’ he sent.
‘Who?’ I whispered aloud, for Swallow’s sake, knowing the old cat would read the thought that preceded the words.
‘More wolves, and Rasial and the funaga cub who are one,’ Maruman sent.
I turned to Swallow who was looking at me expectantly, but before I could speak, the glide behind us began to tremble and hum and I heard a high-pitched scream. I had never expected the siren to be so shockingly loud and my heart quailed at the thought of what lay ahead, though even now, a tiny, mad, treacherous part of me hoped the glide would not open its doors. But sanity reasserted itself at the realisation that this would leave Swallow and me and the beasts trapped in the glide hangar with a horde of slavering rhenlings.
With that, I looked at the nearest pillar and saw them stirring and beginning to crawl over one another.
‘It is not opening,’ Swallow said in a low urgent voice, glancing back at the hull of the glide. Gahltha reared slightly and then moved his bulk in front of me, pushing me back against the rounded hull. He was trying to shield me, I knew, even as he had done long ago in the White Valley, after Malik’s betrayal. I looked at Sendari and little Faraf.
‘Something comes,’ Swallow said.
He directed his lightstick outward and I saw, high above, several rhenlings dropping from the roof, disturbed by the endless shrilling of the siren. All about us more and more rhenlings were wheeling in the air, thick and dim as leaves in a night storm. I remembered that the light would draw them and was about to tell Swallow to quench his lightstick when all at once the hull of the glide begun to hum and glow and two lines of lights showed on the floor, running away into the darkness.
‘At last!’ Swallow cried, his voice barely audible above the wail of the siren. I turned my head to see that a section of the hull was opening painfully slowly, gradually stretching and flattening out to form a ramp. I saw Ana in the opening, an arrow nocked to the string of the bow the futuretellers had given me.
‘Quickly, get the horses in,’ Swallow shouted to me.
There was no need for me to beastspeak the beasts – the wolves and the horses leapt up the ramp and into the dark hold.
‘We have to stop any more rhenlings entering. The door will stay open for as long as God decided,’ Ana told us. Swallow nodded and then frowned past me, and I turned to see that Gahltha had not gone in.
‘You must come with me,’ he sent.
Swallow urged us both to enter. ‘Get in and I will stand with Ana and bar the way.’
‘Gavyn and Rasial . . .’
‘The door will stay open as long as it stays open,’ Swallow interrupted. ‘We have no say in it.’
‘Help me,’ Dragon called, and I ran up the ramp, Gahltha thudding up behind me on the soft spongy surface. I found Dragon trying to fasten a net about Sendari’s belly. It was heavy and took two of us to fit it. ‘Hendon said to use these to secure the beasts in the hold,’ she panted, as we moved Faraf into place and did the same for the little mare. ‘We worked out how to use the nets while we were waiting for the hold to open. It seemed to take forever. I was afraid, but Ana swore it would open.’ She was shouting to be heard over the endless shriek of the siren, though it was somewhat muffled inside the hold.
‘There are other nets for the bags and bundles but there is no time to get them off the horses now. Hendon said they have to be in the nets before the glide rises.’
I helped her to fasten Gahltha’s net, all too aware that if rhenlings got into the glide, the horses would be helpless.
‘There they go,’ I heard Swallow cry, and turned in time to see a funnelling coil of rhenlings. My heart seized in terror, because once they found the hold, there would be no way one long blade and a bowyer, however gifted, could hold them off. I was tempted to use the black spirit power, except that Rheagor had warned me the creatures would home in on me if I tried to use any Talent on them.
‘You should go inside now,’ Dragon said, and I saw that she had drawn a blade now as well. ‘The steps are at the back of this chamber and you must shut the door so that no rhenlings get inside if . . .’
‘The horses . . .’ I said, fascinated even in those moments to hear the certainty and authority in her voice. ‘They will be defenceless if the horde gets in.’
‘Elspeth, I will defend them with my life. But you are the one that matters.’
I ground my teeth together, wanting to argue, loathing the idea of others sacrificing themselves for me.
‘Do not be a fool, ElspethInnle. Why are we all here, if not to keep you safe so that you may do what no other can?’ Maruman sent, surprisingly kindly.
‘Go, dear heart,’ sent the Daywatcher.
With a sob of fury and despair, I went to the steps at the end of the hold,
‘Wait,’ Swallow said, and there was something in his tone that made me turn. Dragon had just joined the other two at the hold door.
I hesitated, curious and indecisive, and then Dragon looked back over her shoulder and called to me to come. I ran back and looked out past them to see that the glide hangar was now flooded with light. It was impossible to tell if it was coming from the vessel or the chamber.
‘They are not attacking,’ Ana said, and I looked up to see the air so thick with flying rhenlings that they moved like a swirl of syrup. But though they were chittering loudly enough to be audible even above the keening of the siren, they were not attacking. It was as if some force held them high above the ground.
‘Gavyn,’ I said, and at that same moment the sound the glide was making changed, becoming stronger and somehow thicker. Then I saw him.
Gavyn looked a good deal taller and older than I remembered, for a year changes a child a great deal more than an adult. He was coming slowly towards the glide, Rasial at his side, gazing with fascinated, untroubled interest at the roil of rhenlings overhead. I saw that he had on the same clothes, reduced to a tattered loincloth and a flapping bit of shirt as thin as cobweb, two bulging hempen forage sacks hanging at his hip and something large in his arms. His fine blond hair was long and matted into thick lumpen braids that hung or stuck out at mad angles from his head. They contrasted strangely with his skin, which had darkened so that he might have passed for a Sadorian tribesman, save for his blue eyes.
‘It is him doing it,’ Dragon said. ‘He is holding them off, just as you said he did in the graag before I woke.’
‘I believe you are right,’ Swallow said. ‘Ye gods, Elspeth, I may be wrong, but I think he is also carrying the stone sword!’
I gaped to see that he was right.
Suddenly, to our horror, the ramp began to rise. Ana cried out for Gavyn to run but he seemed not to hear. He was watching the coiling of the rhenlings with fascination, and to my dismay his steps slowed.
‘Rasial, get in, bring him quickly, for we cannot open this door once it closes!’ I sent desperately, for the ramp was beginning to fold back into place.
Without warning, Rasial nipped Gavyn hard on the leg and then bolted towards us. I was astounded that she would abandon the lad, but evidently she was simply relying upon the bond between them, for Gavyn broke into a trot, though his face was serenely untroubled. He was smiling slightly in his loose, sweet way even as he ran, and then he held out the sword. With a curse, Swallow reached through the narrowing gap and took it, almost hurling it at me as he turned back, but Gavyn was already leaping through the narrowing gap, twisting his body lithely and high, so that he passed through moments before the door clamped shut on the tip of one of his foraging bags, tearing it so that its contents spilled over the floor.
This seemed truly to distress him, and to be his sole concern as he scrambled about feeling for the bits and pieces that had fallen. We all looked at him in wonderment. Then I stared down at the sword, unable to believe he had brought it to me, and only now realising how devastated I had been by its loss. The only answer to how he had got hold of it was that he must have returned to our empty camp before Ahmedri did. But what had made him take it, for it was no small burden?
‘I near died of fright,’ Ana gasped, unnocking her arrow.
‘I was tempted to leap out and carry him into the hold the moment I set eyes on him, except I was afraid it would stop him thralling the rhenlings,’ Swallow said, picking up the blade he had thrown aside to take the sword from Gavyn. He slipped the long blade through his belt and I wondered what I had done with mine. I remembered carrying it, but I had no memory of dropping it.
‘Let’s go up,’ Dragon said eagerly. ‘God said we ought to be sitting when the glide flies.’
Watching them climb the steps into the main part of the glide, I stood unmoving as my stomach did a slow, queasy roll. I wondered, fighting nausea, if it was possible that I was the only one to be afraid of what we were about to do.
Then the glide began to move. At the same time I caught sight of Faraf in her net. The little mare was wild-eyed and trembling from mane to hoof. Before I could beastspeak her, Gahltha, whose head was facing hers, reached out to nuzzle her gently, and she seemed to settle. I looked at Sendari who stood netted on the other side of the hold. He appeared calmer than Faraf, though the twitches and shivers along his flank told me he was not as easy as he looked. I went to him and laid a hand on his neck lightly for a moment, bidding all the equines be calm and safe. I would return as soon as ever I could.
Then, overhead, someone screamed.
I raced up the steps behind the others to find Dragon and Swallow staring in dismay and pity at Ana, who was sitting on the floor cradling one of the half-grown cubs. Its fur was saturated with bright blood, and she was weeping. My senses told me the pulse of life was fading in the young wolf as Swallow explained soberly that two rhenlings they had not noticed in a niche above the stairwell had dropped from the roof to fasten onto the young wolf. Ana had thrown herself at it without hesitation, literally tearing the creatures from it, but the rhenlings had immediately turned on her. Swallow had managed to kill one with a slash of his blade and Gobor had leapt out to snap the other from the air. But the young wolf had been bitten in the neck and there was no way to save it.
Gobor prowled forward, sniffed at the young male and then pronounced it meat. My senses told me the cub had died, and I felt a stab of sorrow for the young beast. Gobor looked into Ana’s eyes for a long moment before reaching forward to lick her forehead. Then he went into the opening beside the stairwell. A doorway, I realised. It was hard to see anything much because, while there was light, none of it seemed to be direct.
Ana laid the dead wolf gently down, and let Swallow help her to her feet. ‘What . . . Why did he do that?’
‘I think you have just been made an honorary pack member,’ I said. ‘He called you a brave she-wolf.’
Ana looked down at the dead wolf. ‘If only I had moved faster,’ she said.
The roaring noise of the glide changed again, and Ana brushed the tears away and hurried towards the front of the glide. The chamber we were in was dark, but we passed some rows of chairs and, ahead of us, I could see Hendon seated at a high bench facing a great wide window that glowed with light. It took me a moment to realise the entire front of the glide was a vast window looking out on the now brightly lit glide chamber. The light was clearly coming from the glide, I thought now, realising it must have a light similar to, but far more powerful than, Hendon’s headlight.
‘Hendon said to sit down,’ Ana shouted back to us. ‘Elspeth, can you beastspeak the wolves to lie down close together against the walls in the chamber we have prepared for them. Gobor knows, for I have shown him, but it will be better if you tell them to get into the cupboards we prepared now, so they won’t be thrown around.’
I obeyed, my stomach rolling again at the thought of the glide moving in such a way as to cause anything to be thrown around. The others were taking seats in the rows of chairs and I wondered aloud why it was so dark inside the glide.
‘Ana said glides always go dark inside when they are about to fly,’ Dragon said, urging me to sit and use the belts attached to the chairs to secure myself if I did not want to find my head bumped on the roof. ‘And a bump might be the least of it,’ she added ominously, though in fact the roof was rather low.
I took my seat, and realised in doing so that it was attached to the floor.
‘Everything is fastened down or locked away,’ Dragon said, ‘to stop it flying around.’
Maruman calmly shifted from my neck to my lap, needling me somewhat to make himself comfortable, before at the last minute leaping onto Dragon’s lap. As he circled and clawed to make her comfortable for him, Dragon and I exchanged an amused look. But Ana spoiled the moment of comforting normalcy by shouting back for us to keep a tight hold on the beasts, before she went back to the front of the glide, saying she would keep Hendon company.
I looked past Dragon at Dameon and Swallow, who had just taken his own seat, wondering where Gavyn was, but there was no real possibility of talk, given the noise the glide was making, not to mention the siren that was still wailing. I was sure the flying vessels in my Beforetime dreams had not been so terrifically loud, but I did not want to think there was something wrong with the glide we were in, although it seemed all too likely. I clung to the fact that Hannah had gone to special lengths to ensure we took this glide, telling myself she would never have done that unless she was sure I would be safe in it.
For once I was content to have my future cast for me.
The glide at last ceased its forward motion, and I looked ahead and saw that a long slot of daylight had opened in the darkness. This must be the opening Swallow had cleared of rhenling bones, yet how could I be looking at the light of dusk when we were under the earth? All at once the glide rose swiftly. The sensation was exactly like being in an elevating chamber. It stopped and now I saw the opening was directly in front of us.
At the same time, we were enveloped in a maelstrom of rhenlings, their pale eyes glowing with malevolence whenever they came close enough to be fleetingly illuminated by the dim mantel of light that the glide itself must be casting. The earlier, flooding brightness had been quenched and I guessed that was because there was no need for it with the dusk flooding in.
The glide gave a shudder, much as a horse about to buck would do.
‘Ye gods,’ I muttered, thinking this was truly the maddest, strangest moment of my life.
All the noise within suddenly was muffled to a soft hum and then the glide surged forward. The sensation was like a combination of floating on water and sliding forward on ice as we approached the opening and passed through it. The glide turned at once, and I had a fleeting glimpse of rhenlings boiling out of a dark opening like thick coils of smoke. Then we were moving at terrifying speed along what seemed to be a trench, open to the sky above. The glide tilted its nose and we cleared the trench, flying straight up towards the red-tinged clouds. Then the glide flattened out and I cried out in fright and astonishment to see we were flying straight towards a scraper. The glide veered past it, close enough that I saw the shadow of the glide on its dull surface. It seemed to me that it had somehow drawn its three legs up under the hull, like a bird folds its legs up under it when it flies. Then the glide turned and we passed the tower I had seen from afar, with its queer bulbous tip. We were flying north, very quickly, and yet nowhere near as fast as we had risen out of the trench.
Ana called out over her shoulder to say that Hendon said we could walk around now if we wanted, for we had passed beyond Northport and would be travelling steadily now. The thought of strolling around while we flew above the earth at an unthinkable height was so ludicrous that at first I supposed she must be joking. But then Swallow disentangled himself from the seat bindings, and Dragon gently lifted a disgruntled and perfectly calm Maruman carefully onto the seat beside her and began to do the same. The old cat gave her a coldly affronted look, and then came to sit on my lap.
I was glad of an excuse not to move, as I felt the full weight of what we were doing.
‘Elspeth?’ Dameon asked gently.
I turned to see that the empath had released his binding and now he shifted to the seat beside me. I realised with a flash of shame that he could feel my fear. In fact he must have been enduring what would feel to him like loud and terrified jabbering for some time.
‘Do not be ashamed of being frightened, dear one,’ he said.
The glide tilted slightly and I gasped in fright. I saw the empath wince and then I felt myself being firmly empathised. I could hardly protest after bludgeoning Dameon with my emotions. I closed my eyes and surrendered to his talent, dimly conscious that Maruman was decamping. My emotions were discomforting him, though it had always seemed to me that fear and anger bothered him less than joy or simple fretting. I chided myself for being so rattled. Had not the Agyllians carried me to the ken in their nets?
‘This is . . . is . . . extraordinary,’ Swallow said exultantly.
My eyes flew open to see him beaming at Dragon. They were both standing at the window beside the rows of seats gazing out.
I forced myself to look around. The inside of the glide was now glowing with a soft, yellowish light, and the walls were bare and probably white, although I wondered if they would offer pictures if I were to ask Hendon. The main part of the glide was essentially a single large chamber with a low slightly stepped roof and a narrow band of small windows running around the whole vessel, save for the front, where the window was enormous. The rows of seats were in the middle of the chamber facing the front, and the bench behind which the androne stood. I frowned, realising now that I could see properly, that Hendon was not standing behind the bench as I had thought, but was somehow within it.
Between the front bench and the ranks of seats, running lengthwise along the right side of the chamber, was another bench. Behind it there was a gap and then the wall of the glide was covered in boxes and cupboards. I recognised one of them as a cooking box, from Kelver Rhonin’s apartment, and wondered if it was possible that there was a kitchen in a flying ship. As if in answer to my question, Dragon moved between the bench and the wall and opened one of the cupboards to look into it, just as she had last done under the earth at Midland, only now we were miles above the earth in a moving glide! And what would happen to us if the directions given to the androne did not bring us to land, but to some place that no longer existed in the middle of the ocean; or to a place that was fiercely tainted? We had already been told that the glide’s course could not be altered, and once it landed, it would not be able to go anywhere else.
Dameon was still sitting beside me, his eyes closed, but I could feel him calming me. Realising I was probably exhausting him, I unfastened my seat binding and got resolutely to my feet. I noticed Dragon eyeing me anxiously and forced a smile for her as I made my careful way, one willed step at a time, to the back of the vessel. I saw Rasial and Gavyn pressed into a narrow space between two cabinets. The boy was sitting up, yawning and knuckling his eyes as if he had just woken. Then, he reached into his forage pouch and scooped out a small, bedraggled owl. It was Fey, whom I had last seen in the mountains; I recognised the colours of her plumage, though she was full grown now. No wonder he had been distressed when the door snagged his pouch!
Gavyn began to stroke her feathers and croon a little tuneless song and I wondered if he had any sense he had saved our lives as well, not to mention bringing me the stone sword. I could not for the life of me remember what I had done with it, but I must have set it down when I had gone to Sendari. I made my way back along the side of the glide towards the front, thinking I would go around and then down to the hold to check on the horses. I glanced at Dameon as I passed him, and wondered if he was thinking of Balboa. The profound sadness I had seen in him from time to time since leaving Habitat was in his face again.
‘Are you all right?’ I asked.
He opened his eyes and smiled, saying composedly, ‘Do not trouble yourself about me. I am in good company.’ He rested his big hand on Maruman who flattened out under it, but he did not make the mistake of stroking him when he was awake. No one ever did that more than once. ‘I am glad to feel that you are becoming more comfortable.’
‘Not truly,’ I said ruefully. ‘But it is better when I don’t think about what we are doing and where we are. It is strangely humiliating to discover that the rest of you are sanguine about flying while I am awash with terror.’
‘Look!’ Dragon cried. Reluctantly, I joined her and Swallow at the window, and saw a great halo of radiance rising up in the darkness that had come over the land, now the sun had set. I was glad of night, veiling the world far below.
‘It must be the Whelmer Dam,’ Swallow murmured.
‘That’s where Kelver Rhonin went!’ Dragon cried excitedly.
‘It is where we think he was going,’ I said. ‘We do not know if he got there.’
‘He must have done, if the lights are shining,’ Swallow said. ‘Unless they have been shining since the Beforetimers left.’
‘I wonder what damned water is anyway?’ Dragon asked.
The glide changed direction and we began moving directly towards the light. In a little, we were passing over what seemed to me a long, wide chasm filled with water. I saw, too, that the brightness was coming not from lights but from an immense body of water! This was obviously what had protected the beasts from the light-sensitive rhenlings. The light was very yellow, and I drew in a breath at the thought that it might be full of the little taint-devouring insects called dryka. It would take many millions of the tiny creatures to give off such a potent glow, but perhaps they had found their way into the water long ago, for this much water must be flowing up from some deep subterranean source. Yet surely I had been told there was no natural watercourse near Northport.
The chasm narrowed and the glide turned to follow its northward course, which ran on for some distance, and I marvelled at seeing so much water in such arid terrain. At last we came to the abrupt end of water, for an immense stone wall crossed the chasm, constraining and trapping the water. As we passed over it, there was enough light from the water on the other side of it to let me see several great, thick pipes jutting out and curving down into the ground, then there was only a deep dark chasm.
‘That was a very odd body of water,’ Swallow said. ‘But I did not see any sign of a glide on the ground.’
I had not even looked, for my attention had been concentrated on the water itself. I was about to say that I thought the water was full of taint-devouring insects when Ana called out that Hendon had made a light go on, and the ground was now visible.
‘Do you want to go up the front?’ Dragon asked us eagerly.
Swallow nodded, but I had no desire to go any closer to the enormous window at the front of the glide. ‘I’ll check on the horses,’ I muttered, making my way through the rows of seats to the steps and descending with some relief into the blind dimness of the hold. The horses were still standing in their net harnesses, and I was relieved to see that I had left the stone sword inside a net.
Gahltha beastspoke me as I approached him.
‘I/Gahltha do not like this, ElspethInnle. How long will this najulkit/journey take?’
‘I do not know,’ I said, absurdly gratified to find I was not the only one aboard who hated this means of travel. Nevertheless, I said, ‘But you bore the journeys we took by sea so I am sure we will both manage to endure this.’ I tried to sound more confident than I felt.
‘It is true that since the oldOnes made me Daywatcher, ElspethInnle, I have made many unpleasant journeys,’ the black horse agreed with weary resignation.
I promised him that I would come to groom him as soon as I had found a brush. The mere thought of doing such an ordinary thing soothed me. I spoke to the other horses for a little, then I went back up to the main chamber, though I wished I might curl up in the dark hold and coerce myself to sleep until the vessel came to land.
At the top of the steps I drew a deep, steadying breath before emerging into the main chamber again. I forced myself to walk to the front of the glide. Swallow now stood alongside Ana, and Dragon had actually gone around the other side of the bench and was standing on the edge of the window gazing, rapt, at the ground rushing below us. Instead of looking down, I looked up into the star-dappled darkness.
It occurred to me suddenly that this blank wall of fear was exactly what Gahltha had faced when I had first tried to bring him aboard the raft in the White Valley years before, after our escape from Henry Druid’s encampment. Fear had won on that occasion, but it had not defeated him again, and I took courage from the fact. Dragon had feared water, too. That fear had been so extreme that she had gone mad even when Kella tried to make her bathe. Miryum had been crippled by fear, too, not of water but of height, when she had been forced to walk a high pole during the Battlegames in Sador. I suddenly understood her outrage at finding that courage and will were not enough to subdue fear.
I looked at Hendon, knowing that man-shaped though he was, he was not a man. Then I grinned despite myself, noticing belatedly that I had done what the others kept doing, and had thought of him as ‘he’. Maybe that was why they could trust it – him – knowing the androne was controlling the glide and therefore had all of our lives in his hands. It struck me suddenly that in my past-dreams, when I had seen Cassy in a Beforetime flying vessel, there had always been a shadowy human sitting in a little compartment at the front of the flier. Perhaps it had been an androne.
Belatedly, I noticed what must be the complex workings of the glide atop the bench in front of the androne, but he had not moved, and I saw now that his hands were both flat to the bench, several of his fingers curled into small openings. A glowing panel was set into the bench amidst the levers and knobs, showing the same vision as the large screen but with numbers and letter flashing and changing atop it; the greenish light from the letters and numbers played over the androne’s shining carapace, making its eyes glitter strangely.
I shook my head, unable to think of it as human, even if I did think of it as ‘he’ from time to time. I wondered what would happen if it withdrew itself from the glide or simply lost power. Would we drop from the sky like a stone? The thought brought me out in a clammy sweat and I cursed myself for letting my imagination get the better of me.
Then the glide tilted slightly. I closed my eyes again, taking deep breaths.
‘Are you all right, Elspeth? You look truly awful.’ It was Dragon, come to stand beside me.
I forced a smile for her. ‘Well, I am as fine as anyone could be soaring over the dark strange world without wings,’ I said.
She took my words at face value and her expression brightened. ‘Isn’t it wondrous? Never did I imagine I would travel so far and see such sights as this when I lived in the ruins on the West Coast.’
It came to me then, in the way odd thoughts sometimes do come randomly, that she must have had a name in that lost childhood in the Red Land. Not Dragon – the name we had given her, almost jokingly to begin with, because of the horrible grotesque visions of monsters she had been able to coerce people into seeing – but a true name given to her by her mother. It occurred to me that this might be a good moment to tell her that I wanted to see if I could enter her mind when she slept, but then Swallow spoke.
‘I am beginning to be ravenous,’ Swallow said, but we were all too preoccupied to answer.




The glide flew on and on into an inky darkness, in which, after a time, not a single star shone, for we had flown into a bleared pall that even the blinding glide light could not penetrate. Finally, Ana bade Hendon stop it shining. I preferred the darkness, though it was daunting to be flying into nothing. But Ana assured me that the glide had devices that could read the shape of the land whether or not we could see it. She had tended everyone’s wounds, lamenting her box of herbs, though she admitted she had enough for the nonce.
‘I think Dragon and I ought to prepare a meal if we can manage it, and we ought to get some rest,’ Swallow said.
Ana asked the androne if it was safe for us to make a meal. It had not occurred to me that anything we would do within the glide might distract the androne, since it was somehow commanding the vessel and all of its devices.
‘It is safe to prepare sustenance in the galley at this time, Technician Ana. However, in the event of a turbulence warning siren, all passengers must resume seats and harnesses immediately.’
The androne spoke these slightly alarming words in the same blandly monotonous voice I remembered from my waking in the resurrection chamber and I remembered with momentary wry amusement how furious I had been at its apparent indifference to my plight and pleas.
Swallow went off with Dragon to investigate the galley, which I remembered was the same name a kitchen was given aboard a shipboat, and I trailed after them, willing to help though marvelling that they could think of food at all when we were flying high above unknown ground to an unknown destination in a Beforetime machine.
The glide galley turned out to be the area between the bench and the wall, where I had seen the cooking box. The wall where it was fixed and surrounded by cupboards turned out to be able to be slid ingeniously around to connect to the end of the bench, revealing a small hidden eating chamber containing a table and two long benches. After a little experimentation based on what she had learned in Kelver Rhonin’s residence, Dragon managed to produce a simple meal using the Beforetimer pouches of pebbles and dust. She had shooed Swallow away to see that the beasts had water and fodder, wondering a little that a glide intended to carry so many people would have such a tiny kitchen.
‘I don’t suppose it would have been much needed on the flights between the settlements of the Pellmar Quadrants,’ Dameon said, having come to sit on the other side of the bench with me on stools that Swallow had discovered swung out from niches within it. ‘They would not have taken more than an hour or so in this.’
He was right, and given this, I doubted the little galley would have been used at all, save maybe by the few people who would have crewed it, in between flights.
‘How much food do we have?’ I asked Dragon.
‘Ana will know better than me, but I would say, if we are careful, a few days at most for the beasts, and a good bit more for us if we count the dust and pebble packages. I suppose the wolves and dogs and Maruman can eat our food, but I doubt the horses will stomach it. We had some good pressed cakes of fodder for them, but that was one of the bundles left behind in the rush to leave.’
‘It is a wonder we got as much aboard as we did,’ I said firmly.
When Swallow returned and the food was prepared, we all sat down to eat in the little eating niche, even Ana, who seemed to have decided her duty was to remain constantly with Hendon. Dragon apologised for the oddness of one dish as she served it, saying some of the pouches contained sweet food and others salty, and there was no way of knowing which was which save by preparing and tasting them.
‘I prefer unusual to bland,’ Dameon said.
‘We had plenty of both in Habitat,’ I said, grimacing at the memory.
Swallow gave Ana a teasing look. ‘After the tongue-lashing you gave God I think the Speci will no longer be eating bland foods.’
Somewhat dreamily, Dameon said, ‘God will probably have noted every single thing you and Tash cooked and everything Ahmedri is now cooking and that is what the Speci will find themselves cooking and eating in future. I wonder how they will find Ahmedri’s spices.’
Dragon looked downcast at the mention of Tash and we talked for a little about the sort of life she might live now. We then turned to speculate as to whether Miryum would ultimately choose to be put back into a cryopod or to live and endure the death that would come to her as she succumbed to the final stages of the Endrax virus.
‘If only we had got to Whelmer,’ Ana said. ‘The fact that it was all lit up really makes me think Kelver Rhonin found a computermachine there.’
‘Even if he did, it can’t have had a connection to God, or he would have gone back to Northport to finish what he started,’ Swallow said. ‘Besides, it was not the buildings that were lit up at Whelmer, but the water itself.’
Ana frowned. ‘Well someone must have made the lights under the water come on. I suppose it had something to do with whatever work was being done there in the Beforetime. God said it was considered to be very important by the Pellmar people.’
‘I don’t think it was lights at all,’ I said, startled to realise they had not immediately come to the same conclusion as I had, that the brightness in the water was the result of little taint-devouring insects. But what Ana had said prompted a strange thought.
‘What then?’ Swallow asked, when I sat silent and somewhat stunned.
‘I believe the water was full of taint-devouring insects,’ I said. ‘It was the yellow colour that made me think of it, and I simply supposed that the water must come from some subterranean source containing them. But I was told that Subio, Midland and Westside were all located near subterranean springs, which could be tapped, but not Northport. And when we passed over the very end of the long lake, there was some sort of stone wall, holding the water back, and immense pipes that look like the ones we saw in the mountains.’
‘I thought of the graag,’ Swallow said, frowning.
‘There was water and there were shining insects in the graag,’ Dragon said.
‘Exactly,’ I said, every one of their observations making me more certain I was right in my fantastic theory. ‘And seeing the shining water in the graag, I thought the water infected with the insects must have got in through the cracks. But what if the water was in the pipes, with the insects, before it cracked.’
‘In the Beforetime . . .’ Dameon murmured.
‘Ye gods, that water that was in the bottle in the graag when it collapsed, I got that from the pipe in the mountains,’ Swallow said. ‘But what can it mean?’
‘It means that was what they were doing at Whelmer,’ Ana said, eyes shining. ‘They were breeding the insects in the water, and those pipes coming out of the stone retaining wall were probably connected to the ones in the mountains and the graag.’
‘It was another way of preparing for what they all seemed to have been so certain was coming,’ I said. ‘They somehow created insects that could devour taint. That was why Jak found them so willing to be adapted. Ye gods, how strange that he had the same idea as the Beforetimers.’ I had no doubt that we were right; it made sense of so many things.
‘You know, it occurs to me that the reason Kelver Rhonin went to Whelmer might have been to release the shining waters,’ Dameon said.
‘I bet if he did, the computermachine told him it couldn’t release the water unless the govamen approved it,’ Swallow said.
We stared at one another incredulously, not one of us doubting it. Then Dameon chuckled. ‘Whether or not the govamen permitted it, the shining insects did get out, and they are doing what they were made to do, even if not as swiftly as they would have done if the shining waters were released. And Jak is helping them.’
He was right, and I felt suddenly immensely moved and cheered by the thought that for all the Beforetimers had tried to control and contain the world in their time and even beyond it, they had failed. And once I had dealt with Sentinel, they would have failed again. Then, once and for all, we would be free of them.
It was the first time I had thought of the Beforetimers in that way.
‘Incredible,’ Swallow muttered, shaking his head. ‘I cannot get over the fact that they had the ability to build a ship that can sail through the air, and cities beneath the earth, and they went to such astonishing lengths to prepare for the damage they knew their weapons would cause, including creating Sentinel to punish anyone for using those weapons, but they could not conceive of not creating the weapons in the first place.’
‘Perhaps the creation of Sentinel was the beginning of trying to deal differently with the world and one another,’ Dameon said.
‘I think the trouble was that they were not all good or all bad,’ I said. ‘Just as there are the Gadfians and Herders and the Council, as well as healers and rebels like Dardelan, there would have been Beforetimers who did not care what they did to get what they wanted, who did not think of the future at all, but only of what power they could amass and how they might use it to benefit themselves.’
‘How could they not think of the future?’ Dameon said. ‘Did they not have children?’
‘Perhaps they formed a group mind,’ Dameon said. ‘You always say a group mind is a good deal stupider than the mind of a single person.’
It was an interesting thought and I pondered it a bit as Ana went back to Hendon and I helped Swallow to clear away the little mess we had made.
‘I sometimes wonder, when I think of all these projects preparing for disaster, and especially seeing the Pellmar Quadrants, if someone may have actually known the end was coming,’ the gypsy said.
‘Maybe someone was determined . . .’ I said darkly. ‘Just lately I have wondered if Sentinel was never meant to work to stop the end from coming, but rather was meant to orchestrate it. Only that went horribly wrong.’
He stared at me. ‘You think someone set Sentinel up to fail?’
‘I don’t think anyone would have wanted the Great White to happen, but all those supposed accidents that led to the five powers wanting to set up Sentinel – you have to wonder who was behind them, and how they would have felt about Sentinel. Maybe someone had the bright idea of worming their way into the Sentinel project and sabotaging it, or rigging it to provoke yet another accident,’ I said.
‘Ye gods, that is an ugly idea,’ Swallow said soberly. ‘But if someone feared that, or got wind of it, you can imagine it giving rise to the Pellmar Quadrants.’
‘The govamen, at least some of them, were intimately connected to the weaponmakers of the Beforetime, and they were behind Sentinel,’ I said. ‘That is enough of a paradox to make anyone nervous.’
Dragon had turned to look out the small window in the eating chamber, and now she said, ‘It is so very dark. I wonder if the blackness is mist of some kind.’
‘Hendon says it is smoke,’ Swallow said. ‘Ana asked him but he said it was something called anthracite, on fire under the earth. Apparently it is some natural stone that can only be lit by an unnaturally hot burst of fire. The sort that would be caused by the explosion of a Beforetime weaponmachine.
‘But it can’t still be burning . . .’ I began.
‘Ana said that to Hendon and he said that even in the Beforetime accidental fires had been lit that had burned for hundreds of years. Hendon said if there was enough anthracite, a fire could burn for a thousand years.’
That was so astonishing that we were all silenced.
Finally Swallow got up and stretched and said he would go and see to the beasts’ chambers, for they would need some cleaning. Dragon said she would go and take some food to Gavyn, and try to entice him out of his niche between the cupboards.
I went to sit by Maruman, who was sound asleep on one of the rows of chairs fixed to the floor. I stroked the old cat’s fur while I had the chance, for the comfort it gave me, and told myself firmly that riding in a vessel that could guide itself was not truly much different from being pulled in a wagon drawn by horses who knew where to go. But a snide little voice pointed out that horses were live creatures who might be supposed not to want to die, while a machine did not experience any emotion.
Yet in truth, I was becoming accustomed to the idea of flying as well as to the motion, and it struck me that humans were even more adaptable than the little taint-devouring insects. Then the glide tilted slightly and I swallowed hard and hoped I had not made a mistake in eating.
‘Hannah would never have let you use a glide if she had not foreseen that you would be safe,’ Dameon said gently.
He had been lying on the floor again, but now he was sitting up. Sighing, I apologised glumly for burdening him with my fears. I wondered belatedly if our talk of Habitat over the meal had reminded him of Balboa. He had been very silent during that part of our conversations. I never had spoken to him of the Speci girl, despite all my good intentions, and even now, a cowardly part of me insisted that there was no use in raising the matter since there was now no possibility of the Speci woman accompanying us. Yet I must mention her sooner or later if only to give him the chance to speak of her and ease his mind.
Later, I thought, guiltily.
As the endless flight through darkness went on, unchanging, the others began to think of sleep. There were no beds but the seats themselves could be made to flatten out to form a sort of bed. Ana made several of the chairs up as beds, laying out pillows and light, fat, soft coverlets that she found in some recess. I did not know how such things had lasted, but it seemed that many Beforetime materials were all but immortal. Dragon eschewed the chairs altogether, going instead to lie on the ground close to Rasial and Gavyn, but unlike the boy, she had a pillow and blanket. Maruman left his chair to curl up against her belly, and I wondered if all of them would dream together and felt an equal measure of envy and apprehension for them.
I did not dare think of dreamtravelling myself, for all my longing to see if I could follow the golden cord binding my spirit to Rushton’s, for if, as I hoped, the H’rayka had come to believe me dead, better for him to go on thinking that.
I went down to see Gahltha and found Swallow grooming Sendari. I waited for the brush then did the same for Gahltha. He insisted I tend to Faraf first but she wanted Dameon so Swallow went to fetch him down. Dameon arrived and communed tenderly with the little mare as I finished with Gahltha.
‘Do not fear for Marumanyelloweyes on the dreamtrails, for in spirit he has teeth and claws far greater than in punyflesh,’ Gahltha told me, after I had handed the brush to the empath.
I had not voiced any fear, but like Maruman, Gahltha was accustomed to entering my mind at will. Somehow it had never troubled me to have them wander in and out of my thoughts, as it would have done had they been human.
Kissing the black horse on the nose, I went up after Dameon assured me he could make his way back to the main salon without help. I found the lights had been dimmed and several of the wolves were now prowling about, sniffing at the walls and seats. I had worried about them needing a place to relieve themselves but Ana had put them in a room where there was a bathing cube, and had filled it with some sort of material that absorbed the odour and prevented the whole glide reeking. Hendon had directed her to a store of it in the hold. I had no idea why it would be there but I had given up trying to find the answer to every puzzle.
It seemed that Hendon was alone, until I reached the front bench that enveloped him, and realised there were seats along the front of it, facing the front window. Ana was sitting there, staring out at the darkness, Darga at her feet. Perhaps he had been there since he had come aboard. But Gobor also sat looking out, and I realised several of the other wolves were lying there too.
Ana must have sensed me, for though I had not made a sound, she turned to look at me. I asked where Swallow was and she said he had retired to one of the beds Hendon had told her about, which could be pulled out from the walls of the short passage leading from the main chamber to the relieving rooms. I had been astounded when she had earlier told us about the relieving rooms, and had privately thought I would wait rather than attempting to use such a thing on a glide!
‘What about you?’ I asked.
She smiled. ‘Hendon does not need me, but I like to sit with him.’ She looked back at the window where the blackness billowed, endlessly churning. ‘Sometimes it seems to me that all of this must be a dream, and that I am still sleeping in Midland, or maybe in Habitat, and will soon wake to go and help weave or hoe or haul up buckets of water from a well.’
‘The time in Habitat seems like a dream to me,’ I said. I fell into a silence which Ana broke some time later, by asking what I was thinking of.
I sighed. ‘Mostly I am trying not to think about us flying or of all the terrible things that could happen if something goes wrong with the glide.’
‘I feel the strangeness of it,’ Ana said thoughtfully. ‘Yet somehow I do not feel afraid.’
‘It is because you have machine empathy. I think it makes it easier for you to trust yourself to machines.’ I had supposed the Teknoguildmaster must have spoken to her of his thoughts on this matter, but seeing the expression of astonishment spread over her face, I realised it was not so.
‘Garth mentioned it to me first, but having seen you with Hendon and God, I have no doubt of it,’ I said. ‘Most of the words it uses are still gibberish to me.’
‘He never said,’ she muttered, looking dazed. ‘The odd thing is that I don’t understand a lot of the words Hendon uses either, but somehow I mostly get a sense for what he is saying.’
I yawned and she said I ought to go and get some sleep.
‘I will if you promise faithfully to come and get me when you feel sleepy. I know it doesn’t need us, but I would feel safer if there was a human awake, too.’
Grinning a little, Ana swore a solemn oath to fetch me when she drooped and I went to lie down on one of the chair beds. I stared at the stepped roof, barely visible in the vague lume, and felt all at once nearly dazed with exhaustion, yet I was also wide awake. It was impossible to imagine sleeping, flying above the earth in a machine controlled by a machine, nevertheless it was not long before I dropped into a light doze, only to dream of Gobor lunging at Rheagor. I started awake, heart pounding, skin clammy with sweat, then closed my eyes and slept again at once.
This time I did not dream.
A hand shook me and I opened my eyes to find Dragon looking down at me. ‘Come and see,’ she whispered urgently.
I sat up, careful not to disturb Maruman, who had joined me while I slept, and glanced towards the front of the glide. There was no sign of any of the wolves or of Ana. Seeing my consternation, Dragon whispered that she had been sitting with Ana when she noticed her beginning to nod off. She had wanted to fetch me, but Dragon said she would keep watch then wake me to take her place, so Ana had staggered off to one of the bed niches.
‘She said to tell you that you must trust Hendon to get us safely to our destination,’ Dragon said, as we eased past Dameon who lay stretched out asleep on one of the chair beds, his long legs sticking out from the end of the blanket that had been spread over him. Surprisingly, Darga lay under his chair. I looked back to find Gavyn and Rasial lying deeply asleep in the same place on the floor, though the little owl was now perched on the sill above the boy’s head, its eyes wide open.
‘Come,’ Dragon urged, and only then did I remember she had woken me to show me something.
‘What is it?’ I asked, following her forward, then I lifted my eyes and drew in a breath, for the transparent front of the glide now showed a predawn sky of palest lavender, utterly clear save for one long strand of dark violet unravelling along the horizon. Strangely, all of the other glide windows showed black, though there was no sign of the smoke we had flown through for hours the previous night. Was the vision shown by the screen real then, I wondered, or some sort of illusion? Just as we were approaching the glide control bench, the sky blushed pink all along the horizon and the long strand of cloud turned dark crimson. Then the sun began to rise directly ahead of us, sending out golden beams of light. I realised with a shock, then, that the glide was flying directly east! I pictured the map, and had no idea at all what there was in that direction, beyond the edge of the land. I was fairly certain God’s map had shown a great swathe of sea and nothing more than a cluster of very small islands, very far away.
‘Why can’t we see out the other windows?’ I wondered aloud.
‘That is Ana’s doing,’ Dragon said. ‘She was saying she wished we could all just sleep until we woke, while we had the chance, and I said why shouldn’t we. She said we could if we could manage to sleep with the sun beating down on us. Then Hendon said he could make the windows stay dark if we liked so she bade him do it and he did.’ Dragon reached out to pat the androne’s metallic arm fondly, and then she went round to the front of the control bench, again beckoning me to follow. For the first time I came around the bench and was startled and unnerved to see that the transparent part of the hull actually curved down to become the floor, so that I could look directly down if I stood on it.
I shuddered. Then I saw what I had not seen before because I had been distracted by the sky.
Below that gorgeous pale sky, and lit by the rising sun, were Blacklands of the most dreadful kind. Scarred with gouges and holes, many of which held water that was crusted yellow, green and purple at the edges, the centres glimmered with an oily sheen. Other pools shimmered with the sickly green flames that Landfolk called witchfires and still others gave off the malevolent green glow that meant they were strongly tainted. Everywhere smoke or dribbles of some sulphurous discharge billowed out of fissures, but instead of rising, the smoke lay on the ground, as if it was too heavy to rise.
We flew over a vast expanse of earth that seemed to have fused to great dull gleaming pools of black glass, which reflected the sky. The glorious light of the rising sun revealed a poor dead land where all possibility of life had been extinguished.
‘It is worse than anything I ever imagined,’ Dragon murmured as the glide flew over a chasm filled with a roiling brownish mist. ‘And it has been going on ever since I woke. I kept thinking to endure it alone until it ended, but it does not end.’
‘Ana saw this?’ I asked.
Dragon nodded. ‘I think that is why she went to bed. She was tired, but seeing that, and I do not know how long she watched before I came, I think she started to see how it is out there now. It made her dreadfully sad because it looks like that terrible dream the Agyllians showed her of what would happen if you do not complete your quest – all the world destroyed. Truly I think she wanted Swallow more than she wanted sleep.’
Gazing out over the devastated land, I hoped Ana had gone to Swallow and that he had been able to comfort her. There was no comfort to be had from the destroyed land running under us, yet it was fascinating, in some dreadful way, and also bleakly beautiful. After watching with me for some time, Dragon said she would go and prepare us something to break our fast. I had no appetite but I thought she needed the normality of that task, so I thanked her and said I would be glad of a bite to eat.
When she had gone, I sank down onto the seat in front of the control bench, too sickened by the ugly vision unfolding to be afraid. Gradually, the glide turned until it was flying north again, and I wondered uneasily what sort of strange course God had given the androne to follow. A moment later my heart leapt in fright as a whole hillside exploded in dreadful molten splendour, magma and flame gouting high up into the air.
Later, when everyone was awake, and Hendon made the windows transparent, all of us spent the day intermittently gazing out at the devastated land. We were forever summoning one another to see this or that horror. There were wonders and mysteries, too. Swallow called me to the side window from the table where I had been poring over Hannah’s bits and pieces, which Ana had at last given me, to see a fantastically high remnant of what must once have been a Beforetimer bridge of astonishing dimensions. Both of us had wondered what it had spanned, since there was no sign of water or even a dry streambed under it. The bridge itself was broken in the middle but both ends stood intact upon giant pillars, and ran back to the cracked remnants of roads. The immense middle section lay in a twisted mess between them on the cracked black earth.
‘Imagine the force it would have taken,’ Swallow murmured soberly. ‘What a terrifying race they were – all greed and power.’
‘What is that?’ Ana asked late in the afternoon as all of us sat at the front of the glide. She was pointing to a long white pillar rising up at a slight angle from the black earth. As if the glide was curious too, it suddenly tilted and turned until it was flying west, and in moments we were passing over the pillar. I had been worried that the androne might have been misdirected, given its frequent inexplicable direction changes, until Ana explained that the devices in the glide hull told Hendon when the ground was very badly tainted or unstable in a way that would endanger us, whereupon God’s program had what Ana called a loophole that allowed the androne to redirect the glide. But she had confirmed that our direction was essentially due north.
Dragon asked the androne once more about the white pillar.
‘It is an unexploded missile with its warhead intact,’ Hendon answered. ‘It is emitting a faint sporadic signal but there is a high probability its firing mechanism has corroded.’
‘A weaponmachine,’ I said bleakly, remembering a vision I had seen of a flock of slender shining vessels flying up out of the opening that had become the Skylake. As the upended missile passed from sight, I shared the uneasy revulsion I saw on the faces of the others and wondered how many weaponmachines like this there were in the world still capable of hideous destruction; I wondered, too, where the Balance of Terror computermachine was, by which Sentinel could summon some, or maybe all of them, to deadly life, and why that had not been my target.
Ana heaved a sigh and asked, ‘What can it possibly have benefitted the Beforetimers to conquer a land by such means that it was rendered useless for aeons?’
‘Maybe this was revenge, pure and simple,’ Swallow said. ‘The Beforetimers were not above that, from what you have told me.’
She nodded. ‘The teknoguilders showed me enough that I know they were vengeful and also fearful.’
‘What could have frightened a people into unleashing this?’ Dragon asked.
‘I imagine they feared one another,’ Dameon said. He was sitting with us, and though he could not see what we saw, he had once told me the emotions we felt were a kind of landscape, too. Dragon asked what he meant, and the empath gave his slight, eloquent shrug. ‘They feared one another because they knew what they were capable of doing, and maybe in some cases, had done. The more weapons they created, the more frightened they would have been of the weapons they imagined their enemies had created, and so they strove to make worse weapons, to discourage any attack. I don’t think any of them imagined anyone would dare to use them and yet what other end could there be to it all?’
‘They can have had no imagination, for it must be obvious to a child that someone would make a mistake, or a wrong move and that would be the beginning of it, or the end of it,’ Ana said. ‘You know Fian once told me the Beforetimers called that gathering of weapons a race, as if it were some sort of game.’
‘Madness,’ Swallow said.
I wondered if she was right about the Beforetimers having no imaginations. Maybe part of their fear came from having too much imagination. The day passed away in a strange combination of monotony and horror, with the glide frequently going east or west for a time, and once south for a little when there was no safe way forward. Occasionally there were astonishing or pitiful remnants of the lost world. Once we saw what seemed to be a giant statue of a bear and another time there was an enormous golden man, lying down, its smiling face half broken away. But mostly there was only flat black land riven by cracks or rising up into rubbled humps, and the occasional spurt of smoke or fire. There was little to do but occasionally prepare and eat food, sleep, talk and watch. Time hung strangely heavy, as it did on a sea journey when you were not shipfolk.
Gavyn finally moved, and then, somewhat alarmingly, he discovered the transparent part of the hull, and spent a good bit of time lying on it gazing down. Once he vanished and after a brief search, Dragon found him with the wolves. Rasial stayed by him, always, and I wondered how Gobor felt about that, given the wolves saw the merging of their spirits as wrong. Rheagor and the other wolves accepted them only because they had come to believe Gavyn and Rasial were as they were in order to serve my quest, but Gobor had not been with us when Gavyn saved us in the graag. Of course the other wolves might have told him, and the old wolf had been there when Gavyn stopped the rhenlings attacking the horses and the last few wolves. In any case, there was no confrontation.
Ana and Swallow spent a good deal of time sitting together, talking softly about their lives, occasionally reaching out to touch one another in a tender, tentative way, and once I saw Swallow suddenly gather Ana into his arms and kiss her passionately in a way that made me ache. Darga was never far from Ana, either, and when Swallow went down to groom and talk to Sendari for a time, she often put her arms around the enormous ugly dog and sat with him. Seeing them thus always made me sad for Jik, whom the Herder dog had chosen to forget.
Dameon, Dragon and I all spent time down with the horses, aside from cleaning the hold and scooping manure into a waste bin, we were conscious that they were in a dark cramped chamber lacking sunlight or fresh air. But at least the food had so far held out and there was plenty of water. I was somewhat comforted by the fact that Gahltha and Faraf were clearly bonding. Dragon told me, grinning, that she had asked Sendari using signal language if he did not mind their excluding him, and he had said calmly that he had the mating heat of his rider to alleviate boredom. We agreed that we did not need to mention this to Swallow or Ana.
I finished looking through Hannah’s things, but as Ana had warned me, there were little enough of them and nothing concerning my journey save some scribed notes which seemed oddly familiar until I realised they were words I had read in Jacob’s journal. Of course I had given it to Ahmedri to return to Garth, so I could not be sure, and yet I was sure. Obviously Hannah must have copied them. That meant she had finally found a way to get to Obernewtyn, and had read the journal and made her notes. She must have foreseen that I would have it and so left it where it was. Or she had dreamed of me looking at the book, and made her notes from her dream.
There were other things in the bundle that, while they had no bearing on my journey, gave me pause. A child’s tooth and a strand of silky golden hair, darker blonde and white blonde, neatly plaited together, and a little laboriously carved knife handle that had obviously been carved by someone taught by Cassy, a child, most like. The most unexpected thing was a narrow Beforetime book sealed in plast, which I had seen before. It was the little book that Cassy had gifted Doktaruth in one of my Beforetime dreams and my skin rose into gooseflesh at the sight of it. I wondered very much how Hannah had come to have it, for while it might be precious enough for Cassy to have brought it with her from Hegate, a memento of a woman she had regarded as a friend, surely she would have kept it rather than giving it to Hannah to take away when she left Stonehill.
‘There would be a story in it, if the book could speak,’ Dameon said, for he had joined me as I looked through the last of the bundle. I gave him the objects to hold, to see if his empathy could find any trace of emotions on them, for he had told me that sometimes emotions left a sort of impression on things that lasted an impossibly long time, especially if the things had belonged to a single person for years, and were handled often and valued by them. The hair was from children, but Dameon said he could feel regret and sorrow holding them, and he thought they were Hannah’s feelings rather than the child’s. The tooth came from a child, who had been passionate and demanding. There were also two book cubes that gave off a number of emotions but there was no way to know how to read them.
I put the objects away, thinking they were all interesting but had no real bearing on my quest. But Dameon said, ‘I often think of the life objects have aside from the life they have with the humans who made or used them. Take Sentinel for instance. It is a made thing and yet if it were woken it would have a kind of intelligence, even as God and Hendon and Ines do, and from all that has been said, it is an intelligence that can develop and grow.’
‘It is an intelligence that must never be wakened,’ I said.
At last, night came and the inside of the glide glowed softly to life. Swallow asked Ana to bring out the map God had made and we spread it on the table in the little eating chamber and studied it.
‘I believe Hendon is taking us to the Red Land,’ he said without preamble. ‘No matter how many twists and turns our course today has taken, we have always come back to travelling north.’ He ran a finger along the map north from Northport and all the way up and across the narrow strait that ran between the land mass we were on and the next, then he tapped this decisively, saying, ‘The Red Land.’
‘First we do not know if that is the Red Land or even a landmass containing the Red Land,’ I said.
‘It has to be!’ Swallow cut me off. ‘If that is the Spit sticking out there, that says the Clouded Sea and we know that ships sailed from the Spit across the Clouded Sea to reach the Red Land. So the harbour entrance to it must be somewhere along the west coast here. It has to be on this landmass because there is nothing else but it at the top of the map!’
‘You may well be right about it being the Red Land,’ I said. ‘But if we were going there we would be angling slightly north-west,’ I said. ‘And we have no idea how far we are to be taken north. This land at the top of the map runs off the edges. It may be vast, or we may simply overfly it to reach the land where Eden stands, or once stood.’
I was slightly puzzled over why he was bringing this up now, when our destination was not up to either of us. Then I remembered he had always believed we would find Sentinel in the Red Land, because of his visions of standing with me where the ancient promises had been made by Cassy to the first Red Queen. Yet he had since conceded that the ancient promises of the Twentyfamilies might have first been spoken at Inva between Cassy and Hannah and the Beforetime Misfits as a kind of resolve, long before they had been spoken in the Red Land; or they might even have been forged by Cassandra and Hannah and the Beforetime Misfits somewhere along the way to the Red Land. So that might be where we were bound.
We studied the map for a time in silence.
Ana pointed to the narrow strait between the two landmasses. ‘This could be the Andol Sea Kelver Rhonin referred to, and we are certainly going to pass over it if we continue as we have been doing. That means the land on the other side might be where we will find Sentinel and Eden.’
‘It might,’ I said grudgingly, at last.
‘Wasn’t there a name God or maybe Kelver Rhonin gave the land where Eden is?’ Ana wondered. I thought she was right but I could not recall it. I promised to look through Kelver Rhonin’s papers again, for I had brought them with me.
‘Can you ask Hendon how long it will be before we come to the end of this landmass,’ Swallow asked Ana.
‘I asked already,’ she said. ‘He told me it was impossible to say because he has to go around areas where the taint is bad enough to affect us, and he does not know in advance where they will be or how much land they cover. He just has to go where the glide can safely go, until the devices in the hull tell him it is safe to resume God’s course. But he says the taint is getting worse.’
Later still, sitting alone and wakeful in the seats before the control bench gazing out at the sculptural grotesqueries of the blasted lands, stark and dreadful by the light of the new moon, I saw something that made me wonder if the dead lands were quite so dead as we had imagined: a movement both large and swift by something I could not clearly see. I mentioned it to the androne, expecting to be told nothing could live down there, but it answered chillingly, tranquilly, that some forms of insect had survived the poisons of the cataclysm, as had some beasts, by mutating and adapting. There were, it continued in a calm monotone, great slugs and a form of cockroach that grew larger than a rat, which fed on the slugs, and which would not be able to survive on untainted earth, also some sort of ground-burrowing creature that was very savage and very large. ‘God has documented them as part of its program and I am to note all mutations until my return,’ it added.
I thought of the scars borne by Ahmedri and the description Descantra had given of some creature erupting from the sand in the midst of the wolf pack. I thought too of the dreams I had seen in which Matthew and his companions had spoken of the savage howling of some dreadful mutant beast unable to leave its tainted crevasse, dangerously close to mines where slaves were sent to work.
‘Why haven’t we seen any of these mutant creatures up till now?’ I wondered. One or another of us had been looking out since the glide first flew, even deep into the night, for none of us slept sound, except Gavyn.
‘Many of the host of surviving life forms are nocturnal, for the light is much stronger and more dangerous than before the cataclysm, User Seeker,’ the androne said. ‘Some do not reveal themselves even when there is bright moonlight.’
I thought of the rhenlings and the Brildane, shunning the sunlight absolutely. ‘The Great White affected the sun?’ I asked. ‘How is that possible?’
‘It is not the sun but matter released into the air that, over time, affected and altered the make-up of the atmospheric mantle around the earth. It is not poisonous but it does affect the eyes of mutations, which tend to be more sensitive. Humans may also have gone through minor responsive adaptations.’
I turned to look at it. ‘You are saying that we – that humans are not as we were in the Beforetime?’
‘All that lives was changed by the cataclysm, User Seeker,’ Hendon said. ‘At the very least, the ability of humans to breed has been inhibited.’
I was still sitting there, wide awake and lost in thought, when Dragon came to sit next to me, carrying a soundly sleeping Maruman in her arms. For a time we sat in silence looking out at the blackened, destroyed land we were passing over.
‘Swallow says we must call this the Desolation, and Ana told Hendon that is the name he is to give God, if he ever returns to Midland,’ I said.
‘I wonder what will become of him and us,’ Dragon said, and her voice sounded so strange that I looked at her. Tears streamed down her face and her eyes were wide and distressed.
‘Dragon, what is it?’ I asked, dismayed.
‘I had a nightmare,’ she said.
‘That is not very surprising,’ I said dryly, gesturing at the screen.
‘It was not a dream but a true dreaming, and yet it was a nightmare,’ she said. ‘It was of Ariel. He was standing on the deck of a ship and snow was falling onto it. Beyond them I could see a land that rose up from the shore into steep mountain peaks and there were more behind them, and beyond them ever more peaks. It was a land of mountain and cloud, for the air was thick with mist and snow was falling on ice in the water. There was a small slight man with Ariel, all wrapped up in rich strange robes and his face was painted white or maybe he wore a white mask. It was hard to tell because in the dream it was dusk and he wore a hood. The white-faced man was telling Ariel that the emperor would be delighted to have a swifter and more conclusive means of victory against his ancient enemies than the great army of slaves promised by his brother, though it was hard to imagine a weapon powerful enough to replace a slave army. Ariel laughed and said he could get hold of a weapon of such potency that an emperor could rule the whole world merely by possessing it, after a suitable demonstration had been given of its potential, and was not that a worthy exchange for a slave army? It was not the fault of the Gadfians that they were unable to provide it quickly enough to meet their bargain. And in time, if the emperor desired it, he could have his slave army as well.
The white-faced man said he heard there had been trouble among the slaves in the Red Land, some sort of uprising. Was that why the bargain could not be met? Ariel said that was nothing to do with it and anyway that had come to nothing, and its leaders had been put to death. Then Ariel said it was naught to him if the emperor’s brother would not accept the slavemasters’ offer of a greater weapon. His desire was merely to be of use to the Red Land barbarians with whom he had had long and satisfactory dealings. Then he asked if it was not better for the white-faced folk to bend their honour a little rather than to destroy a people who had proven useful and doubtless would do so again. Ariel said his reward for his benevolent intervention was merely to be permitted an audience with the white-faced emperor. The man said that was impossible for it was forbidden for anyone not born in the Hidden Land to go there, and the emperor never left his palace, which was at the heart of his kingdom on the highest mountain. But he promised to speak to the brother of the emperor to see if he would accept a powerful and deadly weapon as a replacement for the slave army he had ordered. Then Ariel laughed. That was what woke me. I always hated his laugh.’
I stared at her. ‘But you have never met Ariel, Dragon. He left Obernewtyn before we found you.’
‘I know him,’ she said simply. ‘I saw him often in Matthew’s nightmares and in your mind as well since we have travelled together. And once when I flew upon the dreamtrails in dragonish shape, he came and tried to lure me to him. He called me and said that I was very beautiful and powerful. I might have gone to him, if I had not recognised him,’ she said. Her blue eyes looked into my eyes, searching them. ‘Don’t you see, Elspeth? Ariel said the rebel leaders in the land had been put to death, and Matthew was one of them. That means he has been killed.’
‘We cannot assume anything of the sort,’ I said firmly. ‘You said Ariel spoke of rebel leaders. He did not name them and besides he might very well have lied. Tell me, did Matthew ever know you visited his dreams?’ I asked partly out of curiosity and partly to distract her. I knew the stupidity of torturing oneself over true dreams. If harm had come to Matthew, I would grieve when I knew it truly.
She shook her head, flushing slightly. ‘I was not prying. It happened when he was teaching me how to use my powers to defend Obernewtyn. When we slept my mind sought his and sometimes he dreamed of the past. I saw a sickly child with pale hair – a girl called Cameo – and then there was another girl called Selmar, with dark hair and bold eyes. I think Ariel killed them both, or Matthew thought he did, and he dreamed of Ariel doing it over and over, and then laughing. Once he dreamed it was me that Ariel was hurting. It was horrible.’ She hesitated. ‘I did not realise to begin with that Matthew did not know, for we were together in his dreams. We . . .’ She flushed and I could imagine what she did not say. She went on. ‘After we had driven the soldierguards away by convincing them Obernewtyn was a ruin, Matthew changed towards me. He was often cold and sometimes angry. I did not wish to invite his wrath so I did not tell him that my mind was sometimes drawn inside his dreams when we slept, even after he came to hate me, though he did not always hate me in his dreams.’ She shrugged. ‘I did not tell him because I feared he would think I pried and dislike me all the more for it.’ She sighed. ‘I was so young.’
‘He was young, too, Dragon,’ I told her gently. ‘He is a man now and long since has he repented of his cruelty. His thoughts of you now are very different from those he had when he was in the Land.’
‘Because he learned who and what I am,’ Dragon said, giving me a grave, direct look. ‘I have dreamed of him in the Red Land since my memory returned, Elspeth. I have heard him speak of the fair and valiant Red Queen who will come to save her enslaved people. But I am still the urchin girl who lived wordless and wild in the Beforetime ruins, and growled like a dog at him. I know naught of crowns and ruling, and though I am no longer a child and have learned to polish my words and manners, sometimes I still have the urge to growl or claw. Matthew admires the powerful saviour queen he has invented for the people of the Red Land and for himself, but she is not me. I am only Dragon and he made it clear how he feels about her. If he lives he will never care for me.’
‘You are who you were – we are all that – but you are also who you are now and who you will be,’ I said softly, fiercely. ‘You are Dragon through whom flows the blood of valiant queens. I saw your mother in your dream. She may have been distorted by the dream, but she was courageous and a true queen and she loved you. You are her true heir and your people await your return and set all their hopes upon it. Whether or not a man loves you does not change any of that.’
Dragon hung her head. ‘I know it. In truth it is that which troubles me most deeply, that the people of the Red Land await me with such fidelity that it has rendered them powerless. For I did not travel to the Red Land as Maryon said I would do and unless this glide stops there as Swallow believes it will, I will leave them and their troubles far behind. I wish they would choose a new queen, or even a king. If Matthew lives still, he could lead the people of the Red Land to freedom.’
I did not know what to say to her, save that Matthew would never dream of usurping her place. ‘Dragon, I believe that you will come to the Red Land once my quest is done, for did not the futuretellers see us there together?’
‘Maybe they saw no more than the dreams I have of us together there,’ Dragon said.
That silenced me, for I, too, had dreamed of us together in the Red Land. Finally, I said, ‘Perhaps the rebels have already won, and Ariel has fled to this other land and lies to gain a place there. Why else would he claim that he wanted nothing but to meet the emperor?’
‘Do you think that could be so?’ Dragon asked, yearning.
I could not lie. ‘I do not know, but the futuretellings said that if the four ships left the Land the people of the Red Land would rise against their masters, and they left as they had been commanded to do. It was we who supposed that freedom would come because you were aboard one of the ships. Neither Maryon nor the Temple overguardian said any such thing.’
‘I think they are not free,’ Dragon said after pondering it for a little. ‘When we were in Midland, I dreamed of Matthew running and hiding with Merret and Jakoby by his side, and another time I dreamed of Rushton fighting, blood streaming down his face, and Jakoby was with him, too, so they must all be together.’
I stared at her. ‘You saw them together? In the Red Land?’
‘Where else?’ she asked reasonably.
‘I don’t know, but in my last dream of Rushton, he was somewhere being hunted and I would swear he was in some sort of dense forest,’ I said. Then I frowned. ‘When the others wake, I think we must compare our dreams and try to get some sense of what is happening in the Red Land.’
‘It does not matter unless we are to go there,’ Dragon said.
‘As we may,’ I said, though her nightmare of Ariel in some distant land where snow fell gave me pause, for there was nowhere in any land I knew or had heard of where snow fell on the sea, or ice floated there as on a mountain pond. In truth I would not have known such a thing was possible, and maybe it was not, for many things could be in dreams that were not in life. What I had believed for some time was that I would have to confront the Destroyer ere the end, and that meant Ariel and I must be in the same place at the same time. As long as he had been in the Red Land, there had been the possibility that Sentinel was there or in some neighbouring land. But what if both Sentinel and Ariel were in the cold mountainous place Dragon had seen in her dream; the land of the white-faced lords from whence had come the order for a slave army, which had in turn set the Gadfian slavemasters planning to invade the Land and enslave its population – an idea that had been planted, as far as I could tell, by Ariel?
‘Only three of the four ships came to the Red Land, and one of those was attacked at sea and sunk just off the coast,’ Dameon said softly, and we both turned to see the empath sitting quietly on a long bench by the nearest side window.




‘You dreamed of it,’ I said to the empath, coming to sit by him, for there was no other way he could know such things. He looked pale and weary and I wondered if he was becoming ill.
‘I dreamed of a battle aboard one of our greatships,’ he said. ‘I could see nothing, of course, but the sound of battle is unmistakable; then I heard Reuvan shout that a black ship had fired upon the Norse ship and it was sinking. Grufyyd shouted back that they must rescue those aboard from the water, since the Red Land had no shore for them to swim to. Someone else shouted, ‘How, when there are only two ships left, both under attack and one limping badly?’ Then Jakoby – I think it was she – said that they must find a way to board the Black Ship, for none would set foot on the Red Land while it guarded the way.’
‘Salamander’s Black Ship,’ I said bitterly, and ached for the Norselanders who had surely drowned when the Norse ship sank; and for Ursa and Cinda, and the parents of Lark, who must now grieve the boy who had stowed away on the ship. And if there were only two ships other than that, then one had been lost on the journey, and most like it was the one cast up on the shore during the storm I had dreamed about before we ever came to Pellmar Quadrants.
‘Does not Ariel always travel with the raider?’ Dragon asked.
‘Not always, for Salamander is at sea constantly, and Ariel has always had residences ashore where he spent periods of time. It is possible he went to the mountainous land you saw in your dream, Dragon, on another of Salamander’s ships, leaving the slaver and his fleet to guard the way to the Red Land while he tried ostensibly to bargain for time for the Gadfians. From the glimpses I have had of it in dreams and from what I could glean from the guild dreambooks, the settlement is spread about the shores of a wide bay but that cannot be reached save through a narrow, steep-sided gap in the high cliffs through which ships can travel one at a time. Aside from that opening, all the rest of the coast of the Red Land is high impenetrable cliffs.’
‘The Talons they are called,’ Dragon said. ‘And from the other side, you see they jut out from the land either side to form a natural stone wall. Redport is all spirals of greenery and water and sometimes fire. The streets all curve around the Infinities, and our palace was on an island in the bay. There are three bridges by which it can be reached. One is wide and busy and anyone may use it to come and ask for an audience with the queen. That is called the High Walk. Carts with deliveries for the kitchen entered by this means, as did the singers and dancing troupes who came that way to perform for us. The second way is narrow and private and guarded, and it was called the Quiet Walk because it was said trouble always came that way. The third way is for beasts and is . . . was guarded by them. It is a ford, really, and rises above the water only at very low tides. Most of the time it is hidden just under the surface so that if you walk on it, it seems you walk on water. It is called the Sea Walk and it runs directly into the forest wilderness that grows all about the palace. The other two bridges lead into the palace.’
Nothing she said much resembled the stony city I had seen in true dreams of Matthew. Certainly there had been no greenery, though there had been a spiralling pattern to the streets in her coma-dream. Unless it was not trees Dragon meant when she spoke of a wilderness, for the cacti grove in Habitat had no trees and yet must be considered a forest of sorts. Dragon sounded very certain in her descriptions, which meant her memories were likely clear, and so I must trust to them more than to dreams. On the other hand, she had been very young when she was taken away by the Gadfians, and perhaps much had changed under the rule of the slavemasters.
‘What is Redport?’ I said, for the name was unfamiliar to me.
‘That is the name of the city. It was the slavers who talked of the Red Land,’ Dragon said.
‘Might it not be that Ariel was in Redport when the ships arrived and has since travelled to this mountainous land Dragon saw in her dream?’ Dameon suggested. ‘After all, the ships must long since have reached their destination.’
‘It might also be that Dragon dreamed of a meeting that happened when Ariel first fled to Norseland, after the rebels overthrew the Council and the Herders in the Land,’ I said, looking at Dragon. ‘Perhaps it was that rebellion the white-faced lord in your dream referred to, mistaking the Land for the Red Land.’
‘But the rebels were not killed in the Land,’ Dragon protested. ‘They won the highlands and lowlands and then they won the Westland and the Norselands.’
‘Still, Ariel might have lied to the white-faced lord about the outcome of the rebellion for his own purposes,’ I said. ‘He has lied before to those who believed that they shared an alliance. I think we must remember that even if the dreams we have are true, there is no way to know when they happened, or even in what order they happened. Nor can we take what anyone in them says as truth, because they could be lying or mistaken. I think we can accept that three of our ships reached the Red Land shore, and one was sunk upon arrival. However that could have happened a year ago or a sevenday ago, for the journey the four ships were to make was long and full of danger and uncertainty. I saw Rushton and Brydda and others cast ashore on an island in a true dream before ever we came to the Pellmar Quadrants, and it seems likely theirs was the ship lost along the way, but which ship was it? And our dreams seem to put Rushton and Matthew in the same place, which means one of the other ships may have spotted the castaways, taking them aboard and distributing them over the remaining ships so that they reached the Red Land. That would have overloaded them and put pressure on their supplies, which would have made it imperative that they replenish their provisions at the Spit. So I think we can accept they went there, but my recent dreams have shown Rushton in some wild, forested place where savage beasts of some sort run, and it does not fit anything I have seen or heard about the Red Land – Redport. You see how we could go on endlessly speculating, to no avail?’
‘I can’t help feeling I was meant to go with the ships and then all would have come out differently,’ Dragon said, sounding troubled.
Dameon shook his head decisively. ‘You cannot be the answer to all needs, Dragon. You do not know if your presence would have altered anything that has come to pass. In my dream, the ship that was sunk had not got through the Talons, so your presence aboard it would have made no difference, given your people will only rise against the invaders if they know you are there – if they see you. As Elspeth said, we assumed you were the means by which the four ships were to bring about the freeing of the Red Land, but none of the predictions said so.’
‘It might even have been worse if you were with them,’ I said. ‘If Ariel dreamed of us talking before the ships left, he would certainly have set Salamander to guard the way to stop you getting to Red Land.’
‘Then I am the reason the ships were under attack,’ she said.
‘My meaning was only that if you had been aboard one of those ships, you might very well have been killed,’ I said.
Dameon laid a hand on her arm and I saw the distress in her expression fade as he asked if there was any more than she had told me to her dream of the emissary from the emperor’s brother. It was a good distraction, for she immediately pondered it, a little furrow between her brows.
‘I remember the sails of the ship were a beautiful purple . . .’ she began, then broke off to say, ‘but the white-faced lord in my dream was not the emissary of the emperor’s brother, the one who wanted to buy a slave army as a gift. He told Ariel he served the emperor’s sisterwife.’
‘A sisterwife?’ Dameon echoed doubtfully.
‘A wife who is like to a sister?’ I suggested, some memory teasing at the edge of my mind but remaining elusive. ‘What I wonder is what Ariel was really up to in that meeting, whenever it happened. I do not believe for a second that he wanted no more than to meet the white-faced emperor. More like he wanted to get at the devices and machines the white-faced lords’ people are said to have mastered.’
‘Do you think he meant Sentinel when he spoke of a powerful weapon?’ Dameon asked. ‘Would he give it to the white-faced emperor?’
‘I do think he meant Sentinel, but he would never hand control of such power to anyone. More like he intended to use the offer to try to gain access to the white-faced emperor in order to coerce him as he did The One on Herder Isle. What frightens me is that Ariel speaks of proving the power of the weapon he is offering, and that could only mean he thinks to wake Sentinel. My fear all along has been that, newly wakened and with no way of knowing what has happened, it will take in all the destruction of the Great White as an attack and instruct the BOT computermachine to retaliate without realising all those responsible for what happened are long dead.’
‘But I thought you believed that Sentinel was responsible for the Great White,’ Dameon said.
‘I think the original Sentinel from Hegate at Inva either invoked the Balance of Terror computermachines or they acted on their own because Sentinel was attacked,’ I corrected him. ‘But I am convinced that the Sentinel I am to find, and which Ariel lusts for, is the final version of it, put into a computermachine in the remote facility set up to protect it by the sister of Kelver Rhonin’s friend Erlinder. I think it was never wakened and that I am meant to ensure it will not ever wake. But if Ariel reaches it first, he will want to wake it and use it. Dragon’s dream certainly suggests that is his intention, for he does not realise he will not be able to control it.’
‘Is it possible that this remote facility lies in the land of the white-faced lords and that is why Ariel is so keen to gain entry to it by pretending a desire to meet the emperor?’ Dameon asked.
‘It is a pity we do not know where the white-faced lords dwell,’ I said. ‘The only thing we do know is that they are far away in some very cold place.’ I frowned, remembering Jakoby’s discussion with Rushton about the spice bought by Councilman Kana coming from some cold place. Jakoby had said bluntly that the plan to amass a slave army had originated wherever the spice came from. Was it possible the spice came from the land of the white-faced lords?
‘If Sentinel is in the land of the white-faced lords, then Eden must be, too, and that is where the glide is taking us,’ Dragon said.
I was suddenly sick of speculating. ‘Let us speak further of it when the others are awake. Perhaps Swallow or Ana also dreamed of the Red Land or of these white-faced lords, and we will have more pieces to help us solve this puzzle.’
Dragon rose, her expression thoughtful and withdrawn, and said she would go and see if she could find one of the bed niches and sleep a little more. She brought Maruman to me but he was still soundly sleeping. I suggested she take him with her, to spare him the sight of the loathed moon.
Dameon rose abruptly and said he would do the same, and in a moment, I was alone again. I sat there pondering the fact that Dragon seemed suddenly to be feeling her duty as her mother’s heir very keenly. It occurred to me that, unlike the others, she had never chosen to accompany me on my quest. Indeed, Atthis had ensured that she would be brought to me as a captive, because she had some knowledge I needed. My only comfort was that if Dragon had gone with the ships, there was every chance she would be dead, or in Salamander’s hands, if not Ariel’s.
The fact that she had dreamed of Ariel and that he had spoken of her belonging to him chilled me, but he had said much the same sort of things to torment me when he had come to me in dreams in the past. The worst thing was that he knew about her. I had never been sure of it before. Indeed, I had taken comfort from the fact that he had not know of her. But if he knew exactly who and what she was to the people of the Red Land, he might very well have set up a blockade to ensure they never saw her.
Of course, it might also be that his interest in Dragon stemmed only from his hungry hatred of me, and the fact that I loved her. That hatred had been enough to see him use Domick cruelly and then destroy him, as he had sought to do to Rushton. Or perhaps he knew of Dragon’s Talent and thought to use that in some way. I shuddered at the thought of Dragon hollowed out to be used as a vessel for Ariel’s twisted desires. The only other possibility was that he had learned from his dreams that she had some part to play in my quest. I was so lost in my thoughts that it was some moments before I realised the glide was changing course again.
The vessel had not changed course for many hours and before that it had gone only slightly north-west or north-east. We had considered the possibility that the reason the glide was going north was simply because the high central spine of peaks was too high for the glide to cross, for Ana had told us the glide was not made to fly above a certain height. This meant that if our final destination lay to the west, the glide would be able to turn decisively in that direction only when the landmass and the mountains ended. It was Swallow who said there might be gaps in the high peaks low enough for the glide to negotiate, and now we were flying directly west.
‘Hendon, why is the glide changing its course?’ I asked.
‘The glide instruments detect contaminated emanations from the ground directly ahead that would impair the glide computermachine.’
An hour later we were still proceeding in the same direction. That was the longest we had ever diverted, which meant the tainted region the glide detected was very large. Ahead I could just make out the jagged black outline of the mountains marching north. God’s map showed the range marched all the way to the end of the land, even as had the map I had been shown long ago in a map chamber aboard a Sadorian ship. Beyond them lay the sea, but we were flying too low to see it, nor could I detect any break. Of course there might be one, visible and accessible from a different angle.
Eventually, the glide was close enough for me to see the highest mountains were swathed in white at the summit. Ana joined me, hair wet and cheeks flushed. I was impressed that she had managed to wash her hair in the tiny water bowl in the relieving room, but she said absently that she had found a bathing closet similar to the transparent bathing box in the residence of Kelver Rhonin.
Despite my concern about the mountains, I had her show me the bathing closet and made use of it, for my hair and body were itching with grime. I came out to find we had almost reached the first of the outlying mountains in the range. There were gaps enough that the glide could weave between them, but when I asked Ana, she said Hendon insisted we were still simply evading tainted terrain, and that God’s direction was to go north.
When Swallow appeared with wet hair, he explained regretfully that he had made use of the closet but that it seemed to have run out of water, then he broke off to stare at the mountains ahead, asking abruptly, ‘Oughtn’t Hendon to be taking us higher?’
Ana assured us that Hendon had said he could change course if the glide instrumentation picked up that it was endangered, so it must be that there was no danger. ‘The only thing he can’t do is to change the final destination.’
‘What if we are supposed to continue west?’ Swallow asked. ‘There is no way we will get through those central peaks at this height.’
‘Hendon has all sorts of ways of getting information besides merely looking,’ Ana answered. ‘Maybe he sees a way through that line of high mountains. Maybe we are not to continue north.’
‘Can’t Hendon just tell you where we are to go in advance?’ I asked.
‘He says that he is only able to know God’s instructions one order at a time,’ Ana said. ‘It has something do with the fact that he was never meant to use the instructions, so they are all somehow bundled up to be given to the Northport computer.’
‘In other words, we must trust Hendon,’ Swallow said, suddenly smiling. To my surprise Ana flushed and looked away from him. Before I could do more than wonder at the interplay of emotions between them, the glide turned smoothly, cutting narrowly through a misty canyon between two lower mountains and then weaving heart-stoppingly between a series of peaks until it was flying north again, this time along a gap between the high ridgeline of the central snow-capped peaks, and the stony peaks that formed the ridge that bounded the eastern edge of the massive range.
‘Ye gods,’ Swallow muttered as the glide evaded a broken spike of stone, and then we were winding perilously through a forest of spikes. Ana went again to ask Hendon what was happening, and returned rather breathlessly to say the glide was unable to go north as God required, because the plain was too badly contaminated; it would destroy the ship computer’s memory banks, and its own as well. Hence Hendon had chosen to turn the glide north within the range.
‘He says he expects it will stay level even if he must go around things, but that there is bad weather coming, so we had better get the beasts secured and sit down,’ she said.
Swallow and I tended to fastening the horses in their nets, and Ana went to the wolves, while Dragon put away everything we had got out in the galley and closed the wall over the eating chamber, locking it in place. By the time Swallow and I emerged from the hold, all of the others had taken seats in the row of chairs before the control bench. Swallow took the seat beside Ana and I gathered my courage and belted myself into the empty chair beside Dragon. Maruman was on Dameon’s lap, but he immediately walked over Ana and Dragon to sit on my lap.
‘Faithless thing,’ Dragon laughed.
We had got into place just in time, for moments later a blizzard blew up, or we flew into it, and suddenly all the screen and windows showed was a tumultuous whiteness. The glide slowed, and was lashed and battered, shuddering and creaking alarmingly. Suddenly, heart-stoppingly, it dropped, then dropped again, but despite all of this, it flew steadfastly on, moving left and right to avoid obstacles that we could barely see even when we were passing them. After the first terrifying moments, we realised the androne or the glide clearly knew what obstacles lay ahead, regardless of the snow and mist. It was frightening, but as the day wore on, all of us, even I, sat riveted, occasionally gasping and holding our breaths when stone spikes or snow-clad peaks appeared in front of us or close beside us, then disappeared. It was impossible to converse properly. No doubt the others felt as I did, that it was only my own rigid attention that kept us safe.
It was afternoon by my reckoning, when at last the glide turned hard to the east. There was no obstacle ahead that I could see, but the glide continued east, until suddenly we passed through a gap in the low ridge that bounded the eastern side of the range and out of the blizzard. Almost at once, the glide turned north again, so that we were again flying parallel to the range. Under us, once again, lay Blacklands, though presumably they were not as badly tainted as what had gone before.
‘An endless desolation,’ I murmured, as Swallow got up, stretching luxuriantly, and went to prepare some food. I realised suddenly that I was ravenous.
‘I will help you,’ I said, passing Maruman to Dameon, for Dragon was getting up, too.
‘The Desolation is an apt name, given the feelings that it rouses in all of you,’ Dameon said softly.
‘It is not just the destruction but the sheer scale of it,’ I said. ‘It feels as if we have been flying over it for years and will be doing so for years to come.’
‘It must come to an end,’ Dameon said.
There was an odd note to his voice, but Swallow called out to me to come and help him unlatch the galley wall, and by the time I had done so, Dameon had moved to the back of the glide, carrying Maruman, and seemed to be speaking to Gavyn. I had offered my help to Swallow, but Ana said that she would help. She needed to get away from the window for a while. We had all been sitting at the front of the vessel, eyes fixed to the screen during the blizzard, and it would be no wonder if she wanted a break, though I thought it more likely than she wanted to be close to Swallow. It truly delighted me to see their feelings for one another flowering despite the danger and trials of my quest. In Ana’s case, it was time she had some true joy, and with her, and maybe because of her as much as because of our journey, Swallow had lost the edge of hard cynicism that had always marked him before.
I yawned and decided to go and investigate the bed niches the others had spoken of so enthusiastically, since it would likely be an hour before any food was ready. The beds turned out to be little more than human-sized shelves that could be pulled out, but it would be good to lie flat instead of half sitting as we had to do in the bed chairs in the main chamber. I rolled onto one of them awkwardly and felt suffocated and cramped until I closed my eyes. Then I felt the softness of the mattress under me and how wonderfully dark and quiet it was, for there were no windows in the passage and only a soft rose light coming from low on the walls.
I slept at once, and slipped into a dream in which Gilaine stood before a mirror, clad in a gorgeous red robe of Sadorian silk with long trailing sleeves that hung to the ground. An older, taller, very voluptuous woman with red-brown skin and dark hair turned strangely and strikingly yellow at the ends, was combing Gilaine’s moon-white hair. She wore a red dress as well, though it was shaped differently to Gilaine’s. Her eyes and the shape of her face were so like those of the statue Cassandra had made of her dead bondmate, Luthen, that I had no doubt she was of Redland stock. Dragon had a hint of the same shape to her eyes but her skin was much paler, perhaps because she had lived a good deal of her life in the cold and mists of the mountain valley of Obernewtyn, where the sun never shone more than warm, or maybe because of her unknown father.
‘We will be offered at a ball to honour the emissary,’ the woman said to Gilaine. ‘It will be a masked ball, for in the land of the emissary it is considered bad taste for people to show their emotions, and many wear masks. It is said that only the white-faced emperor and those of his blood have the self-control to wear paint instead of masks, for they have trained their faces to reveal no emotion or thought at all, save by their express will.’
Gilaine reached up to touch her hand.
‘We are to be veiled when we are brought to the emissary,’ said a blonde woman drawing near. She looked like a Norselander and she, too, wore a red gown, but hers bared her shoulders. ‘He will unveil us as the gifts we are, and choose which of us he likes.’
‘If the white-faced lords are so frightened by emotion, I will weep and wail and tear out my hair when he unwraps me, that he may reject me,’ said a striking, tempestuous woman with a great cloud of curling brown hair, flouncing closer. Her accent told me that she was Landborn and she also wore a gown of red silk.
‘The white-faced emperor will surely offer us a better life in his court than we should have with the slavemasters if we are rejected,’ said a slender woman with red-brown skin and strangely contrasting white hair who came to look into a mirror standing by the wall. Her hair rose in a beaded and plaited tower upon her head, and the red dress she wore had a beaded bodice.
‘We do not know if it is the emissary to whom we are gifted, or his master, which is not the emperor but the brother of the emperor,’ one of the other women said.
‘I heard this emissary is an ancient and serves the sister or wife of the emperor,’ another said.
‘I do not care which of them would have me. I would rather be the plaything of a known monster than of an unknown one in a distant land,’ said the woman with the cloud of curls. ‘I have a monster picked out for myself, already half tamed.’
‘You think you can tame a slavemaster?’ asked a pretty Redland woman with close-cropped light-brown hair, dusting her cheeks with a golden powder. Her gown was shaped to bare her back. ‘They do not admire spirit, Neeve. Not like some Landmen or our own Redland men. Slavemasters require women to be tame and to breed. They do not take pleasure in their pleasure. Even the women of their own kind, who some have brought here, are treated as possessions, taken straight to the houses of their masters and never seen again. Remain here and you will be the possession of your monster and not even a valued one, no matter what he tells you now.’
‘You do not know what goes on inside their walled compounds or in their beds,’ said the one called Neeve haughtily. ‘None of us knows since all of us are prized precisely because we are pure. My master will command a high price of my monster for all he flutters his eyes at me and whispers to me to come to him in secret or beg my master to sell me cheaply to him. I do not hear him because I know my value.’
‘You are a fool,’ said a very dark-skinned, dark-haired woman in a red sheath with hair like a fall of black silk and long pointed nails stained gold at the ends. She was very tall and she looked more Sadorian than anything else. ‘If your purity is all that is valuable it will be gone as soon as your new master takes possession of you.’
Neeve gave her a sulky look, but declined to reply. Maybe she feared the other woman’s claws. Instead she turned to Gilaine. ‘I do not know why the slavemasters offer you, little mouse. You have no great beauty of face and though your hair is lovely, will it compensate for your inability to coo? And what if the slavemasters discover you are a mutant as well as mute?’
A slap rang out and the big woman who had administered it said in a soft, dangerous voice, ‘Do not speak of such matters in the hearing of the slavemasters, Neeve, lest you find your throat slit one fine dark night. Unlike these slavemasters and your Land barbarians, we of the Red Land have always revered those with such abilities as Gilaine possesses. Did not such powers run in the blood of the Red Queens?’
‘Yet they did not save her,’ Neeve hissed.
‘She was betrayed, which is what makes us loathe traitors more than thieves and murderers,’ said the big woman, laying down her comb and sitting down beside Gilaine. She gave Neeve a direct look of dislike. ‘Know that if Gilaine is betrayed to the slavemasters, she will be given to the foul Lord Ariel. If that happens, I swear by the Red Queen that my own knife will find the throat of whoever spoke the word.’
‘I will not betray her or any woman to that wicked man,’ Neeve snapped, two spots of colour riding high upon her cheeks. ‘How dare you even suggest it. I say only that the white-faced lords may learn what she is of their own accord and complain about it to the slavemasters. As to the Red Queen, she is a fool’s dream. Those who speak of her coming have listened too much to Matthew’s prating.’
‘I have noticed you listening avidly enough to him, Neeve,’ said the women with the waterfall of black hair, her tone full of amused malice. ‘Though perhaps it is his mouth rather than his words that fascinates you.’
Neeve bared her teeth and flounced away and the other woman laughed. Gilaine touched the arm of the blonde-haired woman, her expression anxious. The big woman gave the dark-haired woman a pointed look and she sighed and sat down on the other side of Gilaine.
‘I don’t mean to goad her, little one, truly I do not, but her spite makes my blood boil. All her nastiness towards you comes from envy over your friendship with the handsome Matthew.’
Gilaine reached out to touch her and after a listening pause, she laughed. ‘I know you love your long-lost Daffyd, and Neeve knows it, too. Maybe that is what irks her most of all, that you have no desire for Matthew despite how he feels for you.’ Gilaine shook her head but the other woman patted her hand. ‘It does not matter what the truth is. She assumes that Matthew will have no woman to his bed because he is pining for you, and she is not alone in that assumption.’ She gave Gilaine an arch, enquiring look. ‘Are you sure it is not so?’
Gilaine shook her head decisively.
‘Well,’ said the big woman with a shrug, ‘we must keep an eye on Neeve. She meant what she just said about not doing anything that would see you sent to Ariel, but she is very jealous.’ She paused as Gilaine looked at her, clearly farseeking, and I realised she was not touching the other woman, which meant she had learned to exert her talent without touch. I wondered fleetingly what had become of Lidge and Saul and Gilaine’s nasty sister, Erin.
‘I do not know what to say,’ the big woman said in response to whatever Gilaine had farspoken to her. ‘If you are chosen there is no doubt you will be taken to the land of the white-faced lords. But maybe it is as Tuala said, and these white-faced lords will be kind and civil. I have never heard of them behaving violently or brutally to anyone. But I promise that if this happens, we will make sure word of your fate will come to the ears of your Daffyd, if ever he comes.’
The sound of a breathy horn made all of the women turn to the door. Moments later a very young man entered struggling under the weight of a covered basket. He set it down with a bow and said in a voice that cracked and squeaked, ‘Jewels to be worn for the presentation. You are to choose one apiece.’
The dark-haired woman and her blonde friend hurried to look into the basket, but Gilaine got up and crossed to a narrow window in the wall. Standing on the tips of her toes she could just look out, and over her shoulder I saw a wide blue bay where many ships were anchored, and in their midst was the huge augmented bulk of the Black Ship.
I woke with a start to find myself lying in pitch darkness. For one strange moment, I thought I was back in Midland in the Galon Institute, but as soon as I moved, a thin line of light showed above my head, and I realised that I was lying in one of the strange sleeping shelves aboard the glide. I had no idea how long I had slept but I was sure my dream of Gilaine had been a true dream. Nor could it be coincidence that I dreamed of her so soon after Dragon had dreamed of her. Maryon would say that her recurrence in our dreams indicated that some sort of encounter with her lay in our future. Of course it might only be that we had dreamed of her and her companions because we were getting nearer the Red Land, whether or not we stopped there.
Wondering if we were still moving north, I got out of the sleep shelf and made my way along the short passage to the privy and was pleased when I tried the lever above the little basin attached to the wall and water came gushing from it. I had been afraid we might have run out. I washed my face and rinsed my mouth quickly. Ana had told us somewhat apologetically that the glide had water and the means of making more, but that it had been unable to do so since we had begun to overfly the Blacklands, so we must henceforth be careful, for we needed it more for drinking than cleansing ourselves. No doubt she felt guilty that we had bathed.
Coming out into the main chamber, a glance at the screen told me it was dark outside, but there was nothing to say whether it was the middle of the night or approaching dawn since there was no moon visible and only a scatter of stars. Dameon lay stretched out on a chair bed under a blanket. There was no sign of Ana or Swallow or indeed of Dragon.
I went to the control bench where Hendon sat, and asked if we were going north still.
‘Yes User Seeker,’ Hendon said, his bland voice pitched low.
My stomach growled and I was about to go looking for food when I noticed with a little shock that the whole wolf pack was gathered at the front of the glide about Gavyn, who squatted facing Gobor. The little owl was fastened to the back of the nearest seat, and Rasial lay under it, seemingly asleep. Gavyn’s entire attention was on the grizzled pack leader. They were not beastspeaking else I would have heard it, but I was vividly reminded of seeing Gavyn on the farms at Obernewtyn, communing in some mysterious way with Rasial.
‘Not all that is exchanged/said is in talk,’ Darga sent to me, and I turned to see the big dog lying by the wall, watching me sombrely. It was the first time I could remember him speaking to me since we had been taken captive by the andrones, and his tone seemed less remote. I wondered if, having chosen to have his love of Jik erased from his mind by the Agyllians to free him of the torment of his despair after the boy was killed, he had expunged me from his mind as well. Yet maybe it was more that I was a reminder of what he had thrown away. It was not that he had forgotten Jik, after all, only his love for the boy, and the memories that held that love. It struck me as an irony that it might be his inability to remember how he had felt after Jik’s loss that had allowed him to form an attachment to Ana.
I looked back at the wolves only to see several of them glance at me, as if feeling my gaze. Then Gobor turned to give me a long look. The dim light falling from the panels and buttons on the control bench played a pattern of light and colour over the wolf’s grizzled face, but there was no warmth in his eyes, nor any welcome. That cold gaze told me that Gobor had allied himself to me but had no love for me.
I turned to make my way to the side window at the rear of the vessel, which must be facing east if we were going north, and saw a faint brightening along the horizon. I sat down to watch the day come, thinking again of my dream of Gilaine and what it might mean for her and for Daffyd, if she truly had been taken to another land.
I sensed someone looming over me and turned to see Dameon standing and stretching. ‘I am sorry if I disturbed you,’ I whispered.
‘I was not sleeping,’ he said in his low voice. ‘What do you see?’
‘Day on the verge of breaking; there is no moon so I cannot see what is under us now.’
‘Blacklands,’ the empath said with certainty. ‘I feel a great cold void below us, save for occasional flashes of life – small ferocious mindless life and large hungry life, but no intelligence.’ There was a strangeness in his voice and on impulse I reached out to take his hand. He allowed me to draw him down next to me, though as usual his emotional shield strengthened. I tried to firm my own ever-inadequate emotional shield to prevent myself inflicting my every emotion on him, for he looked pale and strained. I felt a stab of consternation to see that there were dark shadows under his eyes and I asked gently, ‘Dameon, are you well?’
He hesitated and then seemed to make up his mind to speak. He said with a sigh, ‘I have been thinking about the nature of love.’
My heart sank but I pressed my head to his shoulder. ‘You are my dearest friend, Dameon. I cannot tell you how sorry I am that we had to leave Balboa in Habitat. I know you are suffering because of it.’
The empath moved away from me gently but decisively and said almost sharply, ‘You are mistaken in thinking I regret leaving Balboa, Elspeth. It saddens me that we left the Speci in captive ignorance, but God will care for them as her program commands and there is hope of release for them.’
There was no lie in his tone, but there was something that perhaps only someone who loved him could have perceived. ‘You think I ought to have tried harder to convince the computer to let them go?’
He shook his head and said flatly, ‘I do not blame you for anything you have done.’
‘Yet you blame me for something, I think.’
I stopped abruptly, experiencing a sudden powerful reluctance to go on and realised with shock that the empath had evoked his considerable Talent to silence me. It would have accorded with my own nature to bend to his will, but my guilt at seeing his pain forced me to speak. ‘Dearest Dameon, I know you so very well that I think I know all there is to know about you. But no person can ever truly know another. I remember back in Saithwold how shocked I was when you seemed so angry at me . . .’
‘I was angry at you,’ Dameon said, and there was anger in his voice now. Suddenly all the stiffness and control in him dissolved and I felt a sort of heat rush away from him as he said, ‘I was angry because you loved Rushton and he loved you and . . .’
‘I know,’ I said hastily, amazed to have roused to anger a man I had almost never seen angry. ‘We could not seem to break through to one another.’
‘No,’ Dameon said harshly. ‘I was exasperated that you could not seem to say to him what he needed to hear, and that he could not let you speak. But I was angry because what you offered and he could not accept was what I most desired.’
‘You do love someone!’ I cried. ‘Not Balboa but someone else back at Obernewtyn! And you had to leave them to come with me. Oh Dameon . . .’
I floundered into silence seeing the look of furious exasperation in his expression. ‘Elspeth, you are more Talented than anyone I have even known, but oh my dearest one, you are such a fool when it comes to emotions!’ he said, half laughing and half snarling, and to my utter amazement he reached out to grasp my shoulders, jerked me close and kissed me unerringly full upon the mouth.
It was not the kiss of a friend but of a lover, and as empathised passion flooded my senses, I kissed him back in a shattering echo of his passion. The embrace lasted for a long dizzying moment, and then Dameon pulled away from me. He had to hold me up; so intoxicating was the potency of his desire breaking upon my mind in great hungry waves that I tried to kiss him again.
‘Enough,’ he said huskily, shaking me then releasing me with a little push. ‘I should not have done that, but how can you not have known what even Rushton knew? What half of Obernewtyn guessed? I did not leave behind someone I loved, Elspeth. I came with her.’
I gaped at him, my blood ringing with his longing. ‘I . . . you . . .’ I stopped as a multitude of small memories and fragments of conversation fluttered through my mind. The strange understanding Rushton had always seemed to have with Dameon; his sorrowful manner as he bade me let Dameon go to Sador for a year after we had declared our love, saying the empath needed time; the way he had pushed Dameon and me together when he was trying to drive me away from him; and the way Dameon had reacted when Balboa had cried out that I did not love him and never would.
‘You love me,’ I whispered.
‘Profoundly,’ Dameon said flatly. Then he heaved a great sigh and his shoulders slumped as if some enormous tension had been released.
I shivered and put my arms around myself. ‘Why did you push me so hard to reach out to Rushton when he rejected me in Saithwold?’
‘Should I have left my friend to despair and madness in order to claim what did not belong to me? I did what I could to bring you together, but none of it stopped me loving you. Wanting you.’
His words took my breath away, not just their meaning but the direct and explicit passion of them. I had never seen Dameon look so alive. He seemed a stranger to me, handsome, full of desire and grief.
He went on resolutely, growing calmer as he spoke. ‘The simple truth is that I have loved you since Ariel lined us up outside the maze at Obernewtyn to march us to the farms that very first time. To Rushton, though I did not know it then. Before we even spoke, I felt all the brightness of you; your fierce independence and your courage and sorrow . . . how should I not love such a vivid spirit?’ He passed a hand over his eyes and laughed a little wildly, saying almost to himself, ‘It is strange but I never guessed it would be a relief to speak the words that I have held back for so very long.’
‘Dameon, I . . .’
The empath interrupted gently but firmly. ‘You love Rushton. I know it better than anyone can because I feel it. I always felt that you could not love me because of Rushton’s presence, because even when you feared him, you were drawn to him. I was like the moon when the sun shines in the sky at the same time, its light all but extinguished. When I understood that I had been chosen to come with you on this quest from which you would not return, and that Rushton was forbidden to go, it shames me to tell you that I exulted. I had done nothing to interfere with what lay between you, but if you must leave him, and he could not follow, perhaps at last you would turn to me and see me not only as a friend but as a man.’ He laughed with genuine if despairing humour. ‘Spoken aloud all of this sounds the maudlin ponderings of a fool. I was a fool to think you would cease to love Rushton just because you were severed from one another. Had you not loved him as passionately as he loved you, despite all of the obstacles and hurdles that had come between you? If love could survive all of that, how should mere separation shatter it? Even though you were going away from him and thought never to see him again, I could feel that love you bore him burning bright and steady. Balboa cut me to the quick because she spoke the truth. She made me see that even when the sun was quenched, you carried a vision of it in your heart. Poor unhappy Balboa made me see that you would never love me, though it did not make me love her.’ He drew a long breath, straightened his shoulders and smiled. ‘It shocks me to discover that I am glad I have said the words at last.’
I opened my mouth then closed it, utterly dumbfounded.
He sighed. ‘I did not mean to tell you how I felt, nor ever to speak of it, and truly I should not have kissed you, nor empathised my feelings to make you respond to me. It was emotional coercion and yet I cannot regret the sweetness of holding you in my arms and feeling you respond wholly to me just this once, my dearest Elspeth.’
‘Dameon,’ I whispered, moved and shaken to the core.
Soft sunlight touched his face and it was weary and yet peaceful as if all the anguish and tension I had seen since leaving Habitat had suddenly drained away. He was beautiful and I could not look at him. I turned to the window, seeing the sun had risen, and looked for the dark and ruined earth, the punishing ugliness of it. But there was no darkness. Ahead lay a great undulant body of shining golden silk that ran away and away to the horizon. I looked down to catch a glimpse of the black, barren shoreline rimmed in dead white and the bleached bones of some vast beast, then it was behind us, receding.
‘What is it?’ Dameon asked, a little hoarsely.
I turned and stared into his dear face. ‘Oh Dameon, it is over. We have reached the end of the Desolation. We are flying over the sea.’




Later in the morning I sat at the front of the glide, Maruman asleep on my lap. I had been looking out for an hour, half-mesmerised by the milky sea we were flying over. All the world shone, pale and nacreous and indistinct, for the sun was cast over by a thin veil of cloud. We were flying much more slowly now than when we had been over land, and low enough for me to see that the gusty wind that had just begun to buffet the glide was sending the water into sharp little peaks. Veils of sea spray were streaming away from the tips of each one. It was beautiful and utterly strange to look down on the pale sea while flying over it like a bird, but sometimes my heart would suddenly heave up into my mouth in terror at the thought that we had passed out of sight of all land and that there was nothing to land on, nothing to swim to, if the glide should fall.
The fact that it was flying much lower than it had, and slowly, made me afraid it might be running out of whatever powered it. But hearing me say as much, Ana insisted it was only because it did not have to fly as high or fast, because the sea was not tainted. Besides which, Hendon had told her it was designed only to fly a little above the ground and quite slowly under ordinary circumstances.
I was glad I had not known that before. It was absurd, but the fact remained that flying over water rather than land had brought back all the terror I had felt when the glide had first flown, and this bout of fear was proving no less difficult to overcome. The only real distraction was my memory of the events of the early morning, and I had no wish to dwell on what had happened. Thinking of Dameon made me want to look at him, and I had to restrain myself, for though he could not see the direction of my gaze, he would feel it.
I did love the empath. In some ways I loved him more wholly than I loved Rushton, for was he not gentler and kinder and more purely good than anyone I had ever met? I had always set him upon a pedestal and measured all others against him. But I now knew it was not a pedestal the empath wanted, and that which he desired above all things, I could not give. What a cruel irony that he should choose me to love, of all the women in the world! And yet perhaps he had no more chosen me than I had chosen Rushton.
Strangely, though I was quite devastated by his declaration of love, Dameon did not appear downcast in the wake of it. He had been talking with Dragon when I came up from checking on the horses soon after sunrise, and hearing his laugh ring out, utterly unforced, it occurred to me that speaking of his love might have freed him from it. Or maybe it was merely that he had been released from an endless caution. Either way, I was far more troubled by what had happened than he. Indeed, I had been trying hard not to seem to avoid the empath while avoiding him. I did not know how to think of him or of his kiss, which had stirred me more deeply than I could put down to his empathy alone. I could not see Dameon as I had before, and yet I did not know how to see him now.
But it was not only concern for Dameon’s heart that troubled me. I felt my own failure to have noticed his feelings very keenly. There had been so many clues! His continual and perfect awareness of my physical whereabouts despite his blindness; the way he had always thrown up or strengthened his emotional shields around me. Of course I had merely supposed he guarded himself because of my inability to properly shield my emotions, while all the while poor Dameon had been trying to block his sensitivity to me.
But it was not only with the empath that I lacked emotional sensitivity. It had been the same with Rushton. Not long before he had spoken of love in Sador, I had been convinced he had fallen in love with Freya, who had been trying to help him access his power. And I had been singularly slow to realise that Kella had fallen in love with the gypsy beasthealer, Darius. And what of Dragon’s greenstick love for Matthew? Again and again I had failed to see what was before my eyes. Even back at Kinraide orphan home, I had not been aware that my own brother had come to love Rosamund. Of course, emotions had always discomforted me – my own as well as others’. I had put this down to my lack of empathy, but many Misfits lacked that Talent and were still sensitive to emotions. Even entirely unTalented people like Katlyn showed great sympathy for others. And it was not as if I lacked the ability to feel. I felt pity and anger and love, too. So how was it that I had such difficulty in seeing it outside of my own feelings? It was as if that one perception had been blunted.
Tangled in my own reflections, I was glad to see Ana and Swallow approach. The gypsy’s eyes narrowed and I guessed he was seeing in my aura some of the turmoil I was feeling, but Ana only asked if I did not think Swallow might be right about the glide being bound for the Red Land.
‘We are still heading north and now there is nothing to stop us going west,’ she said. ‘And this strait we are passing over might easily be the Andol Sea that Kelver Rhonin mentioned.’
‘What I have been wondering is what will happen if the glide does not come to land,’ Swallow said.
‘If that is so, we had better hope this glide floats,’ I snapped, wishing he would keep this sort of speculation to himself, given there was nothing we could do if he was right.
Ana said decisively that we would reach land. ‘Hannah would never have let Elspeth take a glide if she was not to come to the end of the journey safely,’ she insisted.
I thought that Hannah might only have seen the safe beginning of a journey, and not its end, and the look Swallow gave me told me he too had doubts, but neither of us said a word.
Afternoon came and wore on and there was still no sign of land ahead. The trouble was that, for all its neatness, some of the map was not to scale and other sections of it were based upon Beforetime maps. What if this was the Andol Sea but the strait had widened since then, or if the immense northern landmass shown had sunk into the sea? The one good thing was that somewhere north lay the Red Land. But whatever lay ahead, we would see it long before we reached it, for the wind had cleared the veil of cloud from the face of the sun before dropping away completely so that the water beneath us now lay utterly becalmed, seemingly to the horizon.
Night came and it was still calm, as if we glided over a mirror in which stars glimmered and drifted. No one slept.
Dragon moved to the front of the glide, and sat cross-legged on the floor with Gavyn. He and Rasial had gone to their chamber with the wolves before dawn, returning with them after the sun had set. Whatever reservations the Brildane had once had about the spirit-merged pair, they seemed to have shed them. Rasial now lay with her head on Gavyn’s knee, in the midst of the wolves, and the one-eyed pup was asleep on the pale soft brush of her tail. Ana had told me she tried to give the boy some new clothes but he had left them lying on the floor, yet he had let her show him the privy and had used it.
‘I think he is the most mysterious creature I have ever known,’ she had added, and watching him, I felt he was the least human-like human I had ever met.
Suddenly, Gavyn turned to look at Dragon who had another of the cubs on her lap and was brushing its coat. Unseen by her, the boy reached out to her hair. At first I thought he wanted to pet it as if it were some furry little animal, but his hand did not actually touch it.
‘Adantar likes the fire of mornirdragon. His spirit is drawn to her brightness/radiance,’ Maruman sent, from my lap.
A wind sprang up and before long a ragged flock of black clouds converged to blot out both moon and stars. Rain began to fall suddenly, very hard and heavily, lashing against the hull of the glide and running like great tears down the windows. It was the first rain I had seen in a very long time and I stared out at it tearing down the outside of the window beside me in fascination, dimly aware the others were doing the same. But then jagged spears of lightning began to fly about us, illuminating the purple undersides of the clouds, and thunder began to rumble and crack, driving us all away from the windows. Eventually lightning struck the glide and there was a violent flash of radiance that sent the wolves fleeing to their chamber. Ana hurried to the front of the glide to ask the androne if the vessel had been harmed and came back looking white about the lips.
‘Hendon said the storm will not kill us so long as the glide is in the air.’
‘Does he say how long it will be before the glide is not in the air?’ Swallow asked, getting to his feet.
‘I didn’t ask,’ she admitted, glancing at him. Her apprehension faded as their eyes locked and they drifted away.
I envied them the distraction of their love, envied, too, what they felt, for seeing how they were with one another reminded me vividly of my first days in Sador with Rushton, how our bodies had seemed always to incline to one another, as if of their own will. Suddenly I felt very tired and I welcomed the fatigue, for it shaved off the sharp edges of my anxiety. Though the storm was still battering the glide and there was no sign of land, I lay down along the bench, shifting Maruman against my belly, and slept.
‘Elspeth?’
I looked up to see Dragon gazing anxiously down into my face. Hers was white, her eyes huge. ‘Did I cry out?’ I mumbled. The dream I had been having dissolved even as I tried to put it into words, leaving only an echo of grief and loss and the image of an endless black sea. ‘I dreamed there was no land . . .’ I mumbled.
‘Land is there,’ Dragon said, pointing to the front of the glide.
Her words galvanised me and I sat up so fast I pushed Maruman to the ground. He hissed at me, but I ignored him, for ahead of the glide I could see a long high coastline of dark cliffs rising precipitously up from the moonlit sea ahead of the glide, like a great forbidding black wall. The shoreline stretched out of sight in either direction with no sign of any break or beach that would allow a ship to land. I was reminded both of Norseland and of the walled black city on Herder Isle. Dragon wondered aloud if it was Blacklands, but by the time we had moved to the front of the glide, we could see a fringe of growth all along the cliffs, which meant it was not Blacklands, though it might well be darklands.
As the glide drew nearer the land, my heart climbed into my dry mouth, for although it was gaining height, it was doing so painfully slowly. Despite Ana’s avowal that Hendon knew what he was doing, we barely cleared the broken edge of the cliff, and I wondered again if the source of power for the vessel was beginning to run low. Certainly there had been no way to predict the number of diversions we would have to make, and maybe God had miscalculated.
The glide did not rise high as it had done over the last landmass, and I took this as a sign that the land we had reached was not tainted. Soon we passed over a slightly hilly terrain that reminded me of the Brown Haw Rises in the Land and I saw that it wore a patchy stubble of grasses with an occasional clump of battered-looking shrubs, but no trees. That there was nothing outsized argued against it being darklands, though the shrubs might well be some small plant grown large. It was very dry land, however, for our passing lifted great sheets of dust in our wake. It appeared to be uninhabited by humans, for we saw neither settlements nor roads. But it was not lifeless. Soon after the moon set, a herd of very small deer-like creatures bounded in a wave through the bright wedge of light cast by the glide before plunging again into darkness. I felt a surge of joy to see them flowing through the light, after the endless deadness of the Desolation.
The land grew gradually flatter and more barren, broken here and there by deep narrow crevasses and cracks. Then the glide turned sharply and decisively to the west.
‘Why did we turn?’ I asked Hendon. ‘Is it more taint . . . contamination?’
‘The hull instrumentation indicates the terrain we are passing over is untainted, User Seeker,’ the androne answered. ‘The glide turned in accordance with God’s directions.’
‘You are sure God gave us the right directions?’ I asked, a sudden dreadful thought rising to the surface of my mind. ‘We are truly following the path taken by Kelver Rhonin?’
Hendon answered calmly, ‘Yes, User Seeker. These directions are identical to those God gave Kelver Rhonin.’
The others were converging on Hendon from all over the glide as I wondered aloud why we had not flown directly west the moment we reached the sea.
‘There can only be one answer to that,’ Ana said. ‘Our destination must be on this landmass so there would not have been any point in turning sooner.’
Dragon’s face lit up. ‘We have turned towards Redport!’
‘We must not jump to conclusions,’ I cautioned, wary of her delight. ‘It may be that God sent us this way to avoid something that was here in the Beforetime, or we may be going this way so that we can go in another direction without running into a mountain. The point is that we do not know anything about what lies ahead, regardless of what God’s map says.’
‘And whether we go east or west or even north, if we go on, we will eventually come to the end of the map,’ Swallow said, giving Dragon a sympathetic look.
‘We do not even know if Redport is on this landmass,’ I said.
‘It is here,’ Dragon said. ‘After the Spit, which is at the end of the land we have come from, there is the Clouded Sea, and you cross that to reach Redport. That is what Brydda and Reuvan and the other shipfolk always said. And Redport lies at the edge of a very vast and barren land, my mother once told me,’ Dragon said stubbornly, looking pointedly out the window.
‘Even if that is true, Dragon, you must remember Redport is not our destination. The glide will stop only when it comes to where Eden used to be in the Beforetime.’
Dragon had been staring past me, her expression set and mutinous, but now it changed. ‘Look,’ she said, pointing.
We all turned to see a long line of high jagged mountains running north–south had come into view at the farthest reach of the glide’s powerful forelight.
‘There are no mountains in my land,’ Dragon muttered.
I was about to say that the ground might have changed, but it would be unlikely to have changed much in a decade or so. These mountains were nowhere near as high as the high mountains in the range we had traversed on the other landmass, but when the glide approached them, it made no attempt to cross them. It turned smoothly north and followed the stony range until it petered out to a line of broken hills. Only then did it again swing west, resuming its new course. It was only as we crossed the ridge of jagged hills that I saw it had been the raised edge of a deep, narrow fissure in the earth.
Swallow asked Dragon to come and help him prepare something for us all to eat. After she had gone out of earshot, Ana and I exchanged a glance and she said softly, ‘I asked Hendon how many of God’s directions remain and he said there is only one left before we land, so we may well stop very near to Redport.’
‘Or we are simply to go west for as long as we went north,’ I said. ‘Still, at this rate, we might fly over it. That is like to cause Dragon considerable anguish.’
‘I wonder what she will do if we do land soon, for Redport calls to her,’ Ana mused.
I made no answer to that, and moments later, the glide turned north again.
‘That was God’s final direction before we land,’ Ana said, and made her way back to the control bench.
I looked at Dragon and saw that she was frowning. She had become more and more fixed on the Red Land since we had left Habitat. Something in her time there had awoken a deep identification with her home and people, and if it turned out that Eden was truly on the same landmass as Redport, and that this was it, as it might truly be, it was little wonder she felt the pull of her long-suppressed past. Despite my reluctance to enter the mind and dreams of another person, it occurred to me that this was exactly the time to try entering Dragon’s mind in spiritform. Which meant I must broach the subject with her.
When she brought me some sweet bread that she had made while I slept, I waited for her to speak of the Red Land, thinking I would raise the matter of entering her memories then, but she only sat beside me and checked that Maruman was sleeping before stroking him.
‘I wonder why he does not like being stroked when he is awake,’ she said.
‘I think it is because he sees being petted as something that happens to tame creatures. Maruman does not think of himself as a wild beast, but he certainly does not think of himself as tame either. We might ask why we desire to pet him, maybe.’
‘Other cats like it,’ she said. ‘The wolf cubs like it, too, and I loved it when my mother stroked my hair while she sang to me when I was going to sleep.’ This was the perfect opening for me to speak of her memories, but I hesitated, and she glanced towards the passage leading to the chamber where the wolves still slept, and asked in a low voice, ‘Is it true that Gobor killed Rheagor before we left?’
I wondered who had told her, but rather than asking, I said, ‘The Brildane believe a wolf that cannot see or run or smell is only half alive. They think of death in such circumstances as a mercy.’
‘Rasial said Rheagor did it to make Gobor lead the pack after you, because the pack could not take him back save as its leader, and he could only lead if he killed Rheagor.’
‘Rasial told you that?’ I asked, puzzled, because she had no beastspeaking abilities.
‘We were on the dreamtrails,’ Dragon said lightly. ‘We can talk when he is half Gavyn.’
‘You must be careful on the dreamtrails,’ I said.
‘Because of the H’rayka, yes I know,’ Dragon said dismissively. ‘Elspeth, last night I dreamed of the same white-faced lord that was with Ariel on a ship, only they were not on a ship any longer. They were in the Red Land.’
My heart began to pound. ‘The emissary was in the Red Land with Ariel?’ I asked in dismay.
She shook her head. ‘The emissary was with Gilaine and a woman of his own kind. Maybe she was his daughter or granddaughter, for she was young, not old like him. They were in a building with a window and I could see the buildings and the bay from it. The emissary was telling Gilaine that he hoped she did not mind that he had claimed her before the masked ball. Then the dream changed and they were in a closed chariot. I think some time had passed because they were less formal. He asked if she had made up her mind to come with him after all had been satisfactorily concluded in the Red Land, for the emperor’s sisterwife longed to meet her and she should have a beautiful residence of her very own in the gardens of the Forbidden City, with her own servants and warriors.’
‘The emperor’s sisterwife?’ I echoed, still puzzled by the meaning of the term. It also struck me forcefully that I might have dreamed of the emperor and his sisterwife, although fleetingly and only in the midst of other dreams. But they had used the same odd terms to address one another, and if I was right, they had been speaking of Gilaine.
Dragon said, ‘I felt . . .’ and stopped.
‘Felt what?’ I prompted, giving up on the brief dream.
‘That they liked one another,’ Dragon finally said. ‘The emissary and Gilaine.’
‘It is strange that this emissary would ask Gilaine to go with them to their land, as if she has a choice in the matter, when she was gifted as a slave,’ I mused. ‘And why would he say that a woman in his own land longs to meet her?’
‘Maybe he met her when he was in the Red Land before and told the emperor’s sisterwife about her.’
‘But what exactly would he tell, and why would she be interested in Gilaine in particular . . . unless he knows she is a Misfit and the people of the white-faced lord’s land value people of Talent!’ I thought of my dream of the diminutive gold-skinned man aboard a strange shipboat with Gilaine. Was it possible he was the emissary from the land of the white-faced lords? He had not had white skin but maybe it was only the masks worn by the white-faced lords that were white. The old man had not worn a mask in my dream, but perhaps he did not do so because he was aboard his own shipboat. Remembering the way Gilaine and the little man had smiled at one another, it seemed to me that they had behaved as friends and allies rather than master and slave. Gilaine had touched his hand once, too. Was it possible she had been farseeking him?
But if the little man and the small beautiful woman were folk from the land of the white-faced lords, it was they who had outfitted the Black Ship with the terrible weapons Salamander had used to destroy so many ships and enslave so many people. And it was they who sought an army of slaves. It was impossible to reconcile these things with the elegant little man who had spoken to Gilaine in my dream. And why had Dragon dreamed of them?
‘Dragon, will you let me look into your childhood memories?’ I asked. ‘I won’t be able to get into it while I am awake, but I think I might be able to manage it in spirit-form. But I don’t want to do it without asking you.’
‘You think you will find something in them to help your quest,’ Dragon said slowly. ‘But Elspeth, maybe it is simply as you thought in the beginning and we must go to Redport together.’
‘My quest is to find Sentinel . . .’ I began sternly, then a shrilling noise filled the chamber.
It was unbearably loud, and from the hold I heard the muffled whinnying protests of the equines down and the howls of the wolves and dogs from their chambers and niches. Maruman, now wide awake, stood on my knee stiff legged, fur fluffed. I detached his claws from my trews and lifted him to my shoulder as I rose. Ana was talking urgently to the androne, but I could not hear her words.
‘What is it?’ I shouted, bending close. ‘Is it the weather, or is something wrong with the glide?’
She gave me a wide-eyed look and cried, ‘Hendon says that is the signal to sit down because we are approaching the final coordinates for Eden, but I don’t see any sign of any buildings.’
‘We knew the location might not be exactly right,’ I said, my own heart hammering at the realisation we were about to land, and if this was the Red Land, we might truly not be far from Redport!
‘Elspeth, God aligned the big golator with Kelver Rhonin’s golator. I have had it here all along and it has not made a sound or showed any light, and it would have done if we were within a hundred kloms of his golator.’
‘Ye gods, Ana, we have no idea if he made it to Eden, let alone if that was definitely his destination,’ I said. I turned and ran for the back of the glide, leaping down the steps to find Swallow and Dragon were already there, fastening the horses’ nets. I beastspoke them all to warn them we were about to land, and then we all hurried back up the steps. Ana was coming from the wolf chamber, drawing Gavyn after her.
‘Hendon said we must all sit in our seats as the landing might not be smooth,’ she told me.
I looked at Gavyn. He was not resisting her, but he seemed not even to hear the deafening wail of the warning siren, either. I beastspoke Rasial who immediately nipped at his leg. He gave a yelp and then laughed as Ana led him to the nearest chair and made him sit down.
‘Please assume seats and harnesses and brace for landing,’ Hendon boomed over the siren. ‘Due to manoeuvres required by landing-site instability, disembarkation through the hold must be accomplished swiftly immediately following touchdown,’ the androne added, bafflingly.
Swallow and I looked at one another in consternation.
‘What on earth does that mean?’ I muttered, glancing outside at the slight rise now just ahead. ‘Manoeuvres?’
‘What is going on?’ Dameon asked. He had come from the passage containing the sleeping benches and his hair was all on end.
‘Hendon says that the siren means we are about to land so we need to get ready ourselves,’ Ana yelled, letting Dragon take over trying to fasten a suddenly unaccountably giggling Gavyn into his chair.
Startlingly a female voice now spoke. ‘Set down will occur in fifteen minutes and counting. All passengers and staff must be seated and assume belts and landing positions immediately. Webbing nets have been engaged to stabilise livestock and cargo. As a result of unstable landing terrain, glide grapples will be deployed to enable temporary lodgement and stabilisation of the vessel. Exit via the hold door only, immediately following landing. Leave all luggage behind.’
‘Only out the hold door?’ Swallow muttered, then shook his head and was about to take a seat.
‘No, let’s sit as close as we can to the hold door, if that is going to be the only way out,’ I shouted. Even as I took my own seat, I beastspoke a warning to all of the beasts to brace themselves as best they could for a crash, wishing it was day so that we could see better. Dragon called out desperately and I saw that although she had manages to belt Gavyn into his chair, he was struggling to get free. I farsought Rasial to ask for her help in getting Gavyn to stay put.
Maruman appear and climbed onto my lap. I lifted my shirt over him and then tucked it into the belt, and he relaxed against my belly at once and without argument, to my relief. Dragon flung herself into the seat beside me. I looked back to see that Rasial had solved the problem of making Gavyn stay in his chair by stretching out over the lad’s lap. Gavyn was now calm and still, embracing the dog and pressing his face into her thick, soft coat.
I farsought her to ask about Fey, and he said she was sleeping inside a niche.
‘Is the terrain outside very bad?’ Dameon asked so diffidently that I was immediately shamed by my thoughtlessness in not explaining anything to him.
‘It does not look bad to me,’ I said. ‘There is a slight rise ahead, but other than that I can’t see anything but flat land. Maybe there is some sort of obstacle beyond the rise.’
‘Perhaps the glide computer is reacting to something that was once here,’ the empath said.
‘Maybe,’ I said. ‘There is certainly no sign of any Beforetime buildings here.’
It was impossible to think clearly with the screaming siren going on and on, and now the glide itself was whirring and making strange sounds. It had been slowing ever since the siren began shrilling and I realised we were drawing level with the humped rise. Was it possible that was all the glide computer had meant when it had spoken of unstable ground? There would be no way for Hendon to put down elsewhere, if this was what God’s instructions determined as our destination. Ana had warned us Hendon would only be able to manoeuvre the glide around obstacles until it reached its destination.
The rise vanished under us and immediately there was a soft full whooshing sound and the glide slowed suddenly. I had the same sensation as when in a rising elevating chamber, as the glide lifted and then dropped very slowly. There was only the slightest thud as we set down. It was the softest landing I could ever have imagined, and when the siren abruptly ceased its shrilling, I burst out laughing.
Swallow let out a triumphant whoop and Dameon grinned. ‘I take it we are on the ground?’
Then a creaking, scraping noise silenced us.
Slowly, inexorably, the glide began to tilt forward. At first I thought that, having landed on the rise, the vessel was merely tilting until it settled against the lower ground on the other side, but to my horror, it tipped further and further forward until we all saw that the rise we had landed on was the edge of a deep fissure into which we were now overbalancing. The belt attached to my seat held me in place or I would have fallen forward as the glide tilted ever more steeply, but Maruman yowled, struggling and clawing at me.
‘Free/release Marumanyelloweyes!’ he snarled into my mind, saying that his tail was trapped. But I could neither release it nor reassure him, frozen with terror as I was at the sight of the yawning crevasse into which we were about to plunge.
I had a terrible memory of the sickening helplessness I had felt when the stones had moved, carrying me towards the abyss beneath the observing house, but even as the glide began to slide forward into the rift, there was an explosive bang and then another and a hard jolt; instead of falling into the fissure, the tail of the glide fell with a thud, against the far edge of the rift. The glide was resting upside-down, its blunt nose jammed against the near side wall of the crevasse. I could hardly breathe for fear, and the belt cutting into me. Surprisingly little had fallen, for everything in the glide was fixed in place, but I felt completely confused, as if all my thoughts had been tipped upside-down along with my body.
Maruman was still demanding furiously to be freed and clawing my belly, so I wriggled until I could brace my feet against the seat in front of me. This was only possible because of the angle at which the glide had lodged. Even so, the back of the chair was at such an angle that I had to hook one arm about the seat I was attached to before I released myself from the belt, to prevent myself from falling into the nose of the glide. I had warned Maruman, and even as he slithered from my clothes he reached out his claws and caught himself from falling. Fortunately the roof had been shaped into steppes, which meant that if I could get down to it, I would be able to climb back to the hold door. I beastspoke Maruman and the wolves, bidding them make their way there as best they could.
Only then did I become aware of the high, terrified whinnying of the horses in the hold.
Sick fear gripped me at the thought of the equines’ strong but terribly fragile legs. I was about to climb up to the hold entrance when Ana, who had been sitting right at the front of the rows of chairs, began climbing deftly back to me. Darga leapt to the roof and bounded towards the back of the glide. I turned to see Swallow had extricated himself from his seat and was helping Dameon. Maruman was on the back of a chair alongside him and beastspoke him at the same time as I called out to ask Dameon, ‘Will you take Maruman out for me?’
‘Of course,’ he said, gravely courteous even under such circumstances. Maruman leapt onto Dameon’s shoulders and Swallow cast one look of urgent longing at Ana before he and the empath began to make their way carefully back up to the hold entrance.
Behind us, I saw that Gavyn was still sitting in his seat upside-down, clasping Rasial in his arms. He was so motionless that I would have thought he had been knocked unconscious, if not for the fact that he had to be holding the full weight of the white dog. I looked up to the hold and saw the wolves leaping from the door of their chamber out into the main chamber and then straight through the hold door in one lithe pale stream. Darga reached the hold a moment later and went through in their wake.
‘The way we have fallen, the hold is the only way out,’ Ana gasped, reaching me. ‘Somehow Hendon knew.’
Dragon had got free of her chair at last and I bade her go and get Gavyn out of his harness.
‘I suppose the glide instruments told him what was coming, but he could do nothing,’ I said.
‘He did something,’ Ana said. ‘Otherwise we would have fallen straight into the crevasse. She looked back at the androne, hanging improbably from the control bench, and frowned, then she said, ‘I need to talk to Hendon. Get to the hold and get out. The door will be open, but I am not sure how easy it will be to get out at this angle.’
‘It is getting the horses out that worries me,’ I said. I had farsought Gahltha to find that although he and the other equines were shocked and bruised, they had come to no harm because soft bags had shot out from all sides and had held them in place when the glide toppled on its head. I had bidden him calm the others and we would come to help them in moments.
‘Go and see to them,’ Ana urged. ‘I am not sure how stable this position is.’
As if to underline the urgency in her voice, the glide creaked and shifted slightly. Then I heard Swallow’s voice calling my name. I looked up to see the gypsy had got nearly to the hold door with Dameon, but was gesturing back to Dragon who seemed to be struggling with Gavyn.
I climbed up to her and saw that it was not that Gavyn’s belt was stuck. He was holding onto Rasial so that Dragon could not get to it. She was trying to persuade him to release the beast so she could reach the belt, but Gavyn’s eyes were wide and staring and he was holding the white dog in such a powerful grip that she was wheezing. I tried to pull his arms free, but he was astonishingly strong. Exasperated, I beastspoke Rasial to bite the boy. She blinked and then turned her head and nipped him hard. He gave a yelp of surprise and released her. She fell but landed on her paws on the side of a bench, then bounded to the back of a chair, by which time Dragon had freed Gavyn. The boy dropped to all fours and then gave a barking laugh of triumph, seeming to forget his rigid terror, if terror it had been. I bade the white dog get him out of the glide through the hold entrance we had used to enter and told Dragon we must go with them.
‘Ana ought to come too,’ she said, looking past me.
I nodded and turned to call out to Ana, but she shook her head and shouted, ‘Hendon said he calculated that we were going to land on the edge of it and topple in, based on the directions God had given the computermachine, which could not be changed. So he worked out how to use some sort of grapples to stop us and jam the glide in place. But they were not made to hold so much weight in such a position.’
‘Let’s go then!’ I cried, wondering why she was telling me this now.
‘Elspeth, listen to me,’ Ana called tersely. ‘Hendon says the weight of the glide will dislodge us in about twenty minutes.’
‘Ye gods,’ I gasped. ‘We will have to manage it.’
‘Yes, but Hendon can’t release himself from the control bench because it was damaged by the crash. There is a lever I can use to free him but the moment he gets loose, the grapples will retract and the glide will topple into the crevasse. You need to get everyone out before I release the lever. You can farseek me when everyone is clear. There will just be time enough for Hendon to get out, he says.’
‘It is too risky! What if you can’t get out fast enough?’
Ana gave me an incredulous look. ‘We can’t leave Hendon to die!’
‘Ana, Hendon is a machine. He can’t die! But if you stay to release him, you might.’ She opened her mouth but I forestalled whatever she would say harshly. ‘I have a quest that demands my life. You pledged yours to it. Would you be foresworn?’
She followed wordlessly when I began to climb up to the hold entrance.
All was chaos in the hold. Supplies were trapped in netting but a good deal of it had been slashed, presumably to free the horses. The hold door lay open so that, incredibly it seemed, I could see the stars overhead. The air was astonishingly hot, given that it was night, and I realised the glide had protected us from any notion of the weather outside, for it produced its own weather, adjusted for our comfort. Swallow’s dark face and bare chest glistened with sweat as he gave Ana a leg up and told me with some asperity that he had laid some matting that would give the horses’ hoofs purchase on the slippery hull, but Gahltha had refused to leave without me, and that the other horses would not leave without him.
I turned in dismay to see the horses standing together on the stepped roof, Gahltha at their head, barely visible in the darkness of the hold.
Swallow went on, ‘The wolves and dogs are out, and Dragon and Dameon are outside standing on the bottom of the glide. We have been getting out as many of the supplies as we can while we waited for you.’
I bit back a curse. ‘Forget the supplies – they are no use to us if we are dead,’ I said. ‘Hendon says the glide is going to fall into the rift any minute.’
Swallow looked momentarily aghast, but to my relief he wasted no time on demands for information. He waved a hand to the horses, telling me to deal with them. He would get the supplies piled on the hull out of the way. Then he shouted out to Dameon and Dragon to get back, that he was coming up.
Stripping down to my undershirt, I climbed up myself to look at the length of hull the horses would have to negotiate and the gap they would have to leap to reach solid ground, and then I climbed back into the hull, shifted the boxes the others had used to climb up as I showed the horses a vision of what I had seen. Then, checking the others had got to solid ground, I stood back against the wall so that Gahltha could get as much of a run up as possible in the limited space.
My heart climbed into my mouth as the black horse leapt forward, bunched his powerful haunches and then jumped, clearing the hold in one magnificent arching leap. There was the muffled metallic thud of hoofs on the hull, and then, after a heart-stopping moment, the sound of hoofs thudding on good hard earth. Hearing the others cry out jubilantly, I breathed a sigh of relief myself, and turned to Sendari.
The grey horse was older and stocky but also, as he had once told me, very strong. He, too, galloped at the wall and then leapt out of the hold. Again I heard the muffled gong of hoofs on the padded hull and then, after a silence, the sound of cantering hooves on the earth.
I turned at last to Faraf. She was small and, as I had feared, when she took her turn she could not leap high enough and crashed to the hull, slipping sideways before managing to gain her footing on the sloping surface. I laid down more matting and bade her try again, sweat trickling down my back. She tried but shied away from the leap at the last minute. I saw in her mind that fear had begun to exaggerate the height of the leap and the smallness of the hold opening.
‘It is too high,’ she beastspoke me despairingly.
Rather than try to convince her, I laid down a ramp of boxes as best I could, to give her extra height, but more to help her negotiate the barrier of fear that had risen up in her mind. At the same time, I noticed the stone sword hanging from the webbing where I had left it. I freed it and hooked its harness over my shoulder as I stood against the wall. But Faraf was trembling and reluctant to try again. I beastspoke Gahltha who gave a shrill and imperious whinnying scream. The little mare shivered all over, flared her nostrils then bolted at the ramp, leapt up to it and flew lightly and gracefully out into the star-speckled darkness.
‘Ye gods,’ I gasped in relief, hearing her reach the ground, and using the ramp to climb out, I stood up and ran along the hull to leap across the gap to the edge of the rift. Even as I reached solid ground, the glide gave an ominous creak and I heard a shower of stones fall into the abyss. Swallow had caught hold of me, but once he had steadied me, he turned to Ana who had moved to the edge of the rift, her expression woebegone.
‘What is it?’ he asked. ‘We are all safe. The supplies . . .’
‘I don’t care about the supplies,’ she snapped. ‘It is Hendon! He can’t get free without releasing the grapples, and when he does, the glide will fall into the crevasse.’
‘Not immediately,’ Swallow tried to reassure her. ‘The glide is still jammed pretty tightly in place. I reckon it will last a good five minutes after the grapples go, and he is very quick.’
‘But he can’t get free!’ Ana cried, giving me an accusing look even as the glide let out a metallic groan. Then her expression changed, hardening into mutinous determination. ‘He saved us, and I will not leave him,’ she declared, and leapt into the chasm. Even as she landed, surefooted on the hull, the vessel slipped sideways, and she stumbled and fell, or would have done, had not the mat we had laid down given her purchase. Flinging out a desperate arm, she caught at the edge of the hold and dragged herself towards it.
‘Ana!’ Swallow bellowed, lurching closer to the edge, clearly intending to jump after her, but even as she hauled herself into the hold, the glide rolled further sideways so that the opening was no longer accessible from the top. The mat fell, coiling heavily into the swallowing darkness even as Ana vanished into the vessel.
‘No!’ Swallow said hoarsely.
Ten long, fraught, helpless minutes later, we heard a grinding crunch and then the grapples slackened and retracted. The glide remained in place for a long moment, then the weight began to tell and the nose slipped until the glide fell down into the chasm.
‘Ana!’ Swallow groaned, and dimly I heard the wolves howling. Then, dreadful long moments later, we heard a distant crunching crash and the grinding shriek of tearing metal. There was a muffled explosion and we saw a gout of flame far below. Then there was nothing further but the sound of a little shower of stones falling from the broken rim of the crevasse. Swallow dropped to his knees and peered into the chasm.
‘Swallow, don’t,’ I said, shocked and grief-stricken, but worrying he would launch himself into the darkness after her.
But he made a chopping movement with his hand and snarled, ‘Be silent!’
I looked at him in pity and sorrow. ‘Swallow, my dear, no one could survive that fall . . .’
‘Listen!’ Swallow roared.
I tried to think what to say, then stiffened, for it seemed to me that I could hear something from the chasm: a voice. Heart hammering, I dropped to my knees beside Swallow and leaned over the edge of the chasm to listen. I could hear nothing now, but I shaped a probe to Ana’s mind and sent it striving down into the dark. Then I looked back at Swallow who was watching me intensely, desperate hope in his eyes.
‘You are right,’ I said, laughing incredulously. ‘It is her. She is alive!




‘When she released Hendon he simply threw her over his shoulder, ran for the opening in the roof of the glide and leaped out even as the glide began to fall,’ I said, incredulously relaying to the others what Ana was telling me. ‘Ana says he leapt at the wall and simply punched his fists into the stone and hung there as the glide fell past them.’
Swallow still looked haggard with shock and fright, and he gave a ragged gasp as Dameon came to him and laid a big gentle hand on his back. Despite the heat, the empath looked calm and cool. I had no idea whether he was empathising calm or sharing in the gypsy’s reactions, but the sight of them both, together, brought me to tears. In truth it was some moments before any of us could begin to be coherent, and it was Swallow who recovered first, lurching to his feet and calling himself a fool.
‘What we need is rope, not tears!’ he growled.
I caught his arm as he would have rushed by me. ‘There is no need. Ana told me Hendon is climbing up the wall, gouging out foot and hand holds as he goes.’
‘Is he now?’ Swallow laughed again, a wild and giddy sound. As he swung back to the chasm and looked down into the darkness he shouted, ‘Bring her to me, Hendon, and henceforth we will be friends, for whether you be machine or no, you are a hero.’
We stood there, staring down, waiting.
Rasial beastspoke me in her cool, hard mindvoice to say that the wolves wanted to know what had happened to Ana, for they regarded her as pack. I had guessed as much, but it was still a shock to hear it said outright. I beastspoke Gobor and told him as best I could, though he could not seem to grasp that a glarsh had saved Ana of its own free will. Indeed I heard him tell the pack she had commanded it to save her. And maybe she had, for how could the androne save her of its own accord? Unless it had merely been obeying its instructions from God to take care of us.
What was more astonishing, maybe, was that Ana had risked herself for the androne, as if it were a living creature and not a machine built around a mass of orders devised by its human makers.
At last the androne appeared, Ana clinging, one armed and beaming, around its neck. The other arm hung loose, and she winced as Swallow helped her down and gathered her into a passionate and unrestrained embrace, kissing her and scolding her all at once. The wolves seethed about them, nuzzling at her and whining, and I noticed that Darga never left her side.
‘It really is red,’ murmured Ana, scooping up a handful of the powdery dust. The sun had not long risen over the arid red land, where shadows lay purple and heavy in the heat, and I wondered how much hotter it would get before the day was out, and us with only one watermaking device.
Swallow was trying to bandage the wrist Ana had sprained when she fell leaping to the hull, and he growled at her to be still. She smiled at him, and as she reached forward to kiss him, she opened her hand to let the wind carry the rusty earth off in a little coil.
I stood and surveyed the land again in a slow circle. I had been trying to decide which direction to take ever since the wolves had vanished before sunrise, presumably to escape the sunlight in one of the rifts that seemed to break the ground every few steps. Most were little more than cracks, but there were some wider fissures, though none nearby as great as the one into which the glide had fallen.
Before the Brildane departed, Gobor had beastspoken me to say succinctly they would follow me in the darkness. When I told the others this, Dameon suggested we wait until sun set. That would give us time to sort out the supplies we had managed to save, and allow me to think on which way we ought to go. Besides all else, it would be better to travel at night, given the heat, for it was like to get a good deal hotter as the sun rose higher. Certainly the moon would provide just enough light to see by, but the wolves were unlikely to follow until it had set.
I had been glad to put off making the decision. Ana began sorting the supplies, sighing over things left in Northport and now lost in the glide crash, after all the trouble she had taken to find and collect them. Dragon helped her because of her arm, and after a little, Ana concluded that we had food enough for a sevenday, if it was rationed – more if we could forage. Water was like to be a problem if we did not find some clean natural sources, because we had only the one waterbox, which Ana had carried in her own pack. She had found a second, but it was cracked and we were unsure if it would work. She especially lamented that they had thrown out only one bale of the fodder God had produced for the horses, having sent Unit A into Habitat to get it after Ana explained what was needed. But there was a large sun awning, which I asked Hendon to set up to give us some protection.
In truth, I was grateful that we had managed to save anything, but a good deal more than grateful to have the stone sword, the memory seed and Cassandra’s keys. Yet I regretted the loss of my pack with my few clothes and treasures in it, left in the glide along with Hannah’s few possessions and Kelver Rhonin’s papers. At least Ana and Dragon had their packs, which meant I could borrow some of their things at need.
Swallow set about dividing the supplies into three small bundles for the horses to carry, then he and Ana went for a walk along the rift, ostensibly to see how far it ran, since we would have to cross it if I decided we were to go west. Dameon said softly that they needed time alone, for Swallow had been shattered by the possibility of Ana’s death, whether it showed or not, and only she could salve that hurt.
After they had gone out of sight, Gavyn seemed to be inspired and retrieving his pouch, he set off along the rift in the other direction with Rasial, who swore to keep him safe and bring him back before dusk. Fey was left atop the bale of horse fodder, sleeping. Dragon told me that Gavyn had scooped her from her niche when he was leaving the large glide chamber and had put her into his forage pouch. Incredibly, she had been unharmed by the landing and the escape from the glide, and seemed not even to have wakened!
The horses had galloped off soon after we landed for the sheer pleasure of having their hoofs on the ground and being able to run, but they returned an hour later on the other side of the rift to nibble on some sort of lichen they found growing more abundantly along the inside edge of the chasm, rumps turned unanimously to the slight breeze that had begun to blow. I offered them the fodder from the glide, but Gahltha said they should save it until there was nothing else to graze on. When I told the others, Dameon said he doubted that would take long, for this land did not sound as if it would have much to offer any of us. It was not entirely devoid of plants, I told him, but most of the vegetation seemed to be mats of various kinds of the red-brown lichen that seemed to do little more than bind the soil and gravel. The wonder of it was that the horses could find even minimal nourishment from it.
It was early afternoon when it occurred to me to ask Hendon to climb down into the crevasse to see if he could salvage any of the glide’s cargo. I doubted anything had survived the fiery explosion we had seen, but when questioned by Ana on this count, for she and Swallow had returned by then, the androne had said the hull of the glide was unlikely to have been more than partly crushed by the fall. As for the explosion, that had almost certainly been the engine and power cell, which were fixed outside the hull, which was especially designed to direct destruction outward, away from passengers and cargo, should an explosion occur. I did not understand half of her explanation, and indeed I was glad she had not imparted this information earlier, when we were aboard the glide.
Ana eagerly bade Hendon go down and see if anything could be salvaged.
‘Yes, Technician Ana,’ Hendon responded in its unchanging, pleasant voice.
‘I really wish he would simply call me Ana, but it is always Technician Ana,’ she said in exasperation, when the androne had vanished into the rift.
‘It calls you what its program bids it call you,’ I said mildly, wondering why it so grated on my nerves that she insisted on treating the machine man as if it was a live thing. I had already accepted that this was part of why she communicated so well with it. Maybe it had been her readiness to risk her life and my quest for it that angered me, although my irritation was of longer standing than that.
Swallow, standing at the edge of the rift, began to pay out the rope he had looped over his shoulder, as the androne descended. The plan was that Hendon would create a net from the slashed webbing in the hold, then pile into it the water devices and anything else salvageable, and attach it to the rope, which Swallow would then haul up to the surface.
But the androne soon returned to say the glide had been buried under the rocks that had showered down in the wake of its fall, burying it. It would take many hours of labour to shift enough rubble to get to one of its entrances.
‘Begin then, Hendon,’ I said, for if it could find more water devices, it would be well worth a delay. Besides all else, I had not yet come to a decision about the direction we would take. It was hard to think at all, partly because of the heat, and partly because my mind still felt somewhat numbed by the shock of the landing and its dramatic aftermath.
Ana frowned, watching Swallow secure the end of the rope as Hendon vanished into the chasm again, and then she looked and me and said, ‘You should not speak to Hendon as if he were a servant or a slave.’
I bit back a fractious retort, realising that being rescued by the androne had exacerbated her attachment to the machine man. I looked at Swallow, hoping he would be the voice of reason, but he was frowning at me disapprovingly as well. I gave up, deciding it was too close to the androne’s seeming heroics to argue that these had been no more than the acts of a machine obeying its maker’s commands. In truth, we were all on edge after the sudden end to the long, strange and wondrous glide flight, which was already beginning to feel like a dream.
I asked Ana for the map, which she had brought out, and pored over it for a time, thinking that the land we had come to looked immense.
Of course we had known from the start that the directions God had given the androne were likely flawed because they were based on the Beforetime location of Eden. The fact that we had landed where Eden was supposed to have been in the Beforetime, but there was no sign of any settlement in any direction, suggested the map was out by a great deal. And although I had dismissed Ana’s comments about the large golator failing to locate Kelver Rhonin’s wrist golator, it was another indication that we were far from Eden. And Eden had not been our final destination. Even Swallow with his sharp eyes had been unable to detect a thing in any direction, and given that the land was untainted, it could not be that Eden had been obliterated by some weapon.
I had already scried out the terrain, but my farseeking probe found nothing save one area directly west, afflicted with an interference that might be taint. I tried again, and this time, when I came to the interference, I tried to probe beyond it, but found only more interference. This extended left and right, but when I questioned Hendon, the androne insisted that the land was untainted. I looked at the map and decided it could only be that my probe had reached the sea, for water usually created a barrier of interference.
I thought about the shore we had passed over after crossing what must surely be the Andol Sea and reasoned that since it had been a good way further north than the map had suggested, perhaps Eden simply lay further north as well. That had been the direction we had been travelling in just before the glide set down. Maybe the answer to which direction we should take was simply that we should continue north.
I explained my reasoning to the others, and they agreed it seemed the most logical course in the absence of better guidance, but Dragon said, ‘I think we should go west first, to the shore, and then make our way north.
‘I did not farseek any settlement,’ I told her gently, knowing she thought of Redport.
‘It might be that it is too close to the sea, and because water runs through all the streets,’ she said, glaring at me. ‘You ought to be sure the clue you seek is not in Redport before you go elsewhere. It would be mad to get to Sentinel and find you did not have what you needed because you had bypassed Redport. Besides, it might be that there are clear directions to Sentinel for you there.’
Her words were persuasive, for all I suspected that she was ruled by a growing desire to return to Redport and fulfil the prophecy that would allow her people to free themselves from the Gadfian invaders. It was not dishonourable that my quest was not her first priority for she had not sworn herself to it, and was their queen. Indeed it might be said that my quest had made ruthless use of her. It had certainly prevented her from coming to her land as soon as she might have done had she gone on the ships as planned. And I had originally been convinced that she and I were meant to go to Redport together. It suddenly struck me that the only reason I had come to think otherwise, was because instead of journeying with the four ships to the Red Land, we had been drawn inland on a course that seemed to make it impossible that the Red Land could be our final destination.
And yet here we were.
It occurred to me, too, that I had been stubbornly clinging to the elegant idea that what I needed in Redport could be found in Dragon’s memories of her childhood, because that would be easier than going to Redport.
And why was I resistant to the idea of seeking out Redport? Dragon might very well be right that the interference along the coast masked the settlement, especially if there was water somehow flowing through the streets. Partly, I knew, it was because going there was likely to involve complications. I would inevitably be drawn into whatever was happening with Dragon’s people and the slavemasters. I might be determined to concentrate all my mind and efforts on my quest and to avoid becoming enmeshed in anything that could stop or delay me, but I knew in my heart that if my friends needed me, it would be impossible to refuse them. Yet if there was a final message from Cassandra in Redport, the only way for me to find it was to enter the city and allow myself to be drawn into events there. Often, in the course of my activities for Obernewtyn, I had found that I was accidentally following my secret quest, and more than once the Agyllians had told me the two things were connected.
I was forced to accept, too, that some of my reluctance to go to Redport had a more selfish aspect. I had painfully relinquished my alliances and friendships and even love, for the sake of my quest, when I had left Obernewtyn. I had managed largely to accept that severing. The thought of being reunited with those I had loved and left and then being forced to sever myself from them again was unbearable. In truth, I wondered if I would have the strength to part from Rushton a second time.
Yet, contrarily, my heart sang when I thought about seeing him.
Thinking of the Master of Obernewtyn, I remembered Dameon and his kiss, and without intending it, turned to look at the empath, only to find his blind eyes resting on me, his face composed, his expression impenetrable. Feeling blood rush to my cheeks, I turned away quickly, hoping he had not been able to tell from my emotions what I was thinking.
Ana was saying to Dragon, ‘We do not know in which direction Redport lies, any more than we know where Eden is!’
‘We know it is on the coast,’ Dragon insisted, getting to her feet. ‘And if it is not directly west, we will find it as we go north!
Like the rest of us, she had changed her Beforetime boots for sandals and had stripped off her upper clothes to her undershirt. I thought how strange she looked in her motley mix of Beforetime trews, Land and Habitat attire, topped with a makeshift Sadorian headdress. Yet her clothing and ours perfectly reflected our journey.
‘But, Dragon, Redport might be further south,’ Ana said.
Dragon cast a look at me, eyes pleading.
‘I will think on what you have said,’ I told her firmly.
What I wanted, I thought glumly, was a clear sign from the Agyllians. But to get that, I would have to sleep and journey on the dreamtrails. Yet not once had Astyanax come to me since that first time in Midland, when I had almost lost myself to the cryopod. On the other hand, I had been warned to avoid the dreamtrails because of the Destroyer, and I had done so, therefore how would it have been possible for the oldOnes to reach me? In the past, Atthis had used Maruman as a conduit, to ensure our communications would not be overhead by the H’rayka. I looked at the old cat, sleeping peacefully curled in Dameon’s lap. The oldOnes had also used the merged spirits of Rasial and Gavyn and Straaka’s spirit to commune with me. But if we really were near Redport and Ariel was there, they might avoid making any approach that might alert H’rayka to my presence.
Perhaps this was what Ariel had meant when he spoke to Dragon of needing her. Perhaps her part was to draw me to Redport, and into his hands. Except what use would there be in that, since he needed me to complete my quest and reach Sentinel before he could have his chance to gain power over it? Unless he knew where Sentinel was and meant to bring me there as a prisoner.
This thought led me to wonder for the first time how Ariel proposed to take control of Sentinel, if I destroyed it, for he was not supposed to be able to attain what he desired without my doing what I was meant to do. It was a paradox I had never been able to unravel. Of course it was not truly Sentinel Ariel wanted but the weaponmachines controlled by the Balance of Terror computermachine. But the only way to get to BOT and its arsenal was through Sentinel. Perhaps Ariel’s plan was to use me to penetrate Sentinel’s defences, and then kill me before I could disable or destroy it, taking control of BOT through Sentinel. But was that even possible?
‘Gnawing,’ snarled Maruman, lifting his head to glare at me with his one fierce bright eye. He got down from Dameon’s lap and stretched luxuriantly.
The empath immediately rose and stripped off his upper clothes. Swallow had also done so and I rolled up the legs of my trews and considered taking a knife to them as Ana had done to hers. It was now so hot that I felt as if I were sitting too close to a blazing fire. The air I breathed seemed to burn the inside of my nostrils and dried my throat, exacerbating my thirst. The long blazing day wore on as we languished in the shade of the awning.
‘It will help you to think if we ride/gallopfast!’ Gahltha broke into my thoughts, galloping up, his senses ringing with joy at being out of the glide. For a moment I allowed his joy to roar through me, marvelling that the heat seemed not to bother him or any of the horses. Darga, too, endured it without much apparent discomfort, though he had been bred on the West Coast where it was also hot. Maruman, on the other hand, had stretched out again beside Dragon, panting slightly.
‘I would love to ride,’ I told Gahltha wistfully, ‘but I need to decide which way to go.’
The black horse snorted and stamped his hoof. ‘What does wheregoing matter, ElspethInnle? The joy/delight is in freerunning.’
The longing in his mindvoice was so strong and wild that it roused in me an answering desire to throw off constraint and caution and ride without caring where we went. I fought it back. Were I alone, I might have done as he desired, setting off with nothing more than the stone sword slung across my back, Maruman about my neck and the one watermaking device in my bag, trusting to fate to bring me where I must go, with or without my help. But I was not alone and it was likely I would need the help of my companions ere the end. Besides, aside from the killing heat, the terrain was full of fissures and cracks that could easily break his leg. Grudgingly Gahltha admitted that was so and withdrew from my mind with the equine equivalent of a shrug, before trotting away.
As the sun moved slowly from its zenith into the west, the shadows began to lengthen and the land darkened. Suddenly, Fey shook herself awake, and without a sound, flew in the direction taken by Gavyn and Rasial.
Swallow rose abruptly and said, ‘This waiting is utterly wearisome. What if I take the big golator and ride north? Sendari would relish the exercise and so would I. If Eden is in that direction, and I can get close enough, the golator will react, and we will have our destination.’ He was so pleased by the idea that he did not notice the crestfallen look on Ana’s face. His face fell when she told him that she had not brought it out of the glide.
‘You can ask Hendon to bring it out when he comes up.’
Ana shrugged, ‘It won’t help us. God mated it to Kelver Rhonin’s golator, not to Eden itself.’
‘But he was bound for Eden,’ Swallow protested. ‘I thought God gave Hendon the same directions he gave Kelver Rhonin. That means his glide would have brought him here just as it brought us, but instead of having to land, he would have seen this was the wrong place and continued flying on until he found it. So his golator would lead us there.’
‘If Eden was really his destination and if he arrived safely,’ I said. ‘After all, no matter what directions he got from God, he might not have followed them.’
‘Even so, why not see if the golator does show anything?’
Ana glanced at the rift. ‘Hendon has been down there a long time.’
‘He is a machine and he is doing what we asked of him,’ I said. ‘It . . .’ I added, annoyed at myself for falling into the habit of speaking of the androne as if it were a man.
We ate a scanty meal as the sun fell into the west, for none of us had much appetite. Hunger and even starvation might lie in the future, but we had been well fed the whole time we had been in Midland and aboard the glide, and besides all else, it was too hot to eat. There was plenty left for Gavyn and Rasial when they returned.
With little else to occupy us, Dragon allowed me to try to coerce my way into her memories. She had been reluctant until I explained that my reluctance to go to Redport arose from the fear of being captured by a waiting Ariel, and failing in my quest.
‘I would go to Redport, but only if I must,’ I said.
She laid her mind open willingly, but it was no use – I could not get past her innate shields. Possibly she was resisting me unconsciously because she did not want me to find my answer in her dreams. Or maybe her mind was simply defending itself from the mind that had once attacked it and put her in a coma. I might have drawn on the black sword for the strength to force my way in, but given what had happened the last time I had done so, I did not dare. I told her I would wait until we slept and try to enter her memories in spirit-form.
Though we were not hungry, we were all terribly thirsty. The water device had to be watched and constantly emptied, but vigilant as we were, it could not amass enough to properly satisfy the humans in our party, let alone the horses and dogs. And still there was no sign of Hendon. Now that the sun had set, I was becoming restless, though I had yet to make up my mind which way we would go. Swallow pointed out that Rasial and Gavyn must have found water else they would have returned by now; the horses too, for they had not come back since my refusal of Gahltha’s invitation to ride. Dameon suggested water might lie underground like the isis pools in the Sadorian desert, and that the rifts might provide access to it. The thought of water prompted me to farseek the white dog, but I could not locate her mind. This suggested she and Gavyn had gone underground, in which case Dameon might be right. That there might be such verdant and water-filled rifts in this hot land was a pleasant thought, but we would not know their whereabouts until Rasial and Gavyn returned.
At last the air began to cool. Relieved, but still horribly thirsty, I climbed out from under the awning and stood to stretch.
Dragon was standing at the edge of the rift, a slight dark form against the great orange ball of fire that was the setting sun, hanging low in the cloudless sky above the flat red land. Its ruddy light caught in her hair and for a moment I was struck by the vision of red sky over red ground split by the black maw of the crevasse, and the dark shape of the girl standing on its rim, hair aflame. Then the sun sank and night was upon us, though for some time the sky in the west remained a bruised shade of red and purple, like a wound.
‘Have you decided?’ Ana asked, coming out from under the awning, too.
‘Look!’ Dragon suddenly cried, gazing into the rift.
‘Is it Hendon?’ Ana demanded, hurrying to her side. Swallow dug a lightstick from his pack and by the time I joined them at the edge of the rift, he was playing its beam into the depths. I saw the climbing form of the androne: its strength and strange smooth grace were formidable to see, and utterly inhuman, I thought, as we moved back to give it room to climb over the edge of the crevasse.
‘You were long, Hendon. We were worried,’ Ana cried, as it straightened.
‘Did you get into the glide?’ Swallow asked.
‘Not yet, Technician Swallow,’ the androne said. ‘I estimate that it will require another seventy-four hours of digging to gain access to it, however my energy cell has reached reserve levels and I require solar exposure to replenish it.’
‘What is a solar?’ Dameon wondered.
‘It is how my people describe the sun,’ Dragon said unexpectedly.
‘Oh no!’ Ana exclaimed, turning to me. ‘I remember now, God told me that Hendon needs to be fed sunlight. All that time in the glide and all today in the ground . . .’
‘He was out of the sunlight,’ I said with a sigh, and glanced glumly at the sky, beginning to glimmer with the first stars, and the new moon.
‘But you are still speaking, Hendon,’ Dragon said.
‘I am functioning on reserves, Technician Dragon,’ the androne said. ‘In five minutes, I will shut down in order to preserve data and memory and if I am not where sunlight can reach me, I cannot be restored to operation.’
‘How long will it take for you to gather enough solar in your cell to continue your excavation?’ Ana asked.
‘Complete replenishing of solar cell levels will require three days of minimal function in full sunlight, Technician Ana.’
I looked at Ana. ‘Then it would be days more before it could dig out the glide. I don’t want to wait that long.’ Saying this, I felt a sudden urgent need to get moving and I wondered if it was merely the effect of a day of inactivity or the edge of premonition.
‘At least we must wait until Hendon can go with us,’ Ana protested. ‘He saved my life! And you have not even decided which way we are to go!’
‘Leaving Hendon is not a betrayal,’ I said sternly, restraining myself from pointing out that her life had only been endangered in the first place because she had been trying to save a machine. ‘Hendon is an androne, and will stand here until it has power enough to go on, and then it will go on. No beast will harm it and it will not die of thirst or lack of food. Unlike us. And I have decided that we will travel north, because that was the direction the glide was travelling in, before we landed. Given the coast was further north than we thought, it stands to reason that Eden will be north as well.’
Dragon’s face fell, but before she could speak, Ana turned to the androne. ‘When your cells are replenished, will you follow us?’
It made no response.
‘It cannot answer because it has no true will of its own,’ I said.
Ana glared at me but asked the androne. ‘Hendon, what will you do if we leave you here?’
‘If commanded to follow by User Seeker, I will do so when my cells regenerate, Technician Ana. If not, I will return to God, collecting information as I travel.’
‘But how can you possibly return to Pellmar without a glide?’ Ana asked.
‘I will seek alternative means,’ the androne answered calmly.
‘Ana, Hendon is a machine with a task to do. I don’t know how it can get over the sea and across the Desolation, but we have already seen it do things that no human could do. Hendon is resourceful and almost certainly has abilities we do not even know about. If anyone can get back to Pellmar, it can.’
Ana looked at the androne. ‘Do you want to leave us and go back to God, Hendon?’
I willed the androne to answer yes, not because I did not value it, but because I disliked Ana’s attachment to it, which had caused her to risk her life. But the androne merely stood silent and unmoving. Its blue eyes glimmered, and though they were the most human part of its form, the absence of any recognisable emotion rendered them all the more inhuman. I reached out to put my hand on Ana’s arm and said gently but firmly, ‘Again you are asking for something it can’t give you. A machine cannot want. That is a human emotion. You can’t feel human emotions such as desire, can you, Hendon?’
‘I am programmed to offer a vocal facsimile of positive, receptive emotions that will enable human users to feel comfortable and uninhibited in any interaction with me, that I might better perform my program, User Seeker.’
Tears welled and spilled down Ana’s cheeks. I stifled a feeling of impatience, knowing that part of her sorrow probably arose from her machine empathy. That Garth had been right about her possession of the Talent was no longer in any doubt, and I thought it was probably very strong, for I had never seen any teknoguilder risk their life for a machine, or weep over leaving it.
But she was not alone in regretting what must happen, for I noticed Dragon brushing away tears and even Swallow’s mouth was twisted with grim regret. Dameon looked sad too, but his was the only sorrow that made any sense. He had no choice but to endure everyone else’s emotions.
‘Someone is coming,’ Dameon said suddenly. ‘Listen.’
It was some moments before Swallow’s light beam caught Gavyn’s pale form running fleetly towards us beside the rift. Barefoot as ever, he was seemingly as untroubled by the heat as the horses, though Rasial’s tongue hung redly out as she bounded along at the lad’s heels. Ana gave the boy a bowl of food we had saved and he immediately squatted down and began to scoop it uninhibitedly into his mouth.
I questioned Rasial, as Ana set down a bowl and poured the little reserve of water from the watermaking device into it.
‘We went into this rift/crack, scenting water deepdeep down. We drank then followed the wolfscent deeper down. Here there is a great tunnel underearth, greater than the graag but broken and so long its end was beyond scenting. The wolfscent went into it but we did not follow. We went back up and licked water and slept in the cool. While we slept, the sun fell and then we flew in our dreams with the owl, fast/high. We/she lookedfar. We saw what she saw,’ Rasial sent and then she showed me what their spirit-bond with the little owl had allowed her and the boy to see: the coast and a city sprawled about a bay within two high narrow stone peninsulas that curved sharply towards one another.
‘That is Redport,’ Dragon said triumphantly, when I described it to the others.
Having accepted Redport as our immediate destination, I now felt sure that the final clue left for me by Cassy must be there. But even more than my apprehension that I would compromise my quest by becoming entangled in events in Redport, I feared falling into Ariel’s hands, and I prayed he was far away. Yet I dared not assume it. Nor could I risk farseeking him to learn his whereabouts if he was in Redport, lest it alert him to my presence.
As we packed up our makeshift campsite, I resolved to enter and explore the city alone to begin with. One stranger would be less noticeable than a number of strangers and I was the obvious choice since I could use coercion to defend and to conceal myself, as well as to gain information. I would also be able to make use of the knowledge and aid of any beast I encountered, unlike the others, who would only be able to communicate with beasts who could understand signal speech, and how should any beast in Redport have learned that?
Of course I would have trouble with the others when I suggested it.
Dragon would not want to delay her entry, but she would have to admit that her appearance would cause a sensation the moment anyone beheld her, and what if the beholders were Gadfians rather than her own people? Until we knew how things stood in Redport, the last thing any of us wanted or needed was a fuss. In truth it would be hard to imagine a situation with more potential for turmoil than the return of a long-lost queen. She must be brought in secret to her supporters, so that they could decide together the best way for Dragon to reveal herself to her people. And even if the four ships had somehow enabled the Redlanders to throw off the slavers, and Dragon’s people were simply waiting to welcome her, it would do no harm to be cautious.
Yet I felt certain the slavemasters were still in control of the Red Land, for the Redlanders had utterly refused to rise until their queen returned. And little as I liked to imagine it, it was very possible that Ariel knew Dragon was the Red Queen and even that she was coming to Redport. If that was so, would he not have consolidated his relationship with the slavemasters by warning them? According to Dragon, he had only seen her in her dragon-shaped spirit-form, but that had been an encounter in her dream. He might easily have seen her in his dreams in her true form, and further, his futuretellings might have shown him her fellow travellers. That meant the Destroyer would know the Seeker was near and it would make entering Redport as dangerous for Dragon as for me.
Swallow would not want me to go in without him because his futuredream had shown us standing together in the place where the ancient promises of his people had first been made, and he was determined to fulfil that vision. Given that Cassy and Hannah had dwelt in Redport for ten years, it was very likely that the ancient promises that had guided the Twentyfamilies for years had been made here for the first time, and it was even possible that Swallow would have some part to play in my finding whatever had been left for me here. With this in mind, I was determined to question him to find out what he knew from his dreams and from stories told by his ancestors about the place in which the ancient promises had been made.
I resolved to explain to my companions very clearly that my initial entrance to Redport would be nothing more than a scouting trip. Once I had some idea of what we were getting ourselves into, I would return to the others and then we could decide together how best to proceed. Of course no scouting would be necessary if I could farseek Matthew. That would be the first thing I attempted to do, but try as I had, after Rasial’s news, I had been unable to find the city, though there was an area of interference that seemed thicker than the rest. Redport might very well be tainted, despite Hendon’s assurance, which after all could only be based on what God had told him and what his internal devices told him of his surroundings. But it was also possible that Ariel, knowing I was coming, had convinced the Gadfians to distribute tainted matter to block my Talents. Certainly he had done exactly this when he had been aligned with the Herder Faction.
I longed to try to make contact with Matthew, for that might enable me to focus a farseeking probe that would be specific enough to defeat the interference cloaking Redport. But I was also afraid that Ariel might have him. The farseeker had long loathed the enthraller for the deaths of Selmar and poor little Cameo, swearing vengeance on their behalf. And although my dreams had never suggested they had come face to face in Redport, we had slept for a long time in Midland. Anything might have happened in that time.
Even if Matthew had set aside his hunger for revenge in order to concentrate on preparing the way for Dragon, Ariel loathed anyone who had been at Obernewtyn to witness his ignominious defeat, and he knew Matthew. At least they had known one another as boys. If Ariel realised who Matthew was, I had no doubt that he would have made it his business to harm the farseeker, and all the more if he was aware of my love for him. Hadn’t that been why he had so ruthlessly and cruelly used Domick and Rushton, to cause me anguish?
That roused a deeper fear I hardly dared consider: that Rushton had got to Redport and had fallen into Ariel’s clutches. It was no comfort that all of these confrontations might have happened long ago. No comfort, either, that no matter what I found in Redport, I could not risk being killed or delivered into Ariel’s hands. My quest was my priority and I had to remember that. No individual’s life mattered more, not even the lives of all the enslaved Redlanders.
It came to me as a revelation then, that when I left Redport after retrieving whatever Cassy had left for me there, I would do so without the others, that their time with me was coming to an end. Dragon would remain in Redport, of course. Swallow would have fulfilled his vow so he and Ana could stay on and make a home there. Darga would stay with Ana, I was sure, for he was as devoted to her as ever he had been to Jik.
I thought of Dameon then, and wondered if, given the choice, he would choose to erase the memory of his feelings for me. I thought he would make his way back to the Land with Rushton after all was done, if Rushton lived. What a heroes welcome the two of them would return to after all this time, and Rushton would resume his place as Chieftain of Obernewtyn, while Dameon would again take his place as the revered Guildmaster of the Empaths.
I had to accept that I might come to Redport and go from it without ever laying eyes on any of my friends, without ever knowing what had happened to them, and even, without knowing if Dragon had been able to claim her place as queen. I would go, I told myself, no matter what I knew or did not know. I had a quest I had sworn to fulfil, and had I not long known that I would have to leave those I loved ere the end of my quest?
‘Not Marumanyelloweyes or the Moonwatcher,’ Gahltha sent sternly, and Maruman sank his claws into my shoulder as if to underline the horse’s thought.
I winced but was much comforted by their fierce loyalty. And truly, as long as they walked with me I would never be alone. With that thought as a talisman, I turned my mind from mawkish sentiment back to practicalities.
The plan I had outlined to the others was simple. We would travel to Redport and I would try to farseek Matthew or one of those who had travelled aboard the four ships. If I failed, I would enter the city and coerce the information we needed out of the first inhabitant I encountered. Or the next, depending on what they could tell me. Then I would return to my friends.
Beyond that I could make no firm plan, save that we would try to bring Dragon to those who would protect her and help her to claim her place as queen. Bringing her to Matthew would be bound to have its own complications, but I knew and trusted him. If he was not available, then we must find the leaders among the Redlanders into whose hands we could deliver Dragon. If the slavemasters were still in control, finding Redland rebels might not be so easy, but with a little coercion I was confident that I would be able to do so. But I would not give Dragon to them until I was sure she would be safe in their hands. They must be ready to protect her and serve her as subjects, rather than merely seeing her as a symbol.
The horses would not be able to enter Redport, because the research of the farseeker Wila and her team had revealed that there were no horses in the Red Land, only some sort of small furry horselike creatures. Hopefully the horses would find enough fodder to graze on in the terrain about the city, otherwise Swallow and I would need to find food and bring it out for them. I had no idea where the Redlanders got fodder for their beasts. I had not seen any crops in the vision Rasial had shared from Fey, but perhaps the little owl had not troubled to note them, or maybe they lay some distance from the city.
Food could wait, but I would need to take water with me when I made my initial foray, for by the time we reached Redport we would be parched, unless we found some source of water on the way. I would have to remove any Beforetime clothing I was wearing before entering Redport, too, and with this in mind, I enlisted Ana’s help to put together a set of clothes that resembled the scanty attire I had seen worn by people in Redport in my dreams. Once I was in the city, I would make it my business to acquire local clothing for the others. I would need to be careful of what I chose, though, for as in the Land in the old days, or with gypsy attire, what you wore told a story about who and what you were for anyone to read, and I had little knowledge of the customs of Redport to guide me.
Planning calmed me as it had always done, and it struck me that the expedition to Redport had turned me back into the Guildmistress of the Farseekers, planning the rescue of a Misfit. The thought made me smile, but it was also a reminder that no matter how it felt, I was no longer a rescuer or part of Obernewtyn. I had cast off that role and now I was wholly and openly the Seeker.
That strengthened my resolve to keep my quest at the front of my mind, and if what I learned or acquired in the city did not include directions to Sentinel, I would gather supplies and return to the crevasse and acquire the large golator that would tell me when I was near Kelver Rhonin’s golator. It would not lead me to Sentinel, but it might bring me to Eden, in the absence of any other guidance. With this in mind, I rose, intending to speak to the androne, only to find Swallow approaching me purposefully.
‘It is done,’ he said.
I turned to see that all of our supplies and the heaviest items from our packs had been securely lashed to the horses, along with the awning. The watermaking device was handily lashed to Sendari’s back, so that it could be drained and reset whenever it was full. Aside from the packs we would wear, there was nothing left of our makeshift camp beside the dark mouth of the rift save the androne, bronzed by the flickering light of the dying fire the gypsy had built to make our meal.
‘Time to go then,’ I said.
‘What of the wolves?’ Swallow asked.
‘Rasial said their scent trail showed they had gone into some deep tunnel, and Gobor told me before they left that the pack will follow us in darkness. I thought he meant at night, after the moon sets, of course, but it might be that he meant they would follow us using a tunnel. This could have been one of the things Rheagor foresaw. Ana said he spoke to Gobor after he had awakened and before he died.’
Swallow nodded. ‘It might be better if the wolves do not follow us into Redport, in any case.’
‘True enough,’ I said, moving to kick earth over the fire.
Ana stopped me. ‘Leave it,’ she said, distress in her expression. ‘Nothing can be harmed by it and I do not want to leave him in darkness.’
I pressed my lips together and forbore to say the androne would be in darkness soon enough, but it would do no harm to leave the fire to burn itself out, as she said. I went to the machine man. It had stood as unmoving as a statue since shutting down all of its activities, save, presumably, those that kept its memory intact. It looked exactly as it had the first time I beheld it when it entered the Hub in Habitat, no more marked by all that had happened to it since leaving Midland than any of the events in its long existence. Its smooth human face was silver and its eyes glimmered as I moved closer and looked into them, but they showed neither fear nor regret nor even resolve. I felt foolish as I bade it fetch the large golator and such supplies as it could from the glide when its power had been replenished, but Ana assured me it could hear and would obey me, once it could move.
Gahltha insisted I ride, as did the other beasts, and seeing no reason to refuse, at least to begin with, I settled myself on his back, avoiding the stone sword lashed to one of the bundles, and gestured to Dragon. Swallow gave her a leg up and as she settled herself behind me, I laid a folded cloth between my knees to create a false lap, and Ana lifted Maruman up onto it. The old cat turned and turned, fastidiously, as Swallow helped Dameon up onto Faraf and then mounted Sendari.
Wincing at Maruman’s ministrations and wishing he would settle and be done with it, I noticed that he was beginning to shed tufts of his thick fur, and hoped it was only a matter of adjusting to the heat, for fur loss also heralded an episode of madness. I was careful to think these thoughts behind a mindshield, not that it would keep the old cat out if he wanted to enter my mind, but it did enable me some mental privacy.
I looked up to see Swallow stretching out a hand to Ana. She began to move towards him, but at the last minute, turned away to go to the androne. She stood before him and, lifting her uninjured arm, she set a hand upon his silver chest and looked into his impassive, perfect face, speaking words pitched too low for me to hear. The androne made no response, of course, and after a moment, she reached up once to cup his metallic cheek, then she went back to Swallow and let him haul her up behind him. She made herself comfortable, carefully cradling her bandaged arm between them, and we set off.
We did not gallop or trot, for although the moon had risen and there was light enough to see, there were many cracks and fissures in the ground. Indeed the pace was so slow that we might just as well have used our own legs, except that Gahltha had brooked no refusal, arguing that he and the other equines would rest while we were within the barud that was our immediate destination. I was worried that they had not found any water, but Gahltha said there were succulents growing in patches that were full of moisture and that we smelled a good deal thirstier than he and the other equines felt.
We followed the fissure northward to begin with, for we had to reach the place where Swallow said we would be able to cross. Behind us the androne stood like a silver guard gazing out over the stony, much-fissured plain we must cross to reach the coast, the fire reflected in its shining form, so that when I turned back to look at it, it seemed a man formed of fire.
Gahltha beastspoke me to ask curiously why the others were so troubled at leaving the androne. He had already told me that his senses did not detect the machine man at all save in the way they understood any lifeless object that moved. I explained as best I could, but perhaps I did not explain well for I could no more understand than he why the others felt they were betraying the androne by leaving it.
‘Maybe it is because I have no Talent for empathy and even less, it seems, for machine empathy,’ I finally told him with a sigh.
I did look back once more after we crossed the rift and set off to the east. This time I was in the lead, and so I saw Ana bringing up the rear with Swallow on Sendari; she turned and lifted a hand in farewell to the androne, then turned away. So it was I alone, looking back, who saw the androne’s eyes flash. I said nothing, certain it was only a trick of the firelight, but equally certain Ana would have insisted we turn back, convinced the machine wept at our departure.
‘Her machine empathy is very strong,’ Dameon observed, as Faraf moved up beside Gahltha.
I looked at him curiously. ‘You feel it?’
‘I feel her feelings,’ Dameon said. ‘What she feels for the androne is not what she feels for us or for Swallow. Yet it is a reaching out of the emotions.’
I shook my head. ‘I did not like leaving it there, for it has served us well, but even if it had been able to go with us, it would have been impossible to take it into Redport.’
‘You are very certain the slavemasters still rule there.’
‘I hope that the people there are simply waiting for their queen, but whenever was life so simple?’
The empath laughed softly. ‘It seems as if it should be at least half the time, but life is no more simple than fair.’
I said nothing and the silence between us grew awkward, for it seemed the conversation had brought us back in a neat loop to the night Dameon had kissed me, revealing feelings I could not return. I was trying to think of how I could move away when the empath said, ‘Elspeth, it is probably useless to say it, but I wish you would not be so discomfited by what happened between us on the glide. I spoke the truth when I said it was a relief to have told you how I feel after all this time. I had never meant to speak out but I am glad I did. It only dismays and grieves me that my confession has stopped you seeing me as a friend.’
‘Oh Dameon,’ I said, shaken and distressed. ‘I do see you as a friend. I love you and nothing you have said has changed that. But it hurts me to know that I cannot be what you want.’
He laughed again, that true soft laugh I had always loved. ‘No wonder you are so chary of emotions when you complicate them so. If there is any anguishing to be done, I think as the rejected lover I ought to be the one to do it. However, strictly speaking, I am not rejected since I only confessed love and did not offer it, being clever enough to have worked out for myself that it was not wanted. I indulged myself thoroughly and shamefully by kissing you and telling you what I felt, and I confess to you now that I do not feel the least bit remorseful about that, and so you can feel righteously misused by me.’
His argument was so absurd that I could not help but utter an incredulous laugh, and he laughed too and then said, gently, firmly, ‘Let us put an end to this dreadful incident and say only that we are resolved to be true friends and leave all the rest.’
I laughed again and felt sheepish too. ‘I suppose it is rather arrogant for me to anguish for your anguish.’
‘Only a little, and it is generously done,’ he said gently. Then he grew serious. ‘But my dear, I think a little arrogance is inevitable in those who must rule and undertake such great quests. The thing is to ensure that a little arrogance does not grow into an ugly love of power for its own sake, though somehow I do not think that will ever be a problem with you. Now tell me what you plan for us when we reach Redport.’
Sendari had drawn up on Faraf’s flank and I realised the empath had felt the approach of the others, hence his suddenly pragmatic tone.
I drew a deep breath and explained my plan.




We had travelled steadily for several hours before Fey again flew out of the darkness on silent wings to land on Gavyn’s upraised hand. Rasial had sent her out again at my request. Watching the lad pet the little owl, I was reminded of the night she had dived on Moss, distracting him and saving Dragon from a horrible death at the hands of the demented man. She had acted at the behest of Rasial and Gavyn then, too, and I wondered what I would see if I looked at the three of them now with spirit eyes. Would I see the connection the white dog had spoken of, linking her and the boy to the bird? Or had the little bird’s spirit been drawn into the merge between the souls of dog and boy? It might very well be their connection to the owl that gave their spirit-form wings, and yet was not my own spirit-form winged?
‘Did she/Fey overfly the funaga city again?’ I beastspoke Rasial.
‘She went closer/lower as you asked, ElspethInnle,’ the dog said. ‘Her mind is full of pictures/visions of that barud, but she sees as all birds, in bright scraps, some things tiny/important only to birdminds. She flew over a large/complicated barud. Shesaw funaga, but few. Shesaw no water but only fire that plays/flies. I/Rasial cannot make sense/understand that.’
I bade her show me, and received the owl’s fragmented vision of a settlement clustered around a bay edged by an esplanade that linked a number of wide roads radiating out from the hub of the bay like the curved spokes of a wheel. Within the segments formed by each pair of roads lay a coiling tangle of narrow streets, lanes and alleys with not a straight line between them, all centred on doubled circular plazas or courts. Trying to negotiate the smaller streets would be like threading a labyrinth, though it was possible they were not such a snakes’ nest as they seemed, and this was merely Fey’s distorted bird vision. I could see no trees or greenery at all, nor did there appear to be any water either, save within the bay. Fire I did see, leaping and coiling in the largest of the doubled circles, and bordering a rectangular building in two ranks. A spoke road curving close by the building seemed to be bordered by two lines of fire as well. I could not guess what it all meant, though the likelihood was that it was some sort of celebration.
‘Do you wish her to fly over it again?’ Rasial asked. All canines, like equines, had a good deal of empathy.
‘Perhaps when we are closer,’ I murmured, wishing the owl would be able to overfly the city in daylight.
‘What did you see?’ Dragon asked eagerly. I told her, and at first she frowned and seemed puzzled, but when I began to describe the fires, she laughed and clapped her hands in delight, saying I was right that it must be a celebration, for fire had always been part of celebrations in Redport.
‘You would think they would prefer something cooler in this heat,’ Dameon murmured, and I glanced at him sympathetically, knowing he was finding the heat very trying, and we had not yet marched through a day.
‘Celebrating what?’ Ana asked.
Eyes dreamy, Dragon spoke of fire gardens ignited in celebration of her mother’s birthing day. Unfortunately she had no clear memory of what fire gardens were, save that it involved flame, but her words made it clear that Fey’s vision might be closer to reality than I had supposed.
Ana said, ‘If the fires are a celebratory tradition, maybe we are arriving at the end of the confrontation between the Redlanders and the Gadfian invaders.’
‘If so, we must learn who are the winners,’ I said.
‘It must be the Redlanders,’ Swallow said. ‘If the tradition is theirs.’
I looked at him. ‘Oppressors can co-opt the celebrations of the oppressed.’
‘You are still convinced slavers rule Redland?’ Dameon murmured
I nodded. ‘I am, but we will not know the truth of it until we reach Redport.’
We rode with only short breaks to drain the water device. The waxing moon rose and crossed the sky, and when it set, we dismounted and ate.
‘I miss Hendon’s light,’ Ana sighed, as she and I prepared a meal.
It was as we sat in the midst of the dark plain to eat it, that the rest of us experienced what Dameon had claimed to have felt earlier, a strange shuddering of the earth that lasted several long minutes.
‘I do not much like that,’ I said. ‘What do you suppose it is?’
‘An earth tremor,’ Dameon said. ‘There was one last time I was on the west coast, when Dell sent for me. Miryum told me she had felt something like it before and that Jak had told her they come because the earth contains a molten core and sometimes the ground cracks and . . .’
‘Stop,’ Ana said. ‘I do not doubt any of it is true, but talking about the earth in this way while we are making our way across a plain full of cracks and fissures, strikes a little too close to the bone.’
The empath chuckled. ‘Forgive me, my dear, but I only meant to say that this shivering of the earth is not so unusual nor does it necessarily bode any evil. That said, I was somewhat uneasy myself when it happened. But apparently they were not uncommon there.’
‘Yet there are none of these cracks and fissures,’ Swallow said, giving Ana an apologetic look.
‘I think we had best walk when we continue, anyway,’ I said. ‘It is dark and it is less perilous if the horses stumble.’ I wondered how the wolves fared, if they truly were following us through a subterranean tunnel.
There was a pleasantly cool breeze blowing into our faces when we set off again, and before long Gahltha said he could smell good grazing, and he and the other equines went to eat their fill while they could. Rasial suggested she and Gavyn go with them and then she would lead them back to us, her nose being superior to the nose of an equine. ‘He/we are fretting at this creeping along,’ she added, and I wondered which of them fretted, she or Gavyn, or were they so close now that there was no telling what they felt individually?
The beasts caught us up again at dawn in high spirits, having found a good crop of some sort of juicy succulents that had quenched their thirst as well as filling their bellies. I was glad of it and relieved, too, for I had been worrying about them. Gahltha insisted we ride, and although I was reluctant, Swallow suggested it would be a good idea to ride for an hour or two before it got too stinking hot, because we would cover more ground that way, even if the horses broke into a trot only occasionally.
As usual, Gavyn refused to ride, but Dragon carried Fey in her shirt, for it was a gentler journey than stuffed into the jogging boy’s forage pouch. When the sun rose, it grew hot very quickly and when we stopped, the water device was full, one of our party drained it. I asked Gahltha how the horses fared and he said they did not yet thirst much, so we decided to press on.
Darga, Rasial and Maruman took their turns to drink as the day wore on, and though no one complained of thirst, all of them must have felt as tormented by it as I did.
When my turn came, I took my time drinking the tepid mugful, but the water was too soon gone and I felt I could have drunk ten more like it. I told myself stoically that we had only to manage until we reached Redport, and though I did not know exactly how far away it was, Fey had flown there and back twice, so I doubted it would be more than a day or two.
Twice more, during the day, the earth shuddered, and once as we were crossing a small fissure. Nothing happened but my heart was in my mouth for a moment.
Fortunately, despite the general barrenness of the terrain, the horses continued to find patches of succulents to eat, and when finally I set eyes on them, I saw that, like cacti, they were covered in needles. I thought it a pity the rest of us could not eat them for the moisture they held, if not for their flavour. Gahltha sent that he did not see why the dogs and Maruman should not eat them, though the needles were tough. The horses used their hoofs to smash the outer casing so they could get at the soft meat inside, but the dogs and felines could manage if only one of the humans sliced away the outer shell for them. Dameon volunteered to try one to see if we could stomach them, but Ana shook her head, saying Darga had already warned her off.
‘How can he know?’ Swallow asked.
‘He said they smell like some plants a boy he knew ate, which made him sick,’ Ana said, having questioned the big ugly dog with signals.
I wondered if the anonymous boy was Jik, and if there were other traces of the boy’s memory left here and there in the dog’s mind. After all, how would it be possible to wholly remove a person with whom one had a deep and important bond without removing parts of a thousand events and strands of thought. It would be like trying to remove one portion of a complex patterned weave. I was convinced the Agyllians had removed only key events in the dog’s mind, such as Darga’s meeting with Jik and the boy’s awful death.
How sad that Darga had chosen to forget Jik, for he deserved to be remembered with love and grief.
When we stopped again, Ana and Swallow deftly wielded their knives. Watching them husk the spiky succulents and feed them to the dogs, it struck me that they were like miniature cacti. I thought of the Speci and wondered if their relentless passivity had enabled them to absorb and then suppress our dramatic departure from Habitat – another kind of forgetting. It might not be difficult for some, but what of Balboa? Would she be able to forget Dameon so easily? I wondered, too, how the Committee had dealt with the loss of the red token, which they had used to punish and control the other Speci. Did they simply use something else in its place or had our activities ended the ugly practice? This reminded me that Tash had given the red token to me, so that I could compare it with the device I had taken from the computermachine in the amethyst chamber of the Earthtemple. They were almost identical, but for their colour and the fact that one was older. I had meant to return it to her, but perhaps it was not something she had wanted to keep.
As we mounted up again my thoughts turned to Miryum and Ahmedri and I wondered how they fared. I had not allowed myself to count the days since we left Midland, but I wanted to believe Miryum had chosen to allow God to return her to a cryopod. Surely Ahmedri had convinced her. But he had promised to remain with her, no matter what. I wondered if he would come to regret that promise . . . 
The sun approached its zenith and Swallow suggested we stop and rest until the worst of the day’s heat had faded. I did not want to stop, but moments before, I had seen a pack of wolves running towards me before they dissolved in the writhing air, and I understood that I was even more affected by the heat than I realised. Swallow and I set up the awning, and when the rest of us would have simply cast ourselves down under it, he reminded us that someone must remain awake to keep watch and tend the water-making device. He volunteered to be the first and suggested that, when it was full, the person on watch slake their thirst then wake the next watcher.
Such was our weariness in the sapping heat that we removed the horses’ burdens in silence, then lay down in the light hot shade and slept at once.
It was Dragon who woke me, listless and heavy eyed, to take my turn at standing watch. I saw from the sun that it was late afternoon and she had drained the water. I reset the device, then sat by it, willing it to work faster, thinking again how absurd it was that we had ended up with only one water-making device when we had started out with so many. Ana had located a good many other useful devices with God’s help, all of which were now lying uselessly under a pile of rocks. No wonder she had lamented so bitterly.
I sighed, reminding myself that it had been my choice to leave rather than waiting for Hendon to excavate the glide. Even now, I was not sure why. Partly it was simply a desire to get away from that dark gash in the earth into which we had so nearly plunged. We had been incredibly lucky to escape from the glide alive, and no less lucky to have found it in the first place, and to have been able to use it. Without it we would never have been able to make such a journey. But it was not luck, for the Agyllians must have foreseen it all, and maybe Hannah had as well, though it would not have seemed so remarkable to her, coming from a world in which such machines and journeys were common.
I thought of her lying in death with Jacob as I gazed out across the shimmering red plain, then for some reason, I found myself picturing Hendon standing in the blazing heat, reflecting it and absorbing the sunlight somehow, gaining strength from it, and I wondered what he would do when he came to life again. He would excavate the glide and get out the large golator, if Ana was right and he had been able to hear my final instructions. Then what? Foolishly, I had not given him any further instructions, so presumably he would set off towards the coast of the Andol Sea, since that was the most direct route to God. But how would he cross the strait? Would he build a raft and try to sail across it, and what materials would he find in this bare land? Even if he managed it somehow, he would have many long sevendays of walking across terribly tainted ground before reaching Pellmar Quadrants.
I imagining him, shining and impervious, striding across what Swallow had so aptly named the Desolation, then a movement caught my eye, drawing me back to the present.
It was a little firelizard slithering from one rift to another, freezing briefly at the edge to flick out its tongue before it vanished. It was the first life I had seen in the Red Land other than the herd of creatures we had seen bounding though the light of the glide, and it made me wonder what else dwelt here unseen. Then I thought of the subterranean road Rasial had mentioned, wondering if I was right about the wolves using it to follow us. It must be yet another remnant of the Beforetime, of course, but since this land was not tainted, then nothing had been destroyed and so it was now as it had been in the Beforetime. Perhaps the road simply led to Redport. But from where, and why not simply have it run over the surface of the land? Or was it another example of the Beforetimers’ mania for building things under the ground?
Wearying of my thoughts chasing one another around, and certain any minute that Maruman would wake and accuse me of gnawing, I rose and crawled out from under the awning into the dry heat. I felt impatient for the others to wake now that the sun was near to setting, yet it was still very hot. Squinting my eyes against the brightness, I could see the horses, grazing in the far distance, shimmering a little in the heat rising from the baked red earth.
I farsent them to be sure that Darga was with them and Rasial as well, for neither dog was in sight and Gavyn lay fast asleep under the awning, the owl perched on his hip. Its eyes were closed fast but the boy’s eyelids were flickering and I wondered what he was dreaming about. And how was it with the dog, now that Gavyn slept and he woke?
‘Adantar and the bird fly the dreamtrails with Mornirdragon,’ Maruman sent, without opening his eyes. He was curled up in Dragon’s glorious tumble of red and gold curls, as was his wont, and I found that I envied them both as I returned to the shade to check the water-making device. I was aware of a growing urgency to get on with my quest, and feared it would turn into a premonition, though maybe, this close to the final clue, it was no more than that I could not approach it at a calm walk; I must run.
In the end it was another full day and night, the last hour travelling up a long gradual slope before we came unexpectedly to the end of it. It was dawn, so the ruddy light flowed over us and across the land. We were standing on the shadowy edge of a long escarpment that seemed to have been caused by a vast subsidence of earth running all the way to the coast. It ran away out of sight to the south, but to the west I could just make out that it curved around in an enormous arc towards the coast. It was like the rim of an huge flat-bottomed bowl, and we were on one edge looking across to another.
I could not see any settlement, but Swallow said he could see a cluster of buildings at the edge of the land a little to the north, with two high towers rising above the rest standing close together somewhere about the centre.
‘I wonder what happened here,’ Dameon murmured, after I had explained the terrain.
‘Whatever it is, it happened a good long while ago,’ Ana said, pointing out a flat black lichen and some small wiry plants growing over the broken ground. ‘That lichen would have taken years to grow.’
It took us a while to pick our way down the crumbling edge of the subsidence to the sunken plain, for though it was not more than the height of a three-storey building, the ground was broken and difficult to negotiate, especially for the horses. By the time we reached the bottom, it was approaching midday, but none of us was ready to stop with our goal in sight.
I attempted to farseek it passively but still my mind could not get past the haze of interference. It was possible the sea had produced it, for I could not differentiate it from the interference produced by the sea, but it was also possible that the whole coastline was washed by tainted seas, despite what Hendon had said, for he had never been here and was only either repeating what God had said, or extrapolating from that information.
Turning back to look up at the sloping broken ground we had just descended, I wondered at a disturbance so violent that it could cause such an enormous expanse of land to sink. If the Red Land was not tainted, the subsidence might be the result of some natural event, but even that could have occurred because of the Beforetimers’ activities. Garth and the teknoguilders had said there had been many incidences in the Beforetime of violent upheavals in land and sea and changes in the seasons that were the result of the accumulating damage done by the Beforetimers.
Belatedly it occurred to me that Eden might very well have been exactly where God had sent the glide, only it had been swallowed by the same upheaval that had caused the subsidence. The subterranean road taken by the beasts might easily have run between it and the coast. It was a pity the thought had not occurred to me earlier or I might have asked Hendon to see if he could spot any trace of the ruins in the rift while he was trying to get to the glide. But perhaps, in the end, I would not need to find Eden to locate Sentinel, now that we were making our way to Redport.
We set off towards the buildings Swallow alone could see, though now he said he could only clearly see the two scrapers that rose up from the settlement. They had been absent from Fey’s vision, so I could not picture them. Having overflown them, Fey might not even have noticed they were a good deal higher than the other buildings. Dragon confirmed that there were two high towers in Redport, which stood either end of something she called the Infinity of Dragonstraat. She did not know why they were so much higher than the other buildings, but she said they were sacred to the Redlanders, and that her mother had especially revered them, because they confirmed her power. She did not know how or why, save that it had some connection to her mother’s sceptre.
Dameon broke in to ask what an infinity was, and Dragon’s description made me realise she was speaking of the linked circular plazas I had seen, one in each segment of the settlement. She said the Infinity of Dragonstraat was the largest of the infinities, which meant it was the central infinity I had seen in Fey’s vision, which allowed me to locate the towers, even if I had never seen them. They sounded to me like a good way to keep my bearings, if I was forced to enter the tangle of smaller streets and lanes.
‘Perhaps they are watchtowers,’ Ana said, and Swallow concurred.
I was not so sure. If Dragon knew the towers, that meant they had existed in her mother’s time, and the Red Queen had not sounded the sort to have watchtowers. Who would they spy on after all, given the bay was protected by lofty peninsulas with only a narrow opening, and in the other direction there was only the vast barren plain. I also had the feeling I had heard the term infinity before without understanding what it referred to, and guessed it had probably been in a dream of Matthew or maybe Gilaine.
Gahltha tried to insist we remount, but I refused, pointing out that it was too hot and we had no idea if they would be able to find any of the succulents to quench their thirst, for although the sunken plain was the same hard red ground as the ground we had traversed, it was more broken and fissured, and there was a thicker shifting overlay of soft fine red sand that collected in depressions and rifts. When Sendari stumbled badly, we slowed down considerably, and Swallow and Ana began to walk ahead, probing the ground with her arrows wherever there was a thick layer of dust.
The heat and the dust and the slowness combined to make all of us thirstier than ever and I felt increasingly impatient and irritable, a mood shared by Maruman, who was riding on my shoulders and complained constantly that I was gnawing at my thoughts too much and moving too erratically. Finally, I shifted him to Gahltha’s back, without asking for his permission. He complained about that too, claiming absurdly that it was hotter up there, but in fact he stretched himself out comfortably and went to sleep.
By the time we reached a long, shallow, rocky depression that looked like a dry creek bed, the sun was blazing down relentlessly and my head was pounding. We had decided to stop there for a rest, in the hope of finding an overhang that would offer us a bit of shade, but to my delight, Gahltha sent to me that he could smell water, and Rasial agreed. It was startling to discover that water was trickling from the end of a large Beforetime pipe jutting out from the side of the depression. None of us could imagine what the pipe was for, save that it had once carried water from one place to another. But Darga sniffed it where it had pooled in the deepest part of the depression, and despite being a murky red colour, he pronounced it clean and drinkable, and promptly proved it. That was enough for the beasts and for Gavyn, who immediately drank their fill. When they shifted back, the water was somewhat stirred up, and Ana suggested we wait a little to drink, and in the meantime she would prepare a proper meal as a celebration that we were within a day of Redport. We wet our mouths and faces, and I waited impatiently for the red sediment to settle.
I was not so sure we would reach the coast by nightfall, as the others assumed, for if the way was as broken and treacherous as it had been so far, it would be very slow going.
‘Should we light a fire?’ Swallow asked. ‘If there are people manning those watchtowers . . .’
‘I think a little smudge of smoke will not be visible when the slightest breeze stirs up the dust,’ I said, and asked if there was aught I could do.
‘Maybe you can try to farseek Redport again,’ Ana suggested. ‘See if you can make contact with your Matthew.’
I had told them about the interference, but I tried again anyway, with the same result.
Once the water settled we drank deeply, then filled some containers and Swallow’s cook pot. I had bathed aboard the glide, as had Ana, but now Swallow and Dameon decided to bathe as best they could. When they had finished, Ana even managed to persuade Dragon to wash.
‘After all, a queen cannot have a dirty neck or red dust in her hair,’ she laughed.
Dragon gave her a look of mingled dismay and disgust, as if it had not occurred to her that being a queen might require her to bathe. I hid a smile, wondering if it would strike her that, as queen, she could make a decree insisting people have dirty faces if they liked. With no experience of governing, she must have cobbled together her own version of what would be required of her based on the memory of her mother’s rule and on seeing how things were managed at Obernewtyn, but perhaps she had also begun to form her own ideas. It would be interesting to see what she would do as a ruler.
Swallow interrupted my musings to suggest we stay where we were until dusk. It made sense to rest where there was water, and we were close enough to the settlement on the coast that we ought not to travel in broad daylight in case someone moving outside the settlement, or looking out from the watchtowers spotted us.
Quashing the impulse to snap at him that we did not know if they were watchtowers, I helped him unfold the awning and secure it along the edge of the depression, so as to take advantage of the natural shade when the sun began to set. ‘Is it a city, then?’ I asked,
‘As far as I can tell, it is the only settlement in this land.’
After we had removed the bundles from the horses, they trotted away to see if they could find anything to graze on, though I did not hold out much hope for them. We had not seen so much as a patch of wiregrass since we had come to the sunken plain. Ana, Dragon and I set out our bedding, such as it was, under the awning while Swallow lit a small pit fire in the dry end of the depression and set about making a stew. Dameon offered to make campbread if there was flour, somewhat to my surprise.
‘Blyss showed me when she and Merret were escorting me to see Dell,’ he said, smiling. He was determined to cook something nourishing while he had enough water. Rasial and Gavyn, having drunk and splashed for a time in the pool at the end of the depression, now stretched themselves on the edge of it in the sun. Maruman was curled up on Dameon’s lap and Ana decided to wash her hair. She asked Dragon to help her, no doubt to entice the girl into the water to have her own hair washed. My hair felt sweaty and thick with dust, but I saw no point in washing it yet.
When the smell of cooking food began to fill the air, my mouth watered and my stomach started to growl. Unable to sit still for impatience, I went to stare out towards the coast, trying to make myself see the settlement Swallow described, but it eluded me. I called out to ask Swallow to come and point it out to me so that I could at least know exactly where to send my probe.
He bade Dameon stir the stew he had been making and came to stand by me and point to where he saw the buildings, then he frowned and narrowed his eyes.
‘What is it?’ I asked.
‘Away from the buildings, inland and a little north of the settlement, I can see mounds of some sort.’
Squint and strain as I might, I could no more see the curving line of mounded hills he described than I had been able to see the settlement itself. But when he told the others what he saw, Dameon suggested the mounds might be the mines mentioned in his dreams, for they had been described as forming an arc slightly inland and north-east of Redport.
I could not see how mounds could be mines, unless the mounds were actually hills into which the mines burrowed. Their talk of mines reminded me of Matthew speaking in my dreams about a mine in or near a chasm that was the lair of some dreadful mutant beast, contained perhaps only because of the poisonous rift that gave it succour. How could such a mine be inside a mound and how could the chasm be tainted, for that matter, if the Red Land had been left untouched by the Great White? Unless the taint had not been caused by the Great White. After all, the teknoguilders always said there were areas akin to Blacklands in the Beforetime that were the result of the activities of people.
I was so hungry that I could think of nothing at all for a time except eating Swallow’s stew. I had to force myself not to shovel the food down and burn my mouth. Even when the first rage of hunger began to abate, I only half listened to the speculations of the others about the mounds, which Swallow now called hillocks. I was remembering how Matthew had said the slavemasters sent troublesome slaves to work in the pit where the beast dwelt as a punishment that sometimes became a death sentence, since the creature devoured passing miners when it was hungry. During my dream, Daffyd’s brother Jow had warned Matthew to mind himself lest his master send him to the notorious chasm pit. Matthew had laughed, saying he was far too valuable as an overseer to be squandered like that. Jow had not laughed, I remembered, which suggested the warning had been seriously meant. Given Matthew’s rashness, it had probably been warranted, too.
Yet it did seem like a foolish waste for the Gadfians to send troublesome slaves to their deaths when they might just as well be sold at the Spit or used to swell the slave army. It was an idiosyncratic punishment, too, if the creature feasted on only some of those who passed. Unless the real aim of the punishment was to produce that mingling of terror and hope the miners must feel when they crept into the creature’s lair, which survivors would recount vividly, thereby giving potency to the threats of the slavemasters, and strengthening their control over the enslaved population.
As I lay down to rest after the meal, I thought the tale of a mutant monster in a chasm seemed a good deal more threatening as we were nearing its lair.
Swallow woke me, saying it was midafternoon.
‘I know we thought it wise to wait until the sun sets, but take a look at the sky.’
I sat up, rubbing my eyes. It was still very hot, though the heat lacked the intensity of noon, but it seemed to me it was a good deal darker than it ought to have been. When I came out from under the awning, I saw why. The sun was shining, but it was about to be consumed by a rising bank of black and indigo wind-tattered clouds. I had not seen a single cloud since the storm over the strait, but this had clearly come in from the sea, and maybe it was to be another storm. Yet it was impossible to imagine rain falling on this arid land.
Turning, I saw that the sky to the east was a strange lemon-tinged blue that looked nearly green at the horizon. The others were stretching and yawning, having just been roused, too, and like me they exclaimed at the clouds massing over the coast.
‘What do you think? Swallow asked me.
‘I think we had better pack up and be ready to make use of the weather if this cloudbank obscures the sun,’ I said.
He nodded decisively and began at once to dismantle the awning with Ana’s help, while Dameon, Dragon and I put away the cooking things. Then, leaving Swallow to load the three bundles onto the horses when they arrived, I climbed into the depression. None of us had thought it wise to sleep in it, even if the plain and most of the depression was dry as a bone, because there was a giant pipe running into it. Swallow had examined it earlier and had come up with the theory that the depression had not been made for water but by it. His theory was that some great upheaval had broken the pipe, letting its cargo of water gush away.
I splashed my face with the tepid water and drank several cups of it, grimacing. I had been too thirsty to care earlier, but now the reddish colour repelled me. It looked like water in which a bloody cloth had been washed. Even so, I forced myself to drink till I could drink no more, the memory of the thirst of the previous day very fresh in my mind.
Climbing out of the depression again, I suggested to the others that we try to put together some Land attire that would be so typical and dully appropriate that it would excite no attention in Redport. I had no idea what Redlanders themselves wore, though it seemed to me from my dream it was little enough. I had made up my mind to dress myself as a Land youth since my true dreams had shown Gilaine and her companions wearing long narrow tunics of silk, belted at the waist. The last thing I wanted were clothes that were fussy and confining, though likely ordinary slaves did not wear red silk gowns. Matthew, on the other hand, had always worn simple, brief, rough clothes. Of course I could not leave my chest bare, but the one time I had seen Jow, he had worn a shirt.
Ana bade Dragon bring her pack and then she asked Swallow and went through his too. Like mine, Dameon’s had been left behind, and Gavyn had only ever had the clothes he stood up in and two foraging pouches. As we tried to piece together several sets of clothes, Dragon told me that such gowns as I had dreamed of were worn only on formal occasions, and that red was the traditional ceremonial colour of the Red Land. The rest of the time, Redland women, including her mother, had worn short tunics and sandals, leaving their legs bare or covering them in light trews split at the side for coolness. This was better news, though Ana pointed out that the customs of dress in Redport might very well have altered under the Gadfian oppressors.
I suggested we fashion at least one makeshift gown from headdress scarves, just in case it was needed. This done, we dressed in the clothes we had laid out. I chose a short tunic and leggings, which I carefully split down the side before putting them on. Watching me begin to braid my hair back, Dragon suggested I leave it loose if I wanted to pass for a boy or man, or braid a portion as a sort of intricate cap, as women did. Keeping an eye on the looming cloudbank, I let her weave my hair into a cap, then I summoned the horses.
They had found nothing to graze on the whole day, so Swallow decided it was time to open the one bale of fodder we had got from the glide. It ached me that all of the equines had grown so thin that their bones were beginning to show through their coats, and I prayed there would be better grazing closer to the coast. If not, there would be nothing for it but to acquire food for them from Redport.
At last the cloudbank consumed the sun, and in the blink of an eye, it was dark.
‘Let us go,’ I said.
Once more Gahltha wanted us to ride, but I refused, saying that it was simply too dangerous. Aside from there being fissures hidden under the powdery dust, the ground had trembled again, hard enough to send ripples across the bloody water in the depression.
‘I/Marumanyelloweyes will ride the Daywatcher,’ Maruman announced, with the air of one conferring a great favour on the black horse. I lifted him up, and although it was cooler without his light hot weight, I missed it. Maruman stretched out magisterially, clearly very comfortable despite his earlier complaints.
Swallow and Ana took the lead, taking turns at using an arrow as a probe and holding a lightstick out ahead of them. It was carefully shaded so as to direct its light downward, though I considered it highly unlikely anyone would see us creeping over the bare, broken plain, what with the darkness and enough of a wind to raise veils of dust and whirl them away. Also, since neither I nor any of the others save Swallow had yet been able to see Redport, it seemed safe to assume that no one in the settlement could see us either.
We made safe but tediously slow progress, and I felt we were squandering the opportunity the cloud cover had given us. But there was no alternative and gradually we did manage to gain some speed as we fell into a pattern. Whenever they came to a hole or fissure, Ana or Swallow would simply call our attention to it by shifting the light from side to side, and we would note their evasion and emulate it.
As I plodded along in their wake, my arm hooked through Dameon’s, obeying Ana or Swallow’s signals without thought, I summoned up a picture of the final clue left for me by Cassandra. I had no need to read the scrap of paper Fian had scribed on, for I knew the wording by heart, having studied it often since the young teknoguilder had translated the Gadfian words concealed in the central wooden panels of the original doors to Obernewtyn.
That which will [open/access/reach] the darkest door lies where the [?] [sleeps/waits]. Strange is the keeping place of this dreadful [step/sign/thing] and all who knew it are dead save one who does not know what she knows. Seek her past. Only through her may you go where you have never been and must someday go. Danger. Beware. Dragon.
I had long been sure that Dragon was the one who does not know what she knows, and that whatever the clue referred to, I would find it in the Red Land, and that certainty returned to me now. For inside Dragon’s coma dream, I had witnessed her mother, dying, bid her remember the grave markers of the first Red Queen and her brother. I could not believe the Red Queen would make those her final words to her beloved daughter unless they had been vitally important. Surely whatever had been left for me by Cassandra – that which will open the darkest door – lay wherever the grave markers of these two were. Dragon did not know their location, but if she had known and had forgotten, that would fit the clue. All I needed was for her to remember, and surely she would, once we entered Redport.
It was significant that this was the first thing Cassandra had left for me since the end of the Beforetime, though she had carved the clue referring to it long after. She would have been grieving for Luthen, whom she had loved, and whose son she must by then have known she carried. It would have made perfect sense for her to choose Luthen’s grave as a hiding place because a grave marker was made to last. She had returned to the memory of her lost love when she carved a statue of Luthen at Stonehill to mark the safe passage agreement with the Council that had enabled the Beforetime Misfits and their descendants to wander the Land, and the more I thought about it the more certain I was that I would find whatever Cassy had left for me with the grave markers.
The words from the coma dream might be gibberish, but lacking any other clue or guidance, the grave markers would be as good a place as any to begin my search. Of course there would only have been one marker when Cassy left the land, for the Red Queen had not been dead then. By all accounts she and Cassy had been close, and perhaps the marker had been as much to honour their bond as in memory of the man they had both loved.
I thought of a past-dream in which I had seen Hannah speaking to the man I now knew to be Luthen, and realised she might have grieved the younger man’s loss as well, though my dream had shown some constraint between them. But perhaps that was Hannah’s doing, since the dream had also suggested she had foreseen his death.
I had long marvelled that Hannah had foreseen so much of Cassandra’s journey in the Beforetime, but I now knew that she had survived the end of her world and that she and Cassy had both survived the poisonous aftermath of the Great White by sleeping in cryopods at Hegate at Inva; they had then travelled to the Red Land together. It might even have been Hannah, I reflected, who suggested to Cassy that Luthen’s grave would make the perfect hiding place for the last message for the Seeker.
How wonderful it would be if all Dragon had to do was to lead me to Luthen’s grave, where I would find whatever had been left for me along with clear directions to Sentinel. But the fact that the clue warned of danger made me doubt it.
And what did the words of the clue mean? Must I be wary of Dragon or for her? Or was it that I must be careful of what she would do or fail to do?
Suddenly, delightfully, the hot breeze gave way to a wonderfully cool wind carrying the distinct smell of the sea. We all greeted the change with gasps of pleasure, and the horses stamped their feet and snorted and would have galloped for sheer delight, save that it was still too dark to see the ground.
But the smell of the sea was a warning, too, that we were closer to the coast. The wind dropped away then, but some time later, I saw one or two stars that suggested the cloud cover was beginning to break up. Then, fleetingly, I saw the moon, visible behind a dark shifting haze. Once that was gone, we would be completely exposed. Yet still, try as I might, I could see nothing ahead. I asked Swallow, who admitted he could see nothing of Redport now either, though he was confident we were heading towards it.
‘At least the ground is less broken,’ Ana said, sounding as weary as I felt.
She was right, I realised. We had not passed over a rift or diverted around one for some time, and indeed it seemed to me the ground we were riding over now was closer to the hard high ground we had first traversed after leaving the glide. Was it possible that this was not sunken ground, but an area that had simply been lower ground before the land around it sank down to its level? Hearing these thoughts, Gahltha suggested we mount up again. ‘There is sufficient light for equines to see, and the ground is less broken/treacherous than it was. We will go slowly but not so slow as now.’ His mindvoice told me he was as weary of our slow progress as I was, and despite my reservations, I agreed.
Mounted on him a little later, Dragon lying lightly against my back already drowsing, I felt a profound relief at not having to walk another step and a dangerous desire to simply give into weariness and sleep.
‘I/Marumanyelloweyes will not let you sleep, ElspethInnle,’ the old cat sent from my lap.
I thanked him for his vigilance, feeling immediately less anxious. Fleetingly, with his soft weight against me, Gahltha’s warmth beneath me, and Dragon safe at my back, I felt a moment of profound contentment that was utterly foolish given our circumstances. But I had often experienced such moments of grace during tense and difficult rescues when I was Guildmistress of the Farseekers. It was as if, doing what must be done to the best of my ability, I would be rewarded with a moment of peace that I valued far more intensely than if it had occurred in some less fraught time.
I recalled the latest vision of Redport I had got from Fey’s mind and added it to all I knew from Wila’s researches, everything that I had gleaned from my dreams and, more recently, from Dragon. I had not managed to probe her memories, but it seemed to me that she was remembering more, the closer we came to her home. Yet it was also clear to me, if not to Dragon, that the settlement had changed a good deal since she had been there. That was what made Fey’s visions so vital. Distorted or not, they offered immediate and true information. For example, Dragon had told me that Redport was not walled, but I did not accept this as fact until Fey’s vision confirmed it. Swallow was convinced the two towers were watchtowers, but I was less sure, for Fey’s latest vision suggested they were too narrow to house stairs, let alone people, and were windowless besides.
Suddenly, I realised I could see. The clouds had frayed and the moon was shining, bathing the plain in a soft light. My heart began to pound, for in the distance I could see Redport for the first time, the two high towers rising almost absurdly above the other buildings. I was startled to realise that they had bulbous tips, a fact Swallow had neglected to mention and which had not been evident from Fey’s visions. I was shocked, too, because seeing them for the first time, I was absolutely sure that one of these was the tower I had seen in the true dream I had experienced in the cryopod, of Maruman prowling through a Beforetime city. I realised I had never considered that Redport might date from the Beforetime, yet it might also be that my dream had distorted the city, even as Fey’s eyes did, or that I had misread what I had seen.
There was no use in asking Maruman, because if I was right, that was a vision of the future. Better to take it as an omen that we were going to be able to get into the settlement without difficulty.
‘Look,’ Dragon said softly, pointing to the right.
I looked and saw the five great mounds Swallow had described rising in an arc to the north-east of the settlement. There was no question in my mind, seeing them, that they had been made by human hands.
‘I do not remember them,’ Dragon said, leaning out to look at them, a baffled expression on her face. I felt sure she had merely forgotten them, for she had been very young when she had been taken away.
Dameon asked what we were seeing and Ana described the mounds to the empath, who frowned and said, ‘It is strangely hard to imagine them.’
‘What do you think their purpose is?’ Ana asked me.
‘I do not know,’ I said, ‘but seeing them, it occurs to me that it would serve us well to ride north now, and make our approach to the city using them as a screen.’
We adjusted our course accordingly, turning north for a time before angling back towards Redport. Each of the mounds was now clearly visible ahead of us, dark smooth forms bathed in moonlight, all exactly alike in their perfect roundness and smoothness, though not in their distance from one another. Then Faraf stumbled and I realised we were once more on uneven fissured ground, with holes full of powdery dust.
We walked the last stretch, making for the nearest mound, which was also the farthest east.
Coming to a narrow, shallow, flat-bottomed depression, Swallow suggested we set up a camp there, or at least free the horses of their burdens and leave them here so they could set out in search of food and water. When this was done, I bade the horses run free, but warned them to keep well away from the settlement when they galloped, for if there were no horses in this land, a cloud of dust would draw attention at once on such a bare plain, especially when day dawned.
‘You notice we have not seen a single soul nor any beasts on the plain, other than insects and the odd lizard,’ Swallow said, as we watched the horses move away, back in the direction we had come.
‘I noticed,’ I said, reassured to see how soon I lost sight of them. Then Gavyn came trotting up alongside Rasial, who looked a question at me. I beastspoke her to say that the horses had gone to forage and we would set up a makeshift camp in the depression in a bit. She glanced at Gavyn and although I heard no exchange between them, a moment later the boy flung himself down in the depression, yawned and curled up to sleep on the soft dusty earth.
Ana stared at him incredulously as Rasial curled herself about him and rested her muzzle on his neck.
‘Perhaps there is nothing to draw anyone out from the settlement,’ Dameon said. ‘But what about crops? You have not mentioned them in your descriptions.’
‘Because there are none, at least as far as we can see,’ I said, glancing at Dragon who had not said a word. There was a perplexed line between her brows as she studied the mounds, and I thought she was no longer listening to our conversation.
‘There might be farms on the higher ground to the north of the settlement,’ Ana said, coming to my side and pointing towards the coast in that direction. ‘It looks like it widens out further north.’
‘I can see that the escarpment we climbed down curves right around to the north and runs along the edge of the land to Redport,’ Swallow said. He squinted his eyes. ‘I think there is a lower section in the middle and it might be that there is a road going that way. You know, I think some of this land was low even before the plain sank,’ he added suddenly.
I told him I had been thinking the same thing.
‘Yet it sounds as if the high ground is a long way off,’ Dameon said. ‘You would think crops would be planted closer.’
‘Maybe the sunken parts of the plain do not support crops,’ I said. ‘Then there would be the need for water.’ I questioned Dragon but she knew nothing of crops. Only, she insisted that in her mother’s time, the city had been full of greenery, no matter what Fey’s visions showed.
I farsought Gahltha and beastspoke him to ask if he and the others would scout around to see if there were crops or any outlying settlements, then I suggested to the others that we take a closer look at the mounds.
‘Why don’t you try farseeking Matthew?’ Dameon suggested.
‘I will, but this time I mean to try from the top of this mound,’ I said. ‘That will give me the height to get over the buildings at the edge of the settlement in case they are tainted and they have been blocking my probes.’
The others gaped at me, all save Swallow, who at once approved my notion, saying the dome was flat enough and there was no wind. ‘It will make the perfect vantage point because it will allow us to see into the settlement a little. We might even be able to see the bay.’
That thought galvanised me, for seeing the bay would enable me to see if the Black Ship was anchored at Redport.
‘What about the watchtowers?’ Ana asked.
‘Fey saw no windows nor any place a person could stand, and there is no ladder going up to the top, so I am more sure than ever that they are not watchtowers,’ I said firmly. ‘Also, it must be very late now so most people will surely be sleeping. Even so, I will be careful.’
Having reached the mound, the settlement was now entirely obscured by its mysterious bulk, but we were speaking in whispers, in case there were people nearby. I had tried scrying through the mound, but it was as impenetrable as a true hillock, though one touch told me that something had been done to the earth from which it was formed. It felt as if something bound the grains together, while still leaving the surface rough enough to give reasonable purchase.
Swallow went to see what could be seen around the front and came back very soon to report that the mound was a vast hollow dome with one single enormous entrance and no windows. The strangest thing was that a silver ladder ran out of the dome entrance and across the plain towards Redport.
‘A ladder?’ Ana echoed.
‘It looks like a very long ladder laid down flat on the ground,’ Swallow said.
I asked about the door to the dome, only to be told that there was no door, just the one wide opening in a curved wall. He had been unable to see anything inside the dome but the silver ladder, which ran away into darkness, but he offered to enter and explore it if I wished. I shook my head, remembering the mutant beast Matthew had spoken about, and wondering if the domes could have been built over mines, though I could not imagine why anyone would build a dome over a mine site. Perhaps the domes housed smelters and fire pits where iron and copper and other metals were forged.
Dismissing the mystery for the present, I suggested the others set up camp while I climbed to the top. I would farseek them to tell them what I saw, if there was any urgency. Otherwise, I would stay up there for some time, and then someone else could go up and take my place.
Clouds once again scudded across the face of the moon as I began to scale the dome. It was not a difficult climb, and I was only slightly hampered by Maruman, who had insisted on riding on my shoulders. The wind blew harder as I rose higher, but never hard enough to cause me any real difficulty. Indeed, I enjoyed the coolness and the smell of the sea it carried.
When I was close to the top, I stretched out on my belly and moved towards the apex slowly. Annoyingly, a little cluster of clouds had sailed across the moon and for the moment it was too dark to see anything. Maruman padded from my shoulders onto my back and made himself comfortable. Grinning at the picture we must make, I set my chin on my hands and waited for the moon to show me Redport.
When the clouds did part some moments later, I found that I had a very good prospect of the settlement, if not as high a view as Fey offered. Irritatingly, there was enough cloud cover now that only beams of moonlight escaped, which meant that only patches of the settlement were illuminated at any one time, and never for long. As well, I was still too far away to be able to see streets or any real detail. But what I could see confirmed that Fey’s vision had been accurate. Redport was a mass of low buildings sprawled about the rough oval of a bay. Most appeared to be no more than two or three levels high and flat-roofed. This fitted the buildings I had glimpsed in my true dreams of Matthew. The only really high buildings were the two towers, which might not truly be towers at all.
Seeing them rising up so strangely above the buildings about them, with their bulging tips, I wondered suddenly if both they and the domes were remnants of the Beforetime, like the strangely marked grey poles that rose from the ground here and there about the Land. I had always assumed Redport had been established after the Great White, like Sutrium and Templeport. But what if it had been established on the site of a Beforetime city? Presumably it had been settled after the subsidence, in which case it might even be that the domes had been under the ground initially. I could not imagine why, but the Beforetimers had been very fond of burrowing into the earth.
Dragon might know something more of the history of Redport, or Swallow might have some information about it from his ancestors – I would question them both later. In the meantime I regretted that I had not thought to ask God for a map showing all of the Beforetime cities and the establishments that had existed in the lands to the north.
Of course, I might also have been unable to match what I was seeing with anything on the ancient maps. Given the vastness of the subsidence and the many submerged obstacles rumoured to sharpen the waters beneath the Clouded Sea, there might not even have been a seacoast here in the Beforetime. What if the obstacles were remnants of land that had sunk beneath the waves at the same time as this land had subsided?
I shook my head, abandoning my speculations, and rested my eyes on the dark area I guessed to be the bay, waiting for moonlight to illuminate it. When it did, I saw against the silver-white glimmer of the moon’s reflection, the small dark shapes of ship boats tethered along the shore, and in the centre of the bay, obviously anchored there, were several greatships. Unfortunately it was too far away for me to make out their flags or the colour of their sails. I told myself firmly that they were most likely Gadfian ships, or ships they had captured at sea, for it was known that the Gadfians did not welcome strange ships into Redport Bay. But Salamander’s notorious Black Ship had visited Redport often and if Salamander was here, it was likely Ariel was, too.
I wished I could ask Fey to overfly the ships, but Rasial had made it clear that she would not travel over water. I told myself that even if Salamander was in port, there was no certainty that Ariel was with him.
A shaft of moonlight lit an area in the south of the settlement and I suddenly remembered my true dream of Gilaine with the other women in red gowns. At the end of it, she had looked out at Redport through a window that had faced the bay. Comparing what I had seen through it to what I could see now, it seemed to me that Gilaine had been on the southern side of the city. The view through the window had seemed to be from high above the bay, so perhaps the ground was higher that side of the settlement.
From what I could see, it also seemed to me that the streets were wider in the south, and that was confirmed by what Fey had seen. I shifted my gaze to the area between the towers, but it was obscured by higher buildings. I looked to the north and noticed one area that seemed so thickly settled I could not see the streets between the buildings. Moonlight illuminated some of the buildings fitfully and I was sure they had steep roofs like Land buildings.
Clouds shifted and the world darkened. Waiting for the moon to reappear, my eyes returned yet again to the unlit bay as I wondered if any of the greatships belonged to the emissary from the land of the white-faced lords and what it would mean for Dragon and her people if the ship was in the bay when they rose against their oppressors. Would the people of that distant land regard themselves as allies of the Gadfians, and feel compelled to come to their aid? Or would they simply wait to see who won?
‘Gnawing,’ muttered Maruman irritably.
I sighed. ‘Sometimes you have to gnaw at things to get the good out of them,’ I sent.
‘Truespoken,’ the old cat said with surprising equanimity.
Obscurely cheered, I gave up trying to see the greatships and ran my eyes along the shoreline of the bay, trying to locate the island palace Dragon had spoken of. I felt sure it must have been co-opted by the slavers and was now the seat of Gadfian power in Redport. That was unfortunate because it also seemed to me that the palace would be the most likely place to begin searching for Luthen’s grave.
Unfortunately I could not see an island. But Dragon had said it was not separated by much water from the mainland. Doubtless the gap was obscured by some building or other. I ought to have had the sense to ask Dragon exactly where in the bay the island was located. I could have farsought Swallow to have him ask Dragon, but something made me decide to wait and ask her for myself.
Without warning, the clouds parted like curtains and the moon shone so brightly that I froze, feeling dangerously exposed. I was distracted by the curious sight of sails erected here and there upon some of the flat roofs in the south of the city. Then a flash of brightness at the lower edge of my vision caught my attention. I wriggled forward until I saw what truly did look like a silver ladder laid flat on the ground between the dome and the buildings at the edge of Redport, then the clouds moved and everything vanished into the general darkness.
The brief glimpse of the silver ladder provoked a memory of the events at the very end of Dragon’s coma dream. Dragon, Maruman, Rushton and I, all in our dream shapes, had been transported to the shore in a sort of wheeled box that ran along two silver rails set wheel width apart and connected by slats of wood. Surely this silver ladder was the same sort of path, created not for feet but for the wheels of a vehicle. Such transport would be the perfect means for bringing material from the mines to the shore of the bay.
It had grown very dark now, and given there was nothing to see for the moment, I settled myself more comfortably, closed my eyes and began to shape a probe to Matthew’s mind. My heart hammered and I realised that I was nervous at the thought of making contact with the farseeker, whom I had not seen since he was led aboard the Calor Lady in chains. It struck me that my careful survey of the settlement, while necessary and useful, had been procrastination, for my greatest fear was that I would not find Matthew’s mind. And there was good reason to be afraid. Aside from his rebellious activities in Redport, Matthew had been marched onto a ship on which Ariel had been travelling, and though I knew from my dreams that Matthew had reached the Red Land, Ariel had been to the settlement since. As a favoured guest, he would be unlikely to have crossed paths with a slave, but what if he had learned of Matthew’s presence there from his dreams, or worse, from Dragon’s?
The thought of what Ariel would have done to Matthew, had he got his hands on the farseeker, made me feel sick, but it also made me shield my probe very thoroughly before sending it spinning out, so that it would touch no other mind but Matthew’s. It moved smoothly to the edge of the settlement then stopped, meeting the same impenetrable barrier I had encountered when reaching out to it from afar. Not taint, I thought. It felt like it, but it was not quite that, either. Puzzled, I tried again to breach it, to no avail.




‘What could be causing the barrier, if not water or taint?’ Dameon asked, when I had climbed back down to them.
‘It feels more like a blanket of interference than a barrier,’ I said.
‘Caused by what?’ Swallow asked.
‘Perhaps by a machine the slavemasters got from the white-faced lords,’ Ana suggested.
‘The same thought occurred to me,’ I said. ‘Only why would the Gadfians use such a device if they have no knowledge or interest in Talents?’
‘The interference could be a side effect,’ Dameon said.
‘Or the machine belongs to Ariel,’ Dragon said grimly.
I had thought of this too, but I merely said, ‘There is only one way to find out for sure. I need to get into Redport.’
‘Perhaps it should be one of us who goes in, since the block will prevent you using your Talents,’ Ana said.
‘I am sure I will be able to use them if I can make physical contact with whomever I am to coerce or farseek,’ I assured her, though in truth I could not be sure since I had no idea what was stopping my abilities. ‘It might also be that this barrier is exactly that – an invisible wall – and once I get past it, I will be able to use my Talents unhampered. Garth once told me the Beforetimers had the power to create such unseen walls and they might interfere with Talent incidentally. Perhaps, once I enter Redport, I will be able to farseek Matthew freely.’
‘If he lives,’ Swallow said bleakly. ‘Are you so sure about going in alone, given that this barrier may be Ariel’s doing?’
‘Notalone,’ Maruman sent, digging his claws into my shoulder.
‘I am the only one who will be able to track the cause of the barrier if it is a machine,’ I said. ‘And I will take Maruman. If anything goes wrong, he will come out of Redport and beastspeak Gahltha, and then Gahltha will tell you what has happened using signal speech.’
Gahltha had just returned from ranging to the south of the settlement and although he agreed to serve as a go-between for Maruman, he emanated disapproval of the expedition. ‘I donotlike this barrier that will keep me from reaching yourmind.’
‘I, Marumanyelloweyes, will watch over ElspethInnle,’ Maruman sent somewhat haughtily.
Gahltha stamped his hoof and snorted.
‘Hush,’ I beastspoke the black horse. ‘Marumanyelloweyes will come out of the barud and call/will tell you if I need help. But nothing will happen. I go into thisbarud only briefly, to learn how matters stand.’
Gahltha nuzzled me, snorted at Maruman and then walked away to join the other horses.
‘What if you can’t reach Matthew?’ Dameon asked.
‘I will try to locate Jow or Gilaine, or anyone who was aboard the ships from the Land. If I can find none of them, I will try to learn as much as I can about how things are arranged here, and most especially, the names of the leaders among the Redland slaves,’ I said.
I wanted to leave immediately, but Swallow insisted I eat first and then give him time to climb the dome so that he could keep watch. That way, if anyone moved against me as I crossed the plain, he would see and be able to come to my rescue.
Half touched, half annoyed, I acquiesced, for aside from all else, the later it was that I entered, the fewer people there would be in the streets. We moved to the depression where they had set up a rough camp and I was relieved to see Gavyn was still sleeping. The last thing I needed was the worry that he might take it into his head to follow me into Redport. Swallow prepared the ingredients for a soup as Ana lit a small cookfire and the sight of flame made me think of Fey’s visions of fire celebrations in Redport and to wonder again what had prompted them. Certainly there had been no sign of any celebration from the top of the dome, nor had I seen any sign of spectacular fires. I had noticed a number of small fires burning in the area between the two towers, which, although I could not see it, I believed to be the Infinity of Dragonstraat.
Thinking of this, I remembered, too, that Dragon had told me this was also the location of an important and imposing building her mother had loved, because its outer walls had been covered in a magnificent carved frieze showing a seething march of wild beasts. There was also an immense carving of the first Red Queen.
Hearing this, I had immediately known this must be the carving that had convinced Matthew that Dragon was the daughter of the Red Queen because of her striking resemblance to the carved woman whom I had supposed to be her mother. But to my surprise, when I had mentioned this to Dragon, she had told me that while her mother resembled the Red Queen a little, the carving was of the first Red Queen.
I regretted again that I could not get at Dragon’s memories of Redport, but her mind would no more accept me than allow me to give her the vision I had got from Fey of Redport, which I had given to all of the others. Dragon had said blithely that it mattered not for she would get the vision from Fey through Rasial and Gavyn, while they all slept. I had warned her very sternly that she must not dreamtravel anywhere while I was in Redport, lest she encounter Ariel and alert him to our closeness.
Dameon said, ‘If Ariel is in Redport, he may know you are coming without any help.’
This was an unusually blunt approach for the empath, which suggested he was less sanguine than he seemed about my intended foray.
‘Sooner or later I must face him,’ I told him evenly.
‘Must you?’ he asked. ‘Surely that meeting is his desire. You do not need him to fulfil your quest and so you can avoid him.’
I sighed. ‘For the longest time I thought our purposes marched to the same end from different directions, Ariel’s and mine. I thought that it was a race between the Seeker and the H’rayka, the winner being the one who got there first and prevailed in their dealings with Sentinel. I did not imagine we would have to face one another unless we arrived simultaneously. But Ariel has always been convinced that he needs me to succeed in my quest, before he can succeed, and for that reason, I believe he will do everything to bring about a meeting between us.’
‘He will want to capture you and force you to lead him to Sentinel,’ Ana said.
I shook my head. ‘If capturing me was all that he wanted to do, he could have done so long ago. He had the perfect opportunity on Herder Isle when he futuretold that I would come there and warned the Herders to lay a trap for me. But he knew I did not have all I needed to reach Sentinel, and he realised he had no choice but to let me go my own way. Domick told me as much. It was a message from Ariel, delivered as hurtfully as possible. Ariel has always played a waiting game, save when his malevolence has grown so great that he could not resist striking out at me. But he always did it by hurting people I love. Never me. If he knows I need only one last thing in order to reach Sentinel, and that it lies in Redport . . .’
‘He will stop at nothing to capture you, which is why going into Redport alone is madness,’ Swallow said grimly, thrusting a bowl of hot soup into my hands.
I rested the bowl on my knees and accepted a spoon, saying mildly, ‘I am trying to say that I think he will not move against me even if he does know I am coming, until he is sure I have all that is needed to reach Sentinel. I believe that, until I have Cassandra’s key, I will be safe from his interference or malice. But if he is true to form, it is the rest of you who will be in danger. He would capture and use you cruelly to hurt me and to control me. That is why I insist on going alone to begin with.’
They all looked somewhat shattered by this.
It had also occurred to me that Ariel might have dreamed of me finding Cassandra’s final message, and simply retrieved it himself. But since all of the messages and devices she had left for me had been concealed in places where I would find them, and the discovery had often come about because of choices that I’d made spontaneously, I had to believe that this last thing was something that she had ensured I alone could find.
I began spooning up the soup, which was watery and a little bland, having been cooked too short a time, but I made no complaint. The others stared into the fire somewhat morosely, but Dragon found her pack and brought it back to the fire to rummage through it. It was dark enough to need the firelight, for the moon was once again covered in cloud. Watching the girl covertly as I ate, I noted absently that her face was dirty again, and also that the dirt in no way marred her bright beauty. She glanced at me and caught me looking at her.
‘Are you sure I should not go with you? I could help you.’
‘I am sure you could, but I am also sure that of all the people Ariel might want to get his hands on, you would be the most desirable,’ I said. ‘Because aside from the fact that I love you dearly, getting his hands on you would give him even more power with the Gadfians. And we know from your own dreams that he seeks you.’
She frowned and Ana told her, ‘We must use you in the way that would best serve Elspeth’s quest and your own needs as the true queen of this place. Think of it,’ she added, looking at me now. ‘The fuss caused by the appearance of the Red Queen could provide the perfect cover under which Elspeth can search for whatever Cassandra left the Seeker. So the best way you can help her and yourself is to reach the leaders among your people safely.’
‘So long as the faithful rebel leaders have not been eradicated,’ Swallow muttered, brooding over his soup.
Of course he was referring to Dragon’s dream and the talk in it by the emissary from the land of the white-faced lords of the execution of the rebel leaders, which we had spoken of as we plodded across the plain the night before.
‘If we know one thing from experience it is that oppression does not crush rebellion, no matter how it tries,’ I told him. ‘It breeds it anew with every tyrannical act. If the slavemasters rule the Red Land, there will be rebels to be reached and you can be sure they will welcome the Red Queen.’
Dragon announced regally, ‘Once I am recognised as the Red Queen, I will rouse my people against Ariel.’ She went back rather suddenly to rummaging ferociously in her pack and I smiled, remembering how, when it had got terribly hot as we had descended to the sunken plain, Dameon and Swallow had stripped off their upper clothes and Ana too had stripped to her breast bindings, complaining that if it got much hotter, she would abandon all of her clothes. That had made Swallow gape, and seeing his expression, Dragon asked crossly, ‘Why shouldn’t Ana take her clothes off, if she is hot?’
I wondered now, and not for the first time, what the Redlanders would make of their wild and wilful young queen. Dragon uttered a laugh of triumph and finally withdrew what she had been searching for – a small square object, which she pressed into my hand, saying it had been given to her by her mother and now she wanted me to have it. I took it and was astonished to see that it was one of the small book cubes.
‘However did you manage to keep it with you?’ I asked.
‘There was a bag of things I had with me,’ Dragon said vaguely.
Touched and somewhat mystified, I thanked her and buttoned it into the same pocket where I kept the device I had got from the computermachine in the amethyst chamber and the red token I had meant to return to Tash, and which I now kept as a memento. Then I went on spooning up the soup, asking again and without any real expectation, if she had any new thought about the whereabouts of the grave of the first Red Queen’s brother, Luthen.
Dragon frowned. ‘Luthen . . . that was his name, yes, but you know he was not truly buried, for there was no body.’ She stopped abruptly and knitted her brow, and then her face cleared. ‘I remember! My mother said the first Red Queen had a . . . a crypt created as a memorial to her brother. But as I said, there was no true grave there. At least, not his. The first Red Queen . . . I think she was laid there, when the time came for her to die.’
‘A memorial crypt containing the body of the first Red Queen,’ I murmured. ‘That sounds very promising. Do you know where it is located?’
Her face fell. ‘No.’ Seeing my exasperation, she added apologetically, ‘It was a secret you see because the sceptre that is the mark and symbol of the Red Queen lies in Luthen’s crypt.’ She spoke these words so formally that I guessed she was repeating something that had been told to her, but which she had not understood at the time. All at once her face lit up. ‘I think it might be in the palace, for I remember one day the ruler of some other place came in his ship to Redport, and my mother said she ought to carry it when she went to greet him. She was all dressed up and she went away and returned in a little while, and she had it in her hand.’ Her smile faded. ‘I remember she looked so sad and I asked her why. She said the sceptre reminded her that every Red Queen must keep faith with the promise of the first, and that it was a hard promise to keep.’
‘What was the promise?’ I asked curiously.
‘I asked her that, but she said only that I would know in time, for it was a promise the first Red Queen asked of her daughter before she died, and which she must require of her daughter, when the time came,’ Dragon said. ‘I asked my mother why she would not ask it of me then for what if she should die suddenly?’ She shook her head and laughed ruefully. ‘But she said only that I must be patient. She never did tell me . . .’ She stopped abruptly and said to me passionately, ‘Elspeth, please let me go with you. It may be that once I am in Redport, I will straight away remember where the crypt is!’
I sighed. ‘I have told you why I do not think that wise, but also, as Ana said, you must think of your people, too. Most likely Matthew and those of your people who have been yearning for your coming will have a plan for how best to reveal you, so as to ensure as little bloodshed as possible when they turn on their masters and set you on your throne. We need to make contact with them so they can help you to reveal yourself to your people safely, so that all are ready to rise against the Gadfians. If you come in with me now, you risk disrupting those plans.’
Dragon looked crestfallen. I took her hands in mine. ‘Dear one, it is difficult to be the instrument of fate, I know,’ I murmured.
Compassion replaced melancholy in her lovely face and she pulled her hands free and flung her arms around me, hugging me tightly. ‘I will never be as brave and strong and wise as you, Elspeth,’ she whispered. ‘I fear my people will be horrified and disappointed once they see what I truly am.’
‘And what are you truly but their long-awaited queen?’ I demanded.
‘Before you found me, I lived alone in the ruins and made monsters with my fears. I am not queenly!’
I laughed, hugging her. ‘Darling Dragon, you are the queen here and therefore whatever you do is queenly. And you are far braver and stronger than I was as a child. My life was easy compared to what you survived, and for a good bit of it I had two loving parents and a brother. You were washed ashore on the West Coast as little more than a baby – I am still baffled as to how you managed it! You had to survive a shipwreck, the betrayal and murder of your mother and all those years living alone in the ruins. As to wisdom, that is a hard thing to get, and it is never wholly won like some moon-fair trophy. You have the beginnings of it, and more will come so long as you live and strive.’
It took far longer than I had expected to go into Redport, and when I did, I was a good way further to the south that my intended entry point.
I began by striking directly towards the settlement, angling slightly south, so that I would avoid the silver tracks. Clouds were still covering the moon, and aside from being irritated at having to walk slowly in order not to stumble into a crack, I was glad of the shifty light, since it would prevent anyone who might glance out of the settlement from seeing me. But just when I was close enough to see the buildings and streets clearly, the clouds overhead parted and the waxing moon shone its light down very brightly.
Maruman, draped about my neck, glared up at it with his single good eye and uttered a long, low, baleful growl.
I was less concerned by his irrational loathing of the moon than by the danger of being spotted, and immediately took refuge in the nearest crack in the ground that would hold me. By my reckoning it would not be long before the moon set, and I decided to wait to enter Redport until then. Not that I had seen any sign of life. Most inhabitants must be abed, but still it seemed to me that Redport was too quiet. Perhaps there was a curfew in place – hadn’t there been some mention of such a thing in one of my true dreams of Matthew?
I began to fancy the whole place was deserted, until I chided myself for a fool, because Fey had seen people; I had seen them moving about the streets in her visions. I had seen fires from the top of the dome, and Fey had seen immense fires, which someone had obviously lit and then extinguished.
Again I wondered what they signified.
Dragon had said that during her mother’s time, fires were lit during celebrations, but as the others had asked, why would the Gadfian slavemasters allow a Redland celebration? It might be that they had usurped Redland practices as a way of asserting their authority, as I had suggested. They also might have permitted the Redlanders a celebration for the same reason that they had allowed the frieze of the Red Queen to remain intact: as a way of reminding them that their own queen had forbidden them to act against the invaders until her return. The Gadfians would have no fear of that, of course, for they knew she was dead and could never return.
Fleetingly I considered the possibility that Redport was no longer in the hands of the Gadfians – that the fires had been lit by the Redlanders to celebrate their freedom. Dragon had not returned but perhaps someone had dreamed of her coming, and managed to convince the rest it was a true dream. Or maybe Matthew had managed to convince the Redlanders that their queen was truly coming and that they should free her land for her.
I turned my thoughts firmly from speculation to my immediate future. The first thing I had to discover was if Redport was still in Gadfian hands, and if so, I must try to get some idea of its power structure. There must be soldierguards of some type, and I would need to learn where they resided, how they divided their watch and where they kept prisoners. I wanted to locate the palace island, partly in case it was, as I suspected, the seat of Gadfian power, but more importantly, because it might be the location of Luthen’s crypt.
Above all else, I needed to find out what Cassandra had left here for the Seeker, and just in case it was not on the island, I needed to remain open to whatever guidance the fates might offer me. It was monstrously irksome that the mysterious block prevented me from using my Talents to probe people – it would have been by far the best and safest way to gather information.
It occurred to me that I might farseek the others to see if the block inhibited my abilities so close to Redport. I farsought Swallow atop the dome without difficulty, and told him I had decided to wait until moonset to enter the settlement. He thought it wise, saying somewhat alarmingly that he had been able to see me clearly every time the moon shone and knew exactly where I was now. Of course he had known I was there and had been watching me cross open ground, nevertheless it confirmed my decision to wait, no matter how quiet it seemed.
The only news he had to offer otherwise was that Faraf and Sendari had returned from their foray and had found sparse but acceptable grazing on the high ground, but no source of surface water and no crops. They had, however, found a funaga settlement of some sort in what sounded like the base of a great round depression. Swallow had been unable to get much detail from the beasts because of the difficulty of rendering what they had seen into signal speech.
‘But there were definitely no crops?’ I asked.
‘None at all,’ Swallow reiterated. ‘In fact the high ground is essentially bare of all greenery and growth but the meanest kind. It seems a good many people do live in this settlement, however from what the beasts said, they live in caves. That seems unlikely. From up here, I can make out a path or road that leads to it but I can’t see the settlement itself. Darga has gone to have a closer look, because the horses saw at least two dogs there, so he can get into it without exciting attention.
I tried and failed to locate Darga but I farsought Sendari and saw in his mind the place they had discovered from a distance. It looked more like an excavation than a natural depression, but it was immense and deep, and it did seem that people must dwell in caves cut into the edges of the depression, since there were no buildings anywhere.
I withdrew into my own mind, thinking that the most important thing to take from this was that there was likely to be traffic between the two settlements, so that if my foray into Redport prevented me farseeking or coercing anyone, I would still have the opportunity to use my Talent on travellers passing to and from Redport. I could even deeply coerce someone so that I could make use of them within Redport, even when I was unable to reach into their mind.
I turned onto my stomach and studied the terrain between my hiding place and the buildings along the outer rim. The ground looked smoother and firmer, as if it was part of the original level rather than the fallen plain. I had a view down two narrow lanes. To enter the settlement by them would probably lead me into the labyrinth of smaller streets that lay between the larger spoke streets. In one way that would be good, since it was unlikely I would meet any sort of soldierguard, but getting out of the tangle might take time. I decided to move closer to one of the spoke streets while I waited for the moon to set.
When cloud once more covered the face of the moon, I climbed out of the crack and sprinted to a depression further south. The moon shone again even as I reached it and flung myself into it, ignoring Maruman’s grumbling. I was facing an unbroken row of buildings with neither doors nor windows. I moved again and then again, each time waiting until clouds dimmed the light of the moon, moving always south. I soon found the ground began to slope up as I had speculated, and so I ignored the first wide spoke street I came to, and continued working my way south. I wanted to see if I could get high enough to see the bay and the ships anchored there. This close, I might be able to see if any of them was the Black Ship. With luck, I might even be able to locate the palace island.
Now that I was on higher ground, I could see that the sails erected atop many of the flat-roofed buildings were in fact woven shade awnings, stretched over chairs and tables. That the inhabitants of Redport used their roofs as living spaces struck me as both strange and wonderfully practical. Shadowed by the awnings, a person on a roof would get the benefit of any breeze that blew, as well as having a splendid view of the bay.
I had also noticed that many of the buildings in this part of the settlement were freestanding and surrounded by high walls rather than built side by side in rows. The sight niggled at my mind until I remembered that Dardelan’s father, Bodera, had dwelt in such a building and the Herders had built walls about their cloisters too; I wondered if this had been a custom in one of the Beforetime lands.
Maruman had tired of my lurching and had leapt down to follow me at a huffy and dignified pace the next time I moved. I passed another row of buildings standing side by side, and noted that, as with most of the others, there were no doors and few or no windows. Those windows that did face the plain were both small and high. The buildings would have been grim if not for the fact that many of the walls had tiled patterns and various other idiosyncratic decorative protuberances. There were also statues here and there on plinths. I felt sure these had been created in the time of the Red Queens for I could not imagine Gadfians caring about such things.
It struck me suddenly that I thought of them as bloodthirsty warriors, yet I had never actually met a Gadfian man or woman. All I knew of them came from the reports of others. The Sadorians told of the Gadfians on ships who had ruthlessly stolen women from Sador, but that had been one group of them, and for all their brutality, they had been driven by desperation. Yet those who dwelt in the untainted land they called New Gadfia had supposedly thrived and they still traded in slaves and had invaded the Red Land. And why had they agreed to supply a vast slave army to the emissary from the land of the white-faced lords? Was that Ariel’s doing, as I had sometimes suspected? And how exactly had he inveigled himself into the midst of the Gadfians? Was it simply coercion?
I turned my thoughts to the enslaved population of Redland.
My own dreams and the dream-books indicated most of them did not dwell in prisons or compounds or with their Gadfian masters. Instead, they were permitted to live in dwellings of their own, like free people, and tend to their own needs just as they had done before the invasion, only they must also submit to the requirements of their masters. As far as I could understand, the majority of them had been pushed into one part of Redport, and my guess, based on what I had seen from the top of the dome, was that most slaves dwelt in the crowded northernmost portion of the settlement, where I had noticed a few steep-roofed buildings like those in the Land, for of course there were many slaves that were not Redlanders here.
When I had first learned these things about Redport, sitting in my tower room or in guildmerge, I had thought the slaves of the Red Land differed little from Landfolk under the tyrannical rule of the Herders and the Council, given that they lived in their own houses and tended to their own needs, but now, lying in a dark crevice on the threshold of Redport, I realised there were vital differences between being slaves and being free men and women. Landfolk, while oppressed, had not been sold like loaves of bread at a market. They had not been owned and they had some rights even under Council law. Slaves had no rights at all.
Thinking of slavery made me wonder what had happened to those slaves who had been amassed here for the emperor’s army. I knew the Gadfians had tried to buy slaves to fulfil their bargain, after the rebels had taken over the Land, cutting off the supply of potential slaves, but why had they not simply used the enslaved Redlanders? Presumably there had not been enough of them, or perhaps the Gadfians had not wanted to give up their passive slave population because it would empty Redport and leave no workforce for the mines. Certainly the mines were worked hard and I supposed their produce sold for a good profit, or maybe it was sent back to New Gadfia. Securing the mine output might, in fact, be one of the chief reasons Redport had been invaded.
The Gadfians’ plan to invade the Land, Sador and the Norse Isles to take by force the slaves they needed had been thwarted, presumably somehow because of the four ships setting out from those lands to come to Redport. So the futuretellers had predicted, and it must be so, else Ariel would never have travelled to the distant land of the white-faced lords to offer a weaponmachine to replace the promised slave army, as Dragon’s dream had showed.
I had no doubt the weaponmachine Ariel had offered was Sentinel and I was equally certain that Ariel would never give such power over to the white-faced lords. Probably he judged that once Sentinel and BOT were in his hands, the white-faced lords’ mastery of Beforetime weapons and devices would cease to be a threat. He would hold the balance of power because he would control the most terrible weapon.
Would there be any use in telling Ariel that there was no way to use Sentinel safely; that the computermachine had been created to prevent humans controlling or tampering with it; that the original Sentinel had likely been responsible for the Great White and that it would be best to destroy it? That to destroy Sentinel and save the world from utter destruction was such a difficult undertaking that Hannah and Cassy had had to devote their lives to preparing the way for my quest?
I sighed, knowing Ariel would never believe me even if such a conversation could occur. He was too hungry for power, his mind too twisted and cruel to imagine that I might simply be telling him the truth.
I turned my thoughts back to the question of the slave army. The Gadfians would have been fools to bring them into Redport where they would swell the number of slaves they had to control. They were already vastly outnumbered by slaves, and while the Redlanders might be passive, slaves acquired elsewhere would surely be less sanguine about their enslavement. Especially slaves trained to fight.
The world darkened again and I moved swiftly and silently to a rocky outcrop, dropping behind it just as the moon shone down again. I was closer to Redport now and I realised with delight that it was the perfect position from which to see down one of the spoke streets. It ran directly past one of the queer high towers that rose up above the settlement. Wanting to see if I could catch a glimpse of the building with the Red Queen’s face carved on it, I waited till another cloud crossed the moon and moved a few steps south to where I could see the great, shadowed open area I knew must be the Infinity of Dragonstraat. Bright moonlit suddenly bathed the tower and I was transfixed to see that it was intricately patterned with tesserae, some of which glinted and glimmered in the silvery light. The tesserae flowed unbroken from its tip right down in a curving sweep that carried onto the ground and lapped out around it as far as I could see. When the moonlight shifted to the open ground a moment later, I saw with utter astonishment that the tesserae were shaped into the likeness of the same serpentish winged creature that Dragon’s visions evoked!
Was it possible that this square was the origin of the terrifying coerced visions after which she had been named?
I wanted passionately to enter the city and examine the design properly, to see the whole area unobstructed, and particularly the building with the frieze of the Red Queen on its side, but not only was the moon shining very brightly now, for the first time, I saw people.
I dropped to the ground and lay utterly still, beastspeaking Maruman to do nothing to attract the attention of the people coming up the sloping street towards us, for seeing them, I had no doubt they were Gadfian soldierguards. They marched two abreast and though I could see they had a Sadorian look, being tall and brown skinned, they had none of the loose languid grace of the Sadorians. And although their clothes were somewhat like Sadorian attire, being long and flowing, they were styled differently, and instead of oiling and beading their hair, the men, and they were all men as far as I could tell, wore pale cloaks with hoods that shadowed their faces.
I wondered if they had shaven heads, like the Hedra, and whether, had I been able to reach their minds, I would have found them linked into a group mind as the Hedra had done when they moved in unison.
As they came up the street towards me, I saw they all carried long staves topped with large metal ornaments that glinted in the light of torches carried by guards to the front and the rear. The flames illuminated objects at their belts that might have been tools or weapons or maybe some sort of ornamentation.
To my everlasting relief, the column turned off into a smaller street, moving smoothly into single file as they did so. Belatedly, I formed a coercive probe and attempted to enter the mind of the last one I could see, but once again the barrier defeated me.
When the marchers had gone and clouds again covered the moon, I moved swiftly to the back of the nearest building and stood there for some time, my heart pounding. The moon was low on the horizon, on the verge of setting, so I edged along the back of the building and stopped just before a narrow lane. It would be safer to enter here than by one of the spoke streets, but it ought not be too difficult to stay close to it.
‘I/Marumanyelloweyes will guide you,’ Maruman sent.
I tried to farseek Swallow then, realising I ought to tell him I was about to enter Redport, but I could not find his mind. No doubt he had gone down to change watch, but he would know I was on the south side of the settlement, because he had been watching me. I farsought Gahltha and, batting aside his urgent questions, I told him that I was fine and bade him tell Swallow I was about to enter Redport and meant to work my way across it and emerge somewhere near the silver tracks. It would certainly be day by then, and so I would simply get far enough away from the settlement to farseek them to tell them what I had found.
I withdrew then, before he could demand answers to his questions.
I heard Maruman sniffing and asked what he could smell.
‘Mice,’ he beastspoke me dreamily. ‘Rats and hot stone, funaga-li filth, the sea, fish, smoke . . .’
The moon set, and all was darkness at last. I made my way to the lane, but even as I was about to step into it, Maruman hissed sharply and beastspoke me to stop. Such was the urgency in his tone that I obeyed immediately.
My eyes were just beginning to adjust slightly to the darkness, as he leapt by me and into it. Only then did he bid me follow and I saw a glimpse of his thoughts that told me he had feared there might be some sort of fiery invisible barrier of the sort that Garth had once described to me. I had never mentioned the barrier to him, but no doubt he had seen it in his restless roving through my mind. I wanted to scold him, but I realised with a chill that I must stop thinking of him as my beloved long-time feline companion and see him as he now saw himself, as the Moonwatcher and one of the two guardians appointed by the Agyllians to serve the Seeker and see that she completed her quest.
‘Yes,’ Maruman said distantly but sternly.
Then he bade me look through his eyes rather than my own so that I could see where I was going. This truly startled me, for it was not something Maruman had ever invited me to do. Indeed I had only ever done it regularly with Matthew. Entering Maruman’s mind, I could not help but draw in a breath of wonder at the clarity and strength of his vision, as the lane suddenly became perfectly visible. He saw, I discovered, not as if it was daylight, but as if the moon shone bright and full and white as it did sometimes on summer days in the Land.
‘Yes,’ Maruman sent again, rather smugly, which comforted me. Thinking of him as an instrument of fate had always frightened me, for it was a reminder that both he and the Agyllians regarded my quest as more important than his life or wellbeing.
Or mine, I thought soberly.
Then I stepped into the lane and my connection to Maruman was cleanly and utterly severed, leaving me in complete darkness.




I stood still and let myself feel the interference lying heavily over my mind, constraining my Talents. It was not caused by tainted matter, I was now certain, and yet there was something familiar about it. I thought of the Zebkrahn machine that had trapped my mind when I had been at Obernewtyn, and realised it felt something like that, except this had not caught hold of my mind. However, I had only been using Maruman’s vision, not sending out a probe. Perhaps if I tried to use a Talent actively, whatever was generating the interference would become aggressive and fasten onto me. Especially if it was a machine being operated by Ariel, or by someone else at his behest, and who else would care about blocking Talents? I stepped back out of the settlement to escape the interference, just to be sure it would not try to hold me, and was relieved to find it slipped away easily. Maruman beastspoke me to ask acerbically what I thought I was doing. He was still in the lane when he beastspoke me, which meant that the interference did not affect him. Indeed, when I told him what had happened, he said that he felt nothing, but that when we were both in the lane, it had seemed as if I had closed my mind to him. He sounded indignant, and despite everything, this made me smile.
I explained what I wanted to try, then I opened my arms and he leapt into them. I stepped into the lane carrying him and found, to my relief, that this time I was not severed from his mind. I was elated, for it meant I would be able to use my Talents as long as I made physical contact. Maruman clawed his way up to my shoulders, and when he had settled himself, I again made use of his eyes. My vision brightened, and to my delight, I found it was even better now that the old cat was on my shoulder, because his point of view matched mine. I made my way along the lane, which wound about, but offered turnings to the north, which I took, keeping my bearings by the nearest of the two towers.
At last, after only two false turnings, I found a small lane that led me back to the wide spoke street and peered out cautiously. I saw that I had almost reached the point where the Gadfian soldierguards had disappeared, but the street was deserted and I could not hear a single sound.
Nor were there lights in any of the windows, and all doors were closed fast.
Heart beating fast, I stepped out and moved along the street to a lane a little further down and on the other side. Paradoxically, the fact that I could see so clearly through Maruman’s eyes made me feel very exposed. I had to remind myself that a human looking from a window or coming along the street would see almost nothing in the moonless dark.
I was very aware of the blanket of interference, for in some way it seemed responsive, but only as a blanket is responsive to the movements of the person it covers. Because we were now in physical contact, it seemed to regard Maruman and me as if we were one person. I tried and failed to get any sense of its origin: it was simply everywhere, pressing at my Misfit mind lightly and impersonally. I felt almost certain now that it was being generated by a machine.
I stepped into another, slightly larger lane and saw that it ran north in a relatively straight line. I was tempted to go along it rather than to continue down the broad spoke street, which continued past the Infinity of Dragonstraat, for it might well be there were other soldierguards there. But I wanted very much to go and see it properly as well. Standing there, undecided, I suddenly became aware of the smell of Redport, the ordinary yet astonishingly complex smell of many people living close, the odour of cooked and rotten food, perspiration and perfume, human waste and smoke. Somewhere nearby were beasts, and the ripe odour of soiled straw or hay reminded me vividly of the barns at Obernewtyn where I had spent so much time with Louis Larkin and his beloved cows. There were scents I did not recognise mingled with those I did – spices and perfumes and certain strange sharp odours. But the scents of cooking food and smoke reminded me that while the settlement seemed to sleep, there were probably people already awake and stirring behind the closed shutters that hid many of the windows.
Suddenly Maruman hissed and beastspoke a warning.
I turned to look back up the spoke street towards the plain as he had directed, prepared to see someone approaching, but to my astonishment, it was Darga padding towards me! When he reached the lane, I knelt and laid a hand on his head, only to find he would not allow me to enter his mind. Somewhat puzzled, I asked Maruman to ask why he had come, for Swallow had told me he had gone to take a closer look at the settlement to the north of Redport.
‘He said the Daywatcher asked him to come with you,’ Maruman told me disdainfully. That was no answer but it appeared that it was all the answer I was to have. I rose and decided to take the lane after all, my recent fright making me abandon the idea of going closer to the towers.
It was an hour before we managed to find a way out of the snare of streets and lanes, and maddeningly, I found we had come back to the same spoke street. We were closer to the tower, but I dared not go nearer because I could see hooded soldierguards standing about in small groups. They were not speaking or moving and I would not even have seen them had I not been looking through Maruman’s eyes. The thought that I might have gone blundering into them chilled me, until Maruman sent acerbically that he would never let me be such a fool.
I watched them for a time, wondering if they were guarding something, and if so, what it might be. I willed one of them to come into the lane where I was standing, so I could make contact and coerce him. That would be the swiftest and easiest way to get vital information about Redport, but the soldierguards remained where they were.
Giving up, I reluctantly entered another lane, determined to work my way through it to the next spoke street. But I had not gone two steps when I almost stumbled over a very small white dog with enormous ears, lying on a doorstep. It roused and growled, its miniature hackles bristling. I froze, terrified it would begin to bark, for I could not beastspeak to ask for silence without first making physical contact, and it was so quiet that I feared the soldierguards would come at once to see what had roused the little beast. Maruman made it worse by standing up on my shoulders, hunching his back and yowling a low, vicious challenge.
To my relief, Darga glided between us with an authoritative growl and the other dog immediately quieted and let the big brindle dog sniff at him. I saw that he was a male and when Darga ceased his sniffing, he stood still while the other dog rose and sniffed him in return, plumy tail wagging enthusiastically.
Maruman uttered several rude comments about canines and their unsavoury habits, which I ignored, and when the white dog approached me at last, I knelt to offer my hand. He pushed his tiny snout into my palm and I beastspoke a greeting, assuring him that I meant no harm.
To my astonishment, he stood on his hind legs and rested his forepaws on my knees, greeting me formally as Innle. ‘Another canine told/tells of ElspethInnle coming with the one-eyed Moonwatcher. But Usha knew you.’ He glanced rather warily at Maruman, who bared his fangs, then danced away.
I hushed Maruman firmly. The little dog had named himself as beasts often did, but there was something odd about his mind. Penetrating it slightly, I found that it was as labyrinthine as the lanes I had just so laboriously negotiated and full of strange thoughts and notions. I decided to ask Darga to question him a little about the other dog he had mentioned, reckoning another canine would be better able to understand the odd little dog, but when I looked about I found that the Herder dog had vanished as suddenly as he had come.
Maruman announced rather balefully, ‘All canines are unreliable.’
‘That is not true,’ I chided him mildly.
Usha nuzzled at my leg and used the contact to reiterate that he had seen what I was when I touched him. This seemed to astonish and dazzle him. It also confirmed my long-held belief that my role as the Seeker showed somehow in my spirit, which beasts could glimpse with their waking eyes.
‘What did you see when you looked at me?’ I asked curiously, having never been able to get a sensible answer out of any other beast, including Gahltha and Maruman.
Usha responded in an excited muddle, which involved seeing my wings and the moon bursting into fire. I bade him be calm, and he stood still, but he was trembling as he insisted that all beasts in the barud knew Innle was coming to lead them to freedom from the funaga.
‘Because this other dog told them?’ I asked.
The dog broke free and frisked and whined and then uttered several sharp and very loud barks before managing to quell himself so that I could again lay a hand on his head and beg him to be quiet. His barks had sounded terribly loud in the silence. I tried once more to ask him what he saw, but it was no use. He spoke of the moon bursting into fire and even offered a startling vision of the moon cracking open like an egg to reveal a creature almost exactly like the ones Dragon summoned up coercively, breathing out fire!
I gave up trying to understand him and rose, wondering if the soldierguards in the infinity would come to investigate his excited barking. Then the ground shuddered under my feet – it was another tremor. Without warning, the most enormous and terrible sound shook the air for long awful moments – a dreadful groaning roar that caused the ground under my feet to shudder once more. Usha flattened his ears to his skull and raced away down the street. Maruman warbled softly, his claws sinking into my shoulder, but when I questioned him, he had no more idea than I did what sort of creature had uttered the dreadful cry.
I heard a door opening and had wits enough to flatten myself against the wall beside the step one moment before a bearded man with a white cap and a long tunic peered out. He looked right at me and my heart leapt into my mouth, but after an instant of sharp fear, I realised he could not see me, for he turned to look in the other direction and then shouted, ‘Orsha!’
Moments later, the dog came pelting back along the street and straight through the door. The man closed it behind them and I could hear his barking inside, and the man’s voice, his tone soothing and chiding.
‘Ye gods,’ I breathed.
‘Stupid canine,’ Maruman muttered.
I stayed where I was, expecting other doors and windows to open as people looked out to see what had made the awful groaning bellow, but nothing happened. Then it struck me that the man who called the dog had reacted only to its barking, not to the dreadful roaring nor the tremor that had surely roused it.
I took a deep breath and stepped away from the wall, though my heart was still hammering. Maruman demanded to get down to relieve himself, and I guessed my fear was irking him. I told him that it would be as well to go now, for I intended to knock on a door soon and coerce whoever answered it to take me in. I wanted to get out of the street in case the barking had drawn someone’s attention and I told Maruman he had better wait outside. If Darga returned, he could tell the dog what I was doing and they could wait together. Maruman sniffed at the suggestion then he leapt from my shoulder to a sill and vanished into the sudden darkness that enveloped me.
I had forgotten I was using his vision but resisted the urge to call him back and simply waited until I adjusted to my own limited sight, before I continued along the street. It was no wonder the man had not seen me, for it was truly dark. I walked into another street and then another, wanting to set some distance between the soldierguards and myself before I knocked at a door. I was also looking for a light that would tell me someone was awake, for otherwise, a knock was like to summon every person in the house. I was profoundly frustrated at being unable to use my Talent to help myself. I had managed in Habitat without my Talents, disciplining myself not to use them, but choosing not to use my Talents had been a good deal easier than simply being unable to use them.
As I walked, it occurred to me that the awful groaning cry I had heard must have been made by the mutant beast Matthew had spoken of, trapped in a mine chasm. I could not imagine what sort of beast would produce such a shattering roar, nor why it had growled, unless it truly was that the tremor had unnerved it. Yet there had been other tremors, and it had not cried out then.
A more awful possibility was that the beast was roaring in anticipation of the miners who would come by the entrance to its lair. Or worse, it might have scented Swallow and the others, who were a good deal closer to the domes than the miners, who must dwell in Redport. Of course I was only guessing that the domes covered mine entrances, but their location perfectly fitted what we knew of the location of the mines and what other purpose could the domes serve? My only comfort was that the creature was supposed to be unable to leave its lair. Obviously the residents of Redport knew this, which explained why they had not reacted to its cry; they were accustomed to it. I turned into another lane that ran along a row of houses backed up against the wall of one of the dwellings. I was elated to find that the lane led to one of the spoke streets, this one cobbled and running, I soon saw, right down to the shore of the bay. I cursed the fact that I had let Maruman go, for it was so dark that I could see nothing in the bay but an ephemeral glimmer of moonlight on the water near the shore, certainly not any ships.
I tried to make up my mind what to do. If I went down to the shore of the bay, I might very well learn where the Palace Island was, and I would be able to find out once and for all if the Black Ship had anchored – two of my goals in entering Redport. But when I turned to look in the other direction, I saw that the second of the towers was very near, which meant I was close to the other end of the Infinity of Dragonstraat. Perhaps if I went back along the spoke street towards the plain, I would find a lane leading directly to the tower and maybe there would be no soldierguards up this end; better still, maybe they had all decamped.
A door opened right beside me, and a woman stepped out, holding up a lantern. There was an anxious expression on her face, but seeing me, she froze. There was no time to conceal myself. I lifted my hands and offered them to her, cupped as if I was carrying something fragile. Her eyes dropped to them, her expression puzzled. This enabled me to step up and touch her.
Immediately and ruthlessly, I took control of her mind. Preventing her crying out or striking at me, I made her retreat into the dwelling and followed, closing the door behind us. I coerced her to return the lantern she was carrying to the hook on the wall, and then, at my behest, she led me along the passage and into a large kitchen. Swiftly I coerced her to regard me as a friend and to do nothing save what I asked her to do. It was an unsubtle but temporary measure I had resorted to often as Guildmistress of the Farseekers and it was just as well, for an older boy came running in from another door. He stopped dead when he saw the woman, an expression of mingled guilt and truculence on his dark, pugnacious little face. Then his eyes shifted to me and widened in astonishment. Aloud, I bade the woman introduce me to him and she did so.
When our hands met in the odd style I had discerned from the woman’s mind, I entered the boy’s mind and without compunction sent him to his bed with a strong coercive command to forget his mother’s visitor and to sleep as soon as his head touched the pillow. Then I sat and bade the woman bring me a mug of water. She obeyed and then sat while I drank. Setting down the mug, I laid a hand on her arm and entered her mind once more.
Riyad was her name and she was one of the great Gadfian underclass subservient to the Chafiri who were the elite of New Gadfia and also, now, of Redport. She thought of herself as a freewoman, though it was hard to conceive how she could think that, given she had been brought across the sea from Great Gadfia to Redport with a cargo of excess Gadfian daughters. I supposed I must have misunderstood her, reading this thought, but pressing deeper, I found that she and the women she had travelled with were all the third or fourth daughters of Gadfian families being sent as bondmates for Gadfian men in Redport who had been sent to the Red Land following a decision by the High Chafiri to transform occupied Redport into a proper settled colony. The men who had come out had wanted pureborn children, since the halfbreeds sired on slavewomen of other lands could not inherit. For true children, they needed Gadfian bondmates.
As always when I entered another mind, I discovered that information was not neatly organised or categorised. The incidental and the vital lay side by side, sometimes obscuring one another. I had to move through Riyad’s mind, following thought chains and exploring threads and odd niches. Rather than trying to build up a coherent picture of the Gadfians in Redport and of Riyad’s life in particular, both in her homeland and in the Red Land, I had to take what I could get and worry later about connecting it to other knowledge to formulate a picture of the settlement.
For instance, I wanted to know how the High Chafiri differed from the Chafiri and the Chafiri from the pureborn Gadfians, but when I found this idea, it was within a memory Riyad had of three High Chafiri daughters rumoured to have been aboard the same ship that had carried her and the other girls and women to Redport. Riyad had heard it as a rumour during the trip, though neither she nor any of the other daughters had seen these three women. It fascinated her to think that a High Chafiri woman could be sent to Redport by her father, even as Riyad had been sent, and she had built a whole story-fantasy for herself about what had happened to these women in Redport.
Her imagining was so detailed that for a while I became lost in the richness and poetry of it, but finally I gathered my wits and my will and pressed deeper under the imagining. Here I found the knowledge I had been seeking; only the offspring of a High Chafiri man and a High Chafiri woman were regarded as High Chafiri. Chafiri begot Chafiri in the same way, by blending two purebloods. Below came ordinary Gadfians like Riyad, born of pure Gadfian parents. Below these were halfbloods – those born of a Gadfian pureblood father and non-Gadfian mother. There were no children born of a relationship between a pureblood Gadfian woman and a non-Gadfian man, because Gadfians could not bond with non-Gadfians and Gadfian women of all classes could not have any relationship with a man save through bonding.
I gathered this from Riyad’s undermind, for her conscious mind was devoid of knowledge or curiosity, save that which concerned her own doings. She had no idea of what Redport had been before her people had invaded it or why it had been turned into a colony, nor where Great Gadfia was in relation to the Red Land. She only knew the distance between them was great because she had travelled it in a greatship, puking her heart out all the way.
It was little wonder she was so limited and ignorant, for it transpired that she had never been permitted outside her father’s compound in New Gadfia before he had informed her she was to be sent to Redport, where her husband awaited her. The walled dwellings, I realised, were called compounds and the only thing that had kept her sane during the journey to Redport was the notion that she would be mistress of a compound, not a thing that would have been possible, had she remained in New Gadfia. Somehow she and her bondmate had been bonded even though they had never met, and before her father had told her she was to be bonded. It had occurred by means of something or someone called an aproxim, and rather than saying bonded, Gadfians spoke of marrying and marriage. Husband was the word Riyad used to mean male bondmate, and I recognised it as a Beforetime word. She also called him ban, in her mind, which was not a name but a title in gadi approximating master. She thought of herself as a wife, another Beforetime word, but when her bondmate addressed her, he called her sabra, which seemed to be a respectful gadi term for a woman.
Riyad had no resentment about not being asked if she wanted to bond or to travel to Redport. Indeed she had been grateful, since in New Gadfia, daughters’ families were required to produce lavish and expensive gifts as a sort of payment for a husband, and many families, her own included, could not afford to secure bondmates for younger daughters. She had been the fourth daughter, and being sent away, she would escape the fate of many younger daughters who did not bond and came to serve as little more than drudges to their mother and father and later to a bonded sister’s family, for Gadfian women were unable to own anything save through their bondmates or children. Instead she had the chance of a life as mistress of a compound and mother to pureblood Gadfian children.
Riyad’s gratitude had been severely tested by the terrible, seemingly endless journey she had undertaken to reach Redport, but it was the life she had come to loathe that had truly broken her. She was bitterly, desperately unhappy, though she had not allowed this feeling to become conscious. She felt herself to be dutiful and obedient and content, as a good bondmate was supposed to be, but her unhappiness poisoned her every thought and deed.
Certainly she did not acknowledge how much she had hated her ban, since he had delivered her from the greatship, boasting of his importance and the sons he would give her, as he took her to her new home. She had never expected to love or even like her bondmate, but the modest compound of her dream had turned out to be a strange, dark, airless dwelling joined either side to the dwellings of other people, with no proper rooftop from which she could view the sea or the red desert while preserving proper modesty and seclusion. Only the poorest of the poor lived so close to other folk in New Gadfia. Even her parents had a small compound. Worst of all was the lack of a place where she could grow things and sit out in the sun and watch birds and one day dandle a baby on her lap, unseen by the world, as was proper. Her bondmate boasted endlessly of the lavish compound he would construct, but as a shipman, he slept aboard his vessel and she soon saw that he had no real interest in a home on land, nor in her save that she would beget sons for him. Riyad had come to understand that she would never have a proper compound, and would live in this dark, closed space forever like a trapped rat.
I probed a little deeper and was astonished to discover that all fresh food was grown in the domes and that whatever her bondmate had ordered was brought to her each day by the slaves he owned. Her tasks were to keep and clean the loathed house, prepare meals and have sons devoted to their father. The birthing of her son had given Riyad pain and had been endured in utter loneliness and terror, but then had followed years of great joy. For a time, tending the child had fulfilled Riyad, but the baby had grown into a wilful boy, elusive and dismissive of her in emulation of his father. Nor had she been able to conceive another child. This was not unusual, and in fact many women did not conceive at all, and could be set aside by their bondmates for this, after a period. But having borne a child, she was safe from that indignity, at least.
But she was bored and profoundly unhappy and she visited the bitterness she dared not acknowledge or show to her bondmate or son on the three hapless slaves who came each day to do her bidding. I saw with disgust the pettiness and cruelty of her dealings with the three women. To my horror, when she had heard them laugh once, she had felt they were laughing at her, and when her husband next visited, she had asked him to cut out their tongues, saying she feared they might cast dark spells over her. He had done so at once, as she had known he would, for like many Gadfian shipfolk, he believed in and feared the black arts.
I thought of Cinda and the other shadows from the Black City on Herder Isle, marred in the same terrible way, and wondered with a rush of despair how many women in Redport had suffered this fate. Could there be any connection between the thirty Herders who had been wrecked on Herder Isle and the Gadfians, that they should share such dreadful practices?
Riyad knew no one in whom she could confide or from whom she could seek comfort, for once brought to her husband’s house, she had remained within it, never communicating with the families either side of her for fear of attracting the attention of another man, which would result in her bondmate stoning her. I did not understand what it meant that a woman should be stoned, and pressed deeper, then wished I had not, for I saw a fleeting glimpse of a woman cringing against a wall as men threw stones at her as hard as they could.
I recoiled in horror from the bloody sight and it was some moments before I could bear to re-establish contact. I forced myself past the awful memory to find that stoning was a punishment specifically for women. Men were killed in equally horrible but different ways. The most horrifying thing was the pettiness of the misdeeds and crimes for which stoning was the punishment. But then it struck me with relief that perhaps these thoughts were not real. Riyad’s mind was full of superstitious beliefs and ignorant fantasies as well as beliefs and prejudices extrapolated wildly from something she had heard her ban or her son say.
What was clear was that women were constrained in Gadfian society, and this seemed to be a direct consequence of the fact that ranks in Gadfian society were maintained by bonding and pureblood births. This oppression of women also fitted with what I had been told by the Sadorians about how Gadfia had been in the Beforetime. Indeed it was because of the treatment of women that a great group of them had dared to escape, determined to leave race and land behind, eschewing their gods and practices and even their language in the hope of starting a new and more equal society. I wondered fleetingly what would have happened to those women, had not that escape coincided so fortuitously with the Great White, for surely Gadfian men would not have sat by and simply allowed women they thought of as their property to leave.
Riyad lived much in her imagination because she was so isolated, for as well as sleeping aboard his ship, her bondmate was often away voyaging across the sea delivering cargoes of ore and returning with grain and other goods. Her ban spoke of his trips to their son and she wheedled information from the boy by cooking him food he liked. She was so starved for conversation that she missed her ban’s boasting and demands when he was away, for then she had no one to speak to but her son and the three slavewomen she had rendered mute.
Most of her upper mind was filled with a great mass of domestic details, so I burrowed deeper, seeking that repository all minds had of information and matters that they had taken in but seemed not to need. As I had hoped, I discovered a rich store of disconnected fragments. There was much that Riyad might have used to remedy her ignorance and give her power over her life, even over her bondmate, had she any impulse towards deeper understanding of the world. But she had decided it was nothing to do with her. Fortunately I was free to rifle through this motley store of knowledge, and so I learned a good deal about New Gadfia as well as about Redport.
I learned that the building we were in was less poor than it seemed for it had a luxuriously appointed second level where her husband slept and ate and occasionally entertained when he came home. It would be interesting to observe one of these occasions from within the mind of Riyad’s ban, for he thought of the bronze-skinned Redlanders as dragonfolk, and often met with other Redland Gadfians, who believed as he did that all of the dragonfolk ought to be given to the white-faced lords for their slave army, and a new race of slaves bred from Gadfian halfbloods. Riyad had absorbed all this information, but her conscious mind simply concluded that the men met and drank and boasted of their sea journeys.
She slept in one of several bedchambers at the rear of the lower part of the house, alongside the little chamber in which her son now slept. The information she held in her conscious mind concerned such things as the dawn delivery of a load of fish and shellfish and some sort of sea vegetables that a slave brought from her bondmate’s ship. When he was not in port he made provision for the same goods to be delivered from other ships. Later in the morning there would be a delivery of grain from the dome farms and goats’ milk brought in enormous urns in a wheeled cart pulled by a Redland slave. Because the slave was a male, her son would answer the door and bring out the household urn to be filled. Almost all food was delivered in its raw form and one of Riyad’s tasks was to supervise its refinement – grinding grain, churning the milk, and drying fruits and vegetables.
To my disappointment, Riyad knew nothing of the lives of the slaves. She thought of them as a barbaric people who, before the slavemasters had taken over their land, had devoured their children and sacrificed their women to the sea after setting them on fire. Suddenly I felt I could no longer endure the morass of terror and ignorance and superstition that was her mind. I was about to withdraw when I discovered that her son tended to slip away at every chance and roam the streets of the settlement. Riyad lived in fear of some harm coming to him, both because she loved him and because of what her ban would do to her if anything happened to the boy. It truly seemed that the getting of a son and the possibility that she might bear another was her sole value to her bondmate, or at least this was her belief. Her secret wish, barely acknowledged even to herself, was for a daughter who might be a helpmate and confidant, but given her treatment of her slaves and the viciousness her misery had generated in her, I could only hope it would never happen.
About to withdraw once more, I found a small reservoir of gadi words, phrases and titles with which urolish, considered by Gadfians to be the common tongue, could be salted. Digging under the words, I was surprised to discover that pure gadi was spoken only man to man and woman to woman. Curiously, men and women did not speak gadi to one another, and all Gadfian children learned gadi and urolish from the beginning because the parent of the opposite sex spoke in urolish to them. It seemed a needless complexity, save that Gadfians learned to speak two languages, one of which no other people could understand, which meant they could discuss things without being understood by anyone other than another Gadfians.
Thinking of her concern for her son, I found a thread that confirmed that there was a curfew in Redport, lasting from sunset to sunrise every day and including all in Redport save members of the Chafiri. It was policed by the Ekoni. Pressing deeper into this word, I learned that the hooded soldierguards I had seen were called Ekoni, and were a body of elite warriors the Chafiri used to enforce their rule. The majority of them were halfbloods – Gadfians born of Chafiri fathers to non-Gadfian mothers. Riyad knew something of this because one of her brothers had sired a boychild on a slavewoman, who had joined the Ekoni. Higher ranks of Ekoni had to be pure Gadfian, and they had a good deal of power, but even plain Ekoni were elite among other Gadfian halfbloods.
Ordinary Chafiri men could not hope to bond with High Chafiri women, who were the only means of getting pureblood High Chafiri children, and therefore even more restricted than other women, all of whom were kept guarded and watched. The higher the woman’s rank, the more complete her seclusion and the greater the level of protection and control. According to Riyad, High Chafiri women were never permitted outside, even with escorts, save within a closed carriage borne on the shoulders of slaves and guarded by Ekoni. They travelled only once in their lives, from the house of their father to the house of their bondmate. Apparently Gadfian women like Riyad could move about the settlement in daylight with a male escort, but she did not avail herself of this freedom.
I continued to explore her store of knowledge about the Ekoni, and by this means, learned that there were five High Chafiri in Redport. One had come with the original invading force of Ekoni and was especially worshipped by them. The other four had come when it was decided to transform Redport into a Gadfian colony. All five were supposed to be equal but in fact the first comer was deferred to in all things, for as well as masterminding the invasion of the Red Land, he was first son of the most important High Chafiri in New Gadfia. All of the High Chafiri had household guards of Ekoni who seemed, from Riyad’s thoughts, to be born of the bloodline of that house, and for that reason, were especially loyal.
I also learned that none of the High Chafiri resided in the palace. In fact Riyad seemed, strangely, never to have heard of the Red Queen’s Palace. The High Chafiri dwelt in five large walled and gated compounds in the highest part of southern Redport, overlooking the bay. Their household Ekoni dwelt in small barracks within their compounds while the main Ekoni were housed in a large barracks near the Long Pier. I had no idea what the Long Pier was, and neither did Riyad, but obviously it must be somewhere on the shore of the bay, most likely in the south, too, given this was where most of the Gadfians dwelt.
Riyad thought of the High Chafiri in New Gadfia as gods who spoke directly to the Great God her people worshipped, and the High Chafiri in Redport as lesser gods, who must nonetheless be placated by all sorts of rituals. I marvelled at how much energy she poured into her imaginary conversations with them, while having no interest in the history of her own country and people, nor of the Beforetime or the Great White.
Partly it was because Riyad seemed to consider herself property, first of her father and now of her ban, that she had so little curiosity and no rebelliousness. Her mind was preoccupied solely with her domestic life, and with tending to her son and making preparations for her bondmate’s comfort. I felt pity as well as revulsion as, at last, I gently wiped all signs of my visit from her mind and sent her to her bed, with instructions to sleep well and without dreams. I then went into her son’s chamber and ensured he would do the same, so as not to waken her.
I lingered a little in his mind to take what information I could from it. It matched his mother’s in some wise but I was interested to discover that, according to him, the Gadfians wanted to turn Redport into a proper colony because of overcrowding back in New Gadfia and because it was hoped the mine output could be increased. As I had guessed, the boy’s mind told me that much of the ore was transported back to New Gadfia; more worryingly, I found a frustrated rage that was beginning to focus itself on his mother. Without compunction I erased it and replaced it with a fierce coercive command to protect and honour her, which I hoped would take root and infuse his mind, counteracting the almost worshipful regard he had for his largely absent sire.
It was the best payment I could offer for the use of the kitchen to bathe myself and for the theft of one of Riyad’s long voluminous dresses and headscarves. Having seen from her mind that only girls in pleasure houses or slavewomen about to be sold were dressed as I was clad, I knew I must change. I would far rather have dressed as a man, for ease of movement, but Gadfian men traditionally wore beards. The only advantage of Riyad’s clothing was that it would cover me from head to toe and enable me to pass for a Gadfian woman, so long as I kept my head down. Unfortunately, it would also prevent me moving about without a male escort. I would have to deeply coerce a man to accompany me, because for some strange reason, women walked a precise distance behind their men, which would prohibit physical contact.
Of course the best thing would be to get out of Redport before dawn, but I had spent so long with Riyad that I knew the sun must soon rise. Abandoning the idea of investigating the mysterious Infinity of Dragonstraat or of going to the shore of the bay, I slipped out into the thinning darkness, glancing around to see that neither Maruman nor Darga was waiting for me, and then setting off decisively north. My destination was the northernmost portion of the settlement that Riyad thought of as Slavetown. Her son’s mind had confirmed that I had been right to believe most slaves dwelt in the crowded streets north of the settlement, but many Redlanders and all foreign slaves dwelt within a part of the settlement that had been walled off, probably to restrict the less passive foreign slaves, though from what I had seen from atop the dome, the area was hardly large enough to contain the slaves brought in to make up the promised army.
It was a relief to be able to move swiftly and with confidence along the tangled lanes and streets, for I had taken a good swift route from the boy’s mind that would bring me across the settlement by ways that avoided the busy, well-patrolled spoke streets, which the boy called scythes, presumably after their curving shape. He knew the circuitous but safe route intimately because sometimes he went to Slavetown to visit a Redland friend whose mother kept goats. His mother would have been appalled had she known he called a Redland boy a friend, as would his father, all the more so because he sometimes accompanied the other boy out of Redport to the north, where he would graze the goats. I was surprised by this, but perhaps there was good grazing ground just north of the settlement. The horses would not have gone so close to the settlement, after all.
I checked behind me every time I stopped at a cross street, in the hope of seeing Darga or Maruman following. Of course I had no way of contacting them but they could track me or make their own way back to the others. I took a lane that looped back for a little way, and caught a glimpse of the two towers rising above the buildings, and it occurred to me that, seeing my interest in the infinity, Maruman might have gone to inspect it more closely, knowing he could offer his memory to me. That would even accord with my dream vision of him under one of the high towers. The lane looped again and once more I was heading north. I thought about the things I had seen in Riyad’s mind about the recent special festival, which had apparently focused on the Infinity of Dragonstraat. She had not taken part in it and had not much idea of its purpose, save that it was to celebrate the arrival of some important visitor. The boy’s mind had offered more, for he had slipped out to see what was happening, but his memory was marred and distorted because he had surreptitiously swallowed a surfeit of intoxicating but foul-tasting ferment. However I was able to track his interest in the event back to his father’s story of dramatic fire displays that were part of an ancient tradition of the dragonfolk, to be resurrected for the delight of an important visitor from across the great sea. Riyad’s son had been bitterly disappointed by the fire displays, which I saw from his memory were vast bonfires seen from the back of a great crowd of people, upon which various paper shapes had been burned. They were nothing to the stories his father had told of great beasts of leaping fire, and of water bursting from flames.
I wondered now if the important visitor could possibly be the emissary from the land of the white-faced lords and if he was the little man I had dreamed of speaking to Gilaine aboard his purple-sailed greatship or the man Dragon had dreamed about speaking to Ariel. Or were they one and the same?
The only way to get answers to these questions would be to coerce the information out of someone who knew: not a Gadfian woman, given what I had learned from Riyad; a shipman like her ban would have done, but even better to coerce an Ekoni or a Chafiri. However, given all I had learned, the chance of my encountering either one alone seemed remote, and as long as my Talents were blocked by the interference binding me to my mind, I could not coerce them from afar.
Another thing I needed to do, was to locate the blocking machine. I had not bothered to ask Riyad about it, for she knew nothing of Ariel. I did find some thoughts about the monster in the mine, but her mind had incorporated the beast into her fearful superstitions and she thought of it as a demon that had been summoned up by the Redland folk using terrible black arts.
I dismissed her, the monster in its lair and the blocking machine from my mind. If I had more time, I would have entered Slavetown to search for Matthew, for the farseeker would certainly know about the blocking static and where it originated. There must be some reason he had done nothing to disrupt it himself, and I wanted to hear of that as well. But this would have to wait. The boy’s mind had shown me that there was only a single, wide gate into Slavetown, which was always locked during the curfew period. Any slave from Slavetown who was caught outside had to remain in the house of his or her master or go to one of the public slave pens by the southern shore of the bay. This was also, incidentally, where slaves were sold or collected after they disembarked, for if caught in the street they risked being locked up in tidal cells.
My sole aim now was to locate the house where Riyad’s son’s friend lived, to gain entry to it and to coerce the household with the intention of learning enough about Redland society to work out how to bring Dragon to her people, and to coerce someone to find Matthew and deliver a message. I would embed it in the mind of my messenger, leaving Matthew to find it by using his own Talent. That the residence I was seeking was very close to the northernmost edge of the settlement was an added bonus. I could move swiftly from it out of the settlement when I was ready, and make my way directly north until I felt safe enough to summon Gahltha to collect me.
I turned again to look for Maruman, wishing the old cat would appear, and a slight breeze wafted into my face, laden with the smell of the sea overlaid with the intoxicating scents of lemons and oranges. I stopped, enchanted and mystified. There was nothing growing anywhere about and I had not passed by one of the walled compounds for some time. Following the boy’s directions, I entered a narrow, winding lane and the citrus scent sharpened.
Then it struck me! Riyad had thought with yearning of a compound house with a roof garden, and had seen the sails the Redlanders erected on the roofs, shading chairs and tables. The fruit trees I could smell must be growing atop the roof of one of the nearby houses.
Without warning, a damp muzzle pressed into my palm.
I nearly cried out, but then Darga entered my mind.
‘I have told other canines here that ElspethInnle has come, and they will watch for you and tell all other beasts in this place of your coming,’ he sent in the sombre, velvety voice that had always struck me as brown. ‘Yet it seems there were other beasts who spoke of your coming manymoons ago.’
‘There was no need for you to tell anyone anything about me,’ I told him, running my hand around his neck and resting it lightly atop his ruff.
‘All beasts here wait for ElspethInnle who will lead them to freedom from humans,’ Darga sent in a grave mindvoice. ‘Already manybeasts here have dreamed of your coming / have heard it from thosebeasts who came from over the seas. I merely tell them that you have come.’
‘Wonderful,’ I muttered.
Then my spirits rose, for surely if other beasts had spoken of me some time ago, they might very well be those sent by the beastmerge! And if they had survived, then surely others had done so, and as foreign slaves they must be in Slavetown! Unexpectedly, the block, which I had felt as a constant impersonal pressure, gave a little, almost as if it was reacting to my excitement. I wondered what would happen if I pushed hard enough against it, perhaps even drawing on the black spirit power at my core. Would it give way? The thought excited me, but as I was about to try, it occurred to me that the block might have been configured to tempt me to do exactly this, to engage it directly.
Even all these years later, I could remember the terror and despair I had felt when the Zebkrahn machine had caught hold of my mind at Obernewtyn. I shuddered.
‘Funaga come,’ Darga sent suddenly, head pressing my hip.




For a moment I did not know which way to go, but Darga butted me hard into the lane. It was as well he did, for the Ekoni must have marched from a street nearby and suddenly they were passing the mouth of the lane. I pressed myself against the wall, heart pounding, because it was lighter now. All the Ekoni needed to do was to glance into the lane and they would see me.
But not one of them glanced towards me and after the last of twenty or so hooded men had passed I sagged against the wall listening to the sound of their boots fade away into the heavy silence. All at once I realised how terribly tired and thirsty I was and my heart sank at the knowledge that I still had to get across the remainder of the settlement before dawn. I could not see the horizon to the east, but the sky was growing steadily lighter.
I took a deep breath, gathered my will, and then set off along the winding lane. I had not gone far along it when a thin, stooped Gadfian man clad in a beautiful long tunic and close-fitting cap of swirling colours stepped from another lane carrying a roll of cloth and a lantern and turned towards me. He was facing me and the light from the lantern he carried must have shown me to him, but at first, his gaze settled on me absently, as if his mind were far away. Then his eyes widened in astonishment.
‘What are you doing out in the street at this hour, Sabra?’ he demanded.
I had no idea what to reply, for his tone was not accusatory but alarmed, yet he was undoubtedly a Gadfian by his appearance and beard, and he had the same strange way of speaking as Riyad. He lifted his lantern and stepped closer. ‘But you are a Landslave!’ he said, then he looked about worriedly, almost furtively, saying softly and with some urgency, ‘I suppose you dallied too long somewhere between the house of your master and Slavetown and were caught by the curfew bells. But why did you not simply wait until dawn and ask a male slave to escort you?’
I had no idea what to say so I said nothing.
He shook his head and tutted. ‘Why didn’t you at least have the sense to dress as a man if you had to pretend to be Gadfian?’
He shook his head and his expression became stern. ‘Now listen, Sabra, you had better come with me. I am going home now and one of my sons can escort you back to Slavetown or to your master’s house after the sun rises. Even if you are beaten, it is better than what will happen to you if you are caught in the street before the end of curfew by a troop of Ekoni. Once they discover that you are a slave, you must know that the Ekoni will see no wrong in despoiling you. If your master or mistress has not warned you, they are neglectful.’
He handed me the lantern imperiously, and I took it, too bemused to think of making contact and coercing him, then he set off, leaving me to follow. There was nothing to be done but to follow him back the way I had come. He shifted the heavy bolt of cloth from one shoulder to the other, yet he did not ask me to help him, which would have afforded me the opportunity of making physical contact. Finally we came to a scythe street, and to my dismay he turned along it for a little and then cut into a lane above which I could once more see one of the towers. He was taking me back towards the Infinity of Dragonstraat!
I moved up behind him, determined to make physical contact, but before I was close enough he turned his head and warned me very seriously that if we met any Ekoni I must keep my eyes down and say nothing. He was exempt from curfew because he was returning from a High Chafiri, and the Ekoni would simply assume I was his wife or daughter, or maybe his sister, accompanying him in order to attend to the wife of the High Chafiri.
His words changed my mind about slipping away from him, for aside from the fact that he was coming from visiting one of the ruling elite in Redport, and must know a good deal about them and how they ran the settlement, he would be able to tell me exactly where the Palace Island was, and he might also know if the Black Ship was anchored in the bay, and even where Ariel resided when he visited. As well, I need have no fear of being stopped while I was with the Ekoni man, even outside of curfew. I had intended to go north to coerce some information about Slavetown, and to leave the settlement on its northern side, but if I went meekly with the Gadfian man to his home, I could coerce information from him, eat and bathe and even rest a while, before having him lead me to the eastern side of the settlement.
He was still speaking, and though I had not uttered a single word since he had spotted me, he seemed not to notice. Indeed, there was no gap in which I could speak, for a continual stream of soft words flowed from him. It was not that he chattered so much as spoke the busy flow of his thoughts aloud, as some old or lonely people are wont to do. Occasionally, he asked me questions and then answered them himself and even chided me for the answers he had devised.
I wondered somewhat darkly if this was because there were so many women in Redport with their tongues cut out. Yet he seemed genuinely worried on my behalf and twice we passed Ekoni columns and both times I sensed his tension, but they paid us no heed at all. This puzzled me until he made some mention of his sigils, which I assumed meant he was identifiable as a servant of the High Chafiri.
At last he entered a narrow street, and went to the door of the first buildings in it, one in a row of two-level building, all of which backed on to one of the high compound walls. I readied myself to coerce the man the moment we were safely inside his home but the plan evaporated when I stepped through the door. It opened not to a passage as I had half expected, but into a large chamber with a number of tables covered in swathes of cloth, at which four women were busy sewing. Too late I realised the man had not brought me to his home, but to a place of work. He set the roll of cloth down with a sigh of relief, as the women gaped at me in astonishment. Two were Landwomen, while the other two looked to be Redlanders from their bronzed skin. My heart sank when one of them scowled at me.
‘Now,’ the man said briskly, ignoring the women, ‘Tell me the name of your master, Sabra. I will have someone let him know you are here the moment the curfew bells sound. In the meantime, I will peg you with my girls tonight.’
‘Peg me . . .’ I echoed incredulously.
The man frowned. ‘Have you never slept outside Slavetown?’ His voice suggested no would be a reasonable answer so I shook my head. ‘Well, the law of the High Chafiri require that all non-Redland slaves who are outside Slavetown during curfew must sleep pegged. Gretha, do we have an extra leg iron?’ he asked absently.
‘I can get one from the store,’ said a big, soft-faced Landwoman in a lovely musical voice. I saw then that she and the other Landwoman wore a metal circle about one ankle. Dismayed, I dropped to my knees before the man. ‘Master,’ I said fervently and caught his hand. Before he could shake me off or protest, I slid into his thoughts, coercing him to stand passively.
His name was Nareem and he was a tailor who had come to Redport on one of the ships bringing Gadfian men who had offered to settle in the distant colony. Many had hopes of an advancement they could not aspire to in Great Gadfia, where people’s statuses and situations were rigidly defined by birth and blood, for all pure Gadfians who agreed to relocate were given houses and something called a coin grant. But men like the tailor were offered a proper compound and several slaves as well as coin, as an enticement to move to Redport. Nareem had been asked personally by one of the ruling High Chafiri who had been moving to Redport with his wife and daughters, and he had also been promised a fullblood Gadfian wife and honourable work in the compound or governing house of the High Chafiri for his sons, should he have any.
Conscious the four slavewomen were staring at me, I coerced Nareem to command them sharply to continue their work. They obeyed, though the one called Gretha continued to regard us with a puzzlement that would soon turn to suspicion.
I returned my attention to Nareem and learned that the women were four of the six slaves belonging to his household. All dwelt in his compound, which could be reached by a door at the rear of the building that passed through the compound wall, as well as by the more imposing gated entrance. The back door was known only to Nareem and, surprisingly, to Gretha. Other than the four women, there was a male cook and an older woman who watched over his two sons: the younger was Nareem’s son by Gretha, and the older his son to a half-Gadfian slavewoman called Olada, who had died on the journey to Redport.
Nareem had originally bought Gretha because she reminded him of Olada, who had been soft and kind and plump. But where Olada had been rather simple, Gretha was both clever and quick-witted. The other three slavewomen had been given to Nareem by his patron as gifts and he had meticulously trained them to help him create the clothes he dreamed up for pureblood Gadfian, Chafiri and High Chafiri women and for the pureblood wives of Ekoni officers, known as High Ekoni. Gretha had begun by caring for his orphaned son, but as well as being intelligent, she had a gift for colour and design. Nareem had soon given the care of his son to an older slave, also gifted to him by his patron, and had drawn Gretha into his business, and soon after into his bed and heart. But he could not bond with her, nor could his son to Olada or the boy Gretha later bore, inherit. For this, he would need one trueborn son, and for that he must have a fullblood Gadfian bondmate. He had been promised one, and he knew he need only mention it to his patron and a woman would be found, but the truth was that he had no desire to replace Gretha. Yet he understood very well that for her sake and for the sake of his sons and the welfare of his slaves, he must bond and get a true son, for if he died without a true heir, all of his household would be sold and the coin absorbed into the coffers of the High Chafiri.
Gretha understood the need for a pureblood wife, or she had at least persuaded him that she would accept and honour a pureblood wife. It was Nareem who hesitated, for he loved his sons dearly, and he knew a pureblood wife would not. Also, though he did not allow himself to acknowledge it consciously, he loved Gretha, and a pureblood wife would put an end to what he had with her. It seemed to me that Gretha knew this from the interactions between them, which I glimpsed in his mind. I glanced at her and saw she was still watching us closely. I saw, too, the sadness in her face. I coerced him to reassure her that all was well, and to say that he would explain by and by. I was pleased to find that he did not like pegging his slaves nor was it the custom in Great Gadfia. There, only violent and dangerous slaves and criminals wore chains. The practice of pegging had been introduced in Redport because of the Prime Chafiri’s concerns about the vast discrepancy between the number of slaves and masters. Nareem’s own opinion was that the pacified Redland folk formed the bulk of the slaves, and had a civilising effect on the rest, thereby rendering the use of chains unnecessary. But he was not a man to rebel against custom or lore.
Which made his rescue of me unusual. I delved into his reasoning and found that, seeing me, he had immediately noted that I was very nearly the height and shape of the wife of his patron and on the surface of his mind, he had already half formed an intention to try to buy me from my master so that he could use me to fit and adjust garments for his master’s wife, rather than having to waste time going to and from his patron’s compound on the other side of the settlement to arrange fittings.
But under this superficial pragmatic reasoning lay a genuine, rather fatherly concern for a young woman who had foolishly put herself in danger. Beneath this, and infusing it with the potency that had caused him to act, was Nareem’s profound dislike of the whole system of slavery and the way men abused it, particularly the Redland Ekoni, whom he regarded as degenerate brutes. This was so strong an emotion for an essentially mild man that I went deeper and thus came at last to the true motive behind the help he had given me.
Pushed down so deeply that it was almost lost to his conscious mind was the memory of a daughter Olada had borne him, the older sister of the boy sleeping in the Compound with his son from Gretha. The girl had survived the journey that killed her mother, but on her way home one night from an errand soon after their arrival in the Red Land, she had been slowed by a broken sandal and had been taken by the Ekoni on curfew, right outside the gate to the compound. As a child, she had been exempt from the rule that said women had to be accompanied by men, but she was outside the compound gate when the curfew bells rang and she had been taken and savagely misused by a group of Ekoni before being left to die in an alley. Nareem had adored the girl and her death had grieved him far more deeply that the death of a slavechild was supposed to do. Unable to pretend to less grief, he had suppressed his memory of the girl. In this, he reminded me of Darga and his repression of Jik’s memory, except that the memory of his daughter was so precious to Nareem that he had not completely pushed it into his subconscious; he had ensured that he could reach it, by an act of will, from time to time.
Part of Nareem’s desire for a trueblood son, I saw now, was to ensure that the women in his household would continue to be protected from the sort of men who had killed his daughter.
Nareem was Gadfian but essentially a kind, intelligent, civilised man, secure in his talents and with no desire for power, save the power to protect his loved ones and the power that would spare him the attention and machinations of the powerful. He was fortunate in liking and being liked by the High Chafiri, who was his patron and this served to keep him and his household relatively safe. But his High Chafiri was not the Prime Chafiri. Nareem allow himself no conscious opinion of the Prime nor indeed of any of the High Chafiri, but he actively feared the capricious wife of the Prime, who used his services. She was fickle, difficult and had a cruel streak. All that protected Nareem was his undeniable skill and the patronage of his own High Chafiri, but even that had to be managed very carefully, for he dared not complain or criticise any Chafiri when he was only a pureblood Gadfian.
I rifled through his memories of his dealings with the High Chafiri, noting that he was skilful not only in handling cloth but also in handling people, and he used his diplomacy to negotiate what seemed to me to be the shark-filled waters of elite Chafiri society. I was able to cross-reference much of what I had learned from Riyad and her son with what I found in his mind, thereby developing a fuller picture of life in Redport. But he knew almost nothing of the lives of slaves in general, let alone of life in Slavetown.
I turned from these matters to more mundane matters, trying to see how the household worked.
Nareem’s proper residence was a free-standing flat-roofed two-level building with a roof garden within the compound wall. It had a very modest yard, befitting his importance. The more important the Gadfian, the larger the area enclosed by a compound wall, and the higher the ground it was built upon. All of the Chafiri and High Chafiri lived in the southern part of the settlement, and this custom derived from New Gadfia, which I saw from his mind covered a steep, stony coastal area and a number of steep, stony islands, where height meant the ability to see threats from afar. The creation of the Gadfian compounds had obviously required the destruction of streets of Redlander dwellings, with the result that their occupants had been pushed to the north of the settlement.
Like Riyad’s bondmate, Nareem slept on the second level of his house. This was apparently the custom for all Gadfian men of any rank. Women visited their chambers then returned to their own, even wives. That Nareem kept Gretha with him spoke of his love for her. There was also a large chamber on the same level as his bedchamber, for entertaining customers. This included a chamber prepared for the occasional highborn women who chose to come to his establishment for fittings rather than having him come to them. They would ascend using ornate external steps that led directly from the ground by the gate to the upper level. There were also narrow internal steps, but these were only used by Nareem and his slaves. Gretha and another slavewoman would tend to the women in the midst of measuring and fitting them while Nareem entertained their bondmates, sometimes in the large chamber, sometimes on the roof. If the buyer was important, Nareem would borrow slave musicians from a friend.
As in Riyad’s household, the slavewomen slept in rooms on the lowest level in beds to which cloth-covered leg chains were fastened; only Gretha was exempt, for she slept each night with Nareem and he never pegged her.
The yard was little more than a dusty expanse, with lines for drying dyed cloths, but there was a shed within the compound wall, into which the passage through the wall from the cloth house opened. It housed a beast called a mulik and a small herd of goats, kept for milk and cheese and butter, which Nareem’s sons herded out to graze each day north of the settlement. This accorded with what I had got from Riyad’s son, and confirmed that the settlement was most porous on its northern border. The mulik I saw in Nareem’s mind was very like a horse save that it had a furry pelt and long ears like a donkey. Certainly a horse would not pass for a mulik. The beast was also smaller and stockier than a horse and very strong. Nareem used it to pull a little cart when he was delivering his wares or collecting several rolls of cloth.
The more I learned, the gladder I was that Nareem had seen me and thwarted my plans, for he was clearly invaluable, not only as a source of information, but coerced he could be the means of reaching the most important Gadfians in Redport. For this reason, I coerced him to send the slavewomen on a number of small errands that would keep them occupied, and then I carefully laid down a coercive web of obedience in Nareem’s mind, which would enable me to direct him even when we were not in contact.
‘What have you done to him?’ demanded Gretha suddenly, and loudly.
I turned to look at her, only then realising she had not obeyed her master’s command to bring him some food. I might have reached out and made contact, coercing her while the other women were absent, but having come to know her through Nareem’s mind, I understood that she was resourceful and clever and kind, and on impulse I rose and, looking into her eyes, I said, ‘You are Landborn. Do you know of Misfits, once burned by the Council and the Herder Faction for their Talents?’
‘Yes but . . .’ Her eyes widened and flicked to Nareem who sat calmly, apparently oblivious to our conversation. ‘You are such a one?’
‘I am. I need information about Redport and I am taking it from the mind of your master. I mean him or you no harm. What say you to that?’ I was close enough that I could reach out to her if she screamed or tried to call for help.
She looked at Nareem again, then she looked back at me. ‘You could do that to me?’
I merely nodded.
She frowned and said slowly, ‘When I was a child an old man was burned for some wrongness. I never knew what it was, but he had been kind to me and I wept until I was told that I must cease lest the Faction judge me Misfit too. I ceased weeping but not my sorrow. I do not know what wrong he was charged with but there was never any harm in him.’
She might have been lying to reassure me so that she could get away and call for help, but her eyes were clear and unafraid as she sat down beside Nareem and reached out to take his hand in hers. ‘You will do no harm to him?’
I swallowed hard, seeing exactly why Nareem loved her, and it struck me all at once that if the Redlanders did rise, Nareem would be free to bond with her and claim his sons. Unless Dragon and her people decided to drive them all out . . . ‘I am trying to find my friends,’ I said. It was the truth but not the whole truth.
‘They are slaves,’ she said. ‘They must be, for there are no free folk of any kind but Gadfians here in Redport.’
‘The emissary of the white-faced lords and his entourage and shipfolk are not slaves,’ I prevaricated, ‘Nor is Salamander who captains the Black Ship. Or black-hearted Ariel who sometimes travels with him.’
Gretha’s eyes narrowed. ‘These people come here but they do not dwell here.’
‘Where do they stay when they come?’ I asked.
She frowned. ‘The Lord Ariel and the white-faced emissary guest with the High Chafiri Prime when they visit Redport. Their entourages always remain aboard their ships, though the women of the white-faced lord will attend the masked ball to be held in his honour soon. But what has this to do with your friends? What have you done to Nareem?’
Ignoring the first part of her question, I said, ‘I have coerced him to render him passive and receptive in order to get the information I need to move about Redport safely and swiftly. Otherwise he is himself and when I go, I will ensure he remembers none of this.’
‘Then what?’
‘Then I leave,’ I said.
‘And what of us?’ Gretha asked calmly, gesturing to the other young Landwoman who had entered quietly a moment before.
‘I will do no harm to any of you if you can allow me to learn what I need to learn and go from this place without summoning the Ekoni,’ I said, and I saw from her expression that she took from this that I could do harm, if I chose. I was glad I did not need to threaten her. Indeed I would not threaten, I would only act. But she would be invaluable if she could be brought willingly to help me, because she would have the knowledge of Slavetown that Nareem lacked, and if she was willing I need not stumble around in her mind trying to find what I needed, I could simply ask.
‘The Ekoni,’ she said with contempt. ‘I would as well summon up the Entina from the pit to save me. Tell me what you need to know. I will help you if I can.’ She turned and gently but firmly bade the other girl go and get food and drink for all of us.
I was uneasy for a moment, wondering if she had somehow signalled the other Landborn slave to summon help.
‘You need not fear me nor any of these other slavewomen,’ Gretha said. ‘Women survive best here by not being noticed. If you mean harm, then reporting you is like to see us sold, for those in power will wonder why you came to our household.’
‘Very well,’ I said, reassured. ‘My friends are mostly Landborn,’ I said. ‘I understand this means they must live in Slavetown?’
It was a question and she answered it. ‘In Slavetown or in Quarry, if they were chosen to serve the emperor of the white-faced lords.’
‘Quarry?’
‘It is to the north of Redport,’ Gretha said, a bleak expression on her face. ‘A training camp where all of those who are to be slave warriors live and learn the art of war without endangering the slavemasters.’
So that was what the settlement to the north was, I thought. ‘Tell me first about Slavetown,’ I said. ‘How is it arranged? Does the curfew operate within its walls? Do Ekoni patrol there at night? Is there a central place and any sort of leadership?’
Instead of answering, Gretha asked, ‘How long since you have seen your friends?’
‘Long,’ I said. ‘Some I have not seen for many years, and others I parted from more than a year ago . . .’
‘If they are Landfolk and able-bodied men, other than mine workers of crew overseers, they would have been sold on or sent to Quarry. It was not always so. There used to be many Landmen within Redport, but there were a number of violent uprisings masterminded by foreign slaves, and the High Chafiri decided it would be better to send all foreign men and strong women to Quarry to be trained. I think they were afraid that their violent ways would infect and rouse the Redlanders against them.’ Her lip curled. ‘This celebration is as much for the Gadfians as for the emissary, because he is to take the troublesome slave warriors with him back to Shambala, even though they are not the number promised.’
‘The emissary is here to collect the slave army?’ I asked, my heart beginning to pound.
‘It is what the Chafiri have offered as a salve gift to the emissary, Nareem says,’ Gretha said.
‘Because they have not amassed the promised number,’ I murmured, wondering where Ariel came into it. A question occurred to me. ‘What is Shambala?’
‘It is the name of the city where dwells the emperor of the land of the white-faced lords,’ said the older Redland slavewoman, who had entered with the other Redland slave, both of them carrying piles of clothing. The other Landwoman entered too, carrying a covered tray that looked heavy when she set it down.
I stared at them for a minute, noting that both the faces and arms of the two Redland women were inscribed with black skin patterning like the Guanette bird picture Swallow had once marked upon my arm using pins and ink – tattoos he called them. Then I returned my attention to Gretha. ‘Tell me about Quarry.’
‘That is some way north of the settlement,’ the older of the Redland women said. ‘It is an abandoned open mine where long ago beasts were pitted against one another in competitions to the death, until the Red Queen found out and stopped the practice. Some say that is why she was betrayed.’ She regarded Nareem, sitting quietly by, now rocking slightly as if to music, then she looked at me. ‘You are one of those the Landfolk call Misfits?’ There was a wistfulness in her voice that startled me.
My heart began to gallop and I waved her to sit. ‘I am,’ I said. ‘Do you know of others like that?’
She sat and said, ‘There are said to be some in Slavetown with the old powers, but I do not know them.’
‘Why do you call them the old powers?’ I asked curiously.
‘It is said that many Redlanders had them once, but they flowed from the Red Queen, and when she died, they died with her.’
It was terribly tempting to ask more on this account, for I was now wondering how long the block had been active. Was it possible the Gadfians had brought some sort of machine with them when they invaded, and it had been operating ever since, blocking Redland Misfits so that they ceased to be aware of their powers and thought them lost? I looked at Gretha. ‘Who rules Slavetown?’
I expected her to refuse to name any names, or to ask how slaves should have leaders, but instead she said, ‘The first thing you need to know is that not all in Slavetown are foreigners. Many Redlanders dwell there too. Deenak is the spokesman for Landborn slaves in Slavetown. He is the one summoned by the Chafiri when they wish to communicate something to our people.’
‘What of the Redlanders,’ I asked, thinking of Dragon. ‘Who speaks for them in and out of Slavetown?’
Gretha cast a glance of intermingled scorn and pity at the two Redland women, now both seated. ‘The Redlanders have no leaders. They have given themselves to their masters wholly.’
‘I believe they are passive only because they have sworn not to rise against their oppressors until the return of their queen,’ I said.
I saw both the Redland women stiffen at these words, although their faces remained still. Gretha stared at me a moment then asked, ‘Who are you that knows so little of Redport that you must learn what any child knows from us, and yet you know of their legend of the Red Queen?’
‘She is no legend,’ I said, and this time both Redland women rose spontaneously and I saw the flash of yearning in their eyes they could not suppress. I stood and looked at them. ‘She is coming,’ I told them simply. ‘She is here.’
The younger woman gave a sobbing gasp and clutched at the arm of the older woman. ‘But you . . .’ the older woman began, only to stop when the other caught her shoulder.
‘You are not a Redlander,’ the younger woman said harshly. ‘How can you know of our queen?’
‘I dreamed of her,’ I said, deciding belatedly to be prudent. It was true enough. ‘Now, tell me all you can about Slavetown. Does the curfew operate there?’
All four women exchanged complex looks, and the two Redland women sat down again as Gretha said, ‘I do not see that any harm can come of telling her what she wishes to know.’
‘If it is true about the Red Queen . . .’ began the older Redland women softly.
‘She is not the first to dream of your Red Queen, Redlander or not, and I daresay she will not be the last,’ Gretha said impatiently. She looked at me. ‘You asked about the curfew. It does not operate within Slavetown because its gates are locked during the dark hours and there are no Ekoni within the wall at that time. The rest of the time the gate is guarded, though mostly only so the Gadfians can keep an eye on who is going in and out, and to ensure no weapons are brought in. The Knife and the Infinity of Hope and a number of the larger lanes are patrolled regularly in daylight, and there are occasionally raids of more obscure areas when the Ekoni decide the slaves might be amassing weapons. Anyone found with a weapon is sold or, if the offence is deemed severe enough, sent to the ilthum mine.’
‘She is no slave. Look at her wrist,’ said the younger Landwoman suddenly, pointing at my right wrist.
I noticed then that all of them had marks about their right wrist, and realised this must be how slaves were identified. I wondered what they would say if I told them that no matter what markings were made on my skin, my body would not suffer them to endure.
‘You’re right, I am not a slave,’ I said, since there was no use denying it. An idea came to me. ‘Surely you have heard of the four ships that came from the land to Redport?’
‘That is an old story,’ said the other Landwoman. ‘Four left the Land to come and attempt to treat with the slavemasters, more fool they. One was lost on the way and two came limping into the bay a year back, herded through the Talons by Salamander’s Black Ship. One was half burnt and sinking, my brother said. He works loading ore onto the ships at the Long Pier and saw it all. He said one was from Norseland and the other from the Land.’
‘The people aboard?’ I asked, my lips numb.
She shrugged. ‘Some were sold and others sent to Quarry. A few remained in Redport and some others were sent to Great Gadfia to be questioned. One was taken by Ariel.’
Hearing this, it was a moment before I could compose myself sufficiently to go on. ‘Do you know who that one was?’
Gretha gave me a look of pity and shook her head. ‘You called the Lord Ariel black-hearted, so you know what he is. If your friend was taken by him, then you must mourn, for he takes his pick of slaves and those he chooses are seldom seen again. Those that are seen, have been rendered mindless – his nulls he calls them; poor broken things.’
‘With luck he will never return,’ the young Landwoman said with feeling.
‘He is not here?’ My heart leapt.
‘He has been gone for many moons,’ Gretha answered.
‘And the white-faced lords? Are any here?’
‘Why do you care about them?’ the young Redland woman asked.
‘I care if my friends are to be given to them as slave warriors.’
Gretha said, ‘That is not certain, despite what Nareem believes. Perhaps the emissary will refuse to take them until the proper number have been amassed, since the white-faced emperor has granted the Chafiri more time.’ The other women stared at her in amazement and disbelief. ‘It is true,’ she told them. ‘Nareem told me today that is why the white-faced emissary came. To grant more time. That is why he is being indulged so.’
‘But why would the emperor agree to wait, after threatening to annihilate Redport in a rage because the bargain made with them was not honoured to the letter?’ the other Landwoman demanded.
‘It was the emperor’s brother who made those threats, because his gift would not be ready to be given as he had boasted,’ Gretha said. ‘Apparently the emperor is less impatient.’
Or maybe he has been offered a greater prize, I thought.
Gretha turned back to me. ‘But still you have not told us how you came here. Are you saying you came all that time ago with the four greatships, and somehow have not been enslaved?’
‘The other ship!’ the young Landwoman said suddenly. ‘One sank, two were taken by Salamander but one fled.’
‘And was caught and sunk by Gadfian greatships,’ the younger Redland woman said flatly.
‘It was said so,’ Gretha said. ‘Yet even if some folk survived as was whispered for a time, how could they have come to Redport? There is nowhere to come to land but through the Talons.’
‘Were you aboard one of the four greatships?’ asked the younger Landwoman.
‘I was,’ I said, thinking, once I was, though long before that journey.
‘So, you escaped and somehow came to land, maybe using your Misfit abilities, and now you seek those captured from the ships?’ Gretha concluded. I said nothing and she nodded in satisfaction. ‘Well, as to what became of those taken captive, I have already told you. Deenak would know where to find the ones that dwell in Slavetown, if they live yet.’
‘How do I find this Deenak?’ I asked.
‘Go to the Infinity of Hope and ask for him,’ she said. ‘He is well known and new slaves are sent to him when they arrive, for they must be given somewhere to live. It will not seem odd or strange for you to ask around for the way to his residence.’
I might have coerced her to be sure she guided me well, but she had given me a name that I could check before I spoke it. If it were a trap it would not be hard to evade. But I did not think they were trying to trap or trick me. I turned to the two Redland women. ‘Who rules the Redlanders?’
‘None rules us since the Red Queen was betrayed and slain,’ the younger said, tonelessly.
I did not believe her, but I let it lie for the moment as Gretha pointed to the clothing I had coerced Nareem to have them fetch. ‘I m guessing you want some clothing that will serve you better than those,’ she said.
I nodded. Gretha spoke a soft word to Nareem. She looked startled when he went out and returned with a wondrous gauzy red cloak with a hood and a sumptuously long train. It was vast, transparent, beautiful and entirely impractical.
‘I was asking him what clothing we had that could be spared,’ she said, laughing a little. ‘That was made for the wife of the Prime for the masked ball, but the wilful mulik rejected it as being too ostentatious, and of course it cannot now be offered to any other Chafiri woman. But it is no use to you.’
I touched Nareem, who rose and went through the piles of clothes the two Redland women had brought in, selecting a few pieces and setting them before me. The four slavewomen watched him, bemused, Gretha with a slight frown.
He sat down again and she went through what he had chosen, smiling slightly. ‘Well, he has given you the sort of attire a valued slave would be given to wear by an indulgent High Chafiri master or mistress. Any Ekoni seeing you would think twice before harassing you. He has given you clothing enough for a man and a woman.’ She looked a question at me.
‘I think I had better look like a slave lad, else I will have to have Nareem escort me to Slavetown.’ I had no intention of going there directly, but it would not do any harm to have them think so.
I let them help me to dress in the masculine clothes, Gretha saying it was just as well Landmen did not affect beards. Once, when my arm brushed that of the younger Landwoman, I took the opportunity to get an impression of Slavetown from her, including the routes she knew well. I also learned that her name was Cora, while the older Redland woman was Demet and the younger, Keely.
Then Gretha glanced at the covered tray and gave me a wry look before suggesting we eat. As they set out the food, I remembered to ask the location of the Red Queen’s Palace.
‘It was on Rainbow Island but it is only a ruin now,’ Demet said.
‘A ruin,’ I echoed.
‘Mostly crumbling rocks scarce higher than your knee,’ Gretha added, passing me a plate and giving me a curious look. ‘A few courses of stone and a pretty bit of a tiled floor that was once a grand hall.’
‘It is said the Ekoni destroyed it looking for the queen’s sceptre when first they came,’ Demet continued. ‘The Prime was furious because the Betrayer had told them that the key to the Red Queen’s greatest treasure was her sceptre, and that without it, they would never truly conquer the Red Land.’
‘Only the Red Queen can wield it and command its power,’ said Keely.
‘You believe she will return?’ I asked, thinking of their intense reaction when I had said Dragon had come.
‘She will come, and not just in dreams. She will raise her sceptre and summon the dragon, dismaying the Gadfians and commanding us to rise against them,’ Demet said passionately.
Gretha stared at her incredulously for a moment, then she gave Nareem a look before turning to me. I was silent, somewhat amazed that the Redland woman had spoken of summoning a dragon.
Gretha said, ‘I hope you meant it when you said you can make Nareem forget all that is said here and now, for the safety of the Redlanders rests on the belief of the Gadfians that they are pacified. Nareem would not harm a mouse, but there are many Gadfians who are not like him.’ She gave the Redland woman a sharp look. ‘If they heard you speak as you have done, Demet, you would be sold away in an eyeblink.’ Without waiting for a response, she turned to me once more. ‘Be careful what you say, whatever you have dreamed, for though the Gadfians think of the dragonfolk as pacified, in their hearts they are fanatics waiting for their dead queen to return to lead them in throwing off their Gadfian oppressors, and to provoke their longing is to rouse a madness that can burn you. I will never understand why they did not simply fight when she was first seized!’
‘Why do the Gadfians call Redlanders dragonfolk? Is it because of the tiled dragon in the open area between the two towers?’ I asked, looking at Demet, but it was the younger Redlander who answered.
‘You speak of the Infinity of Dragonstraat,’ said Keely. ‘But that dragon is only a reminder of the fire dragon that will take flight when the Red Queen comes to the two towers with her sceptre.’ She cast a dark look at Nareem, which earned her a slap from Gretha.
‘He did not kill your precious Red Queen,’ Gretha said sharply. ‘He was not born when she was slain. And remember that it was one of her people – your people – who betrayed her in the first place. And it was your folk who did not have the courage to rise up and stop them.’
‘It is not cowardice that stays our hand,’ Demet told her with quiet dignity. ‘The queen knew what would come and made those she trusted swear to do nothing until she returned.’
I wondered if it was true that the Red Queen had known in advance of her impending betrayal and death, and if, as I was beginning to suspect, she had refused to let her people battle the slavemasters because of something Cassy and Hannah had told the first Red Queen. I was somewhat bewildered now, too, for what did she mean by saying Nareem had not been born when the Red Queen had been betrayed. And what of their talk of raising dragons, for there never had been any such creature in the world? I knew from the teknoguilders that it was an imaginary beast dreamed up by the Beforetimers who had delighted in such strange and pointless fantasies. Dragon had earned her name from the terrifying visions of dragons she had coerced, which I had thought she had seen in a Beforetime map book, but which I now felt came from the tiled dragon in the Infinity of Dragonstraat.
Only now did it occur to me that Dragon’s mother might have been a coercer, as well as a beastspeaker, and that she might have coerced visions for her people, which Dragon had years later remembered and emulated.
‘What none of you has ever explained properly is why she would tell her people not to fight,’ Gretha was saying to the Redland women, with the air of one returning to an old argument.
Before the others could respond, I interrupted them. ‘You say that the emissary from the . . . from Shambala stays with the Prime Chafiri when he visits, but his women remain aboard his ship?’
Gretha nodded, then added, ‘He is not here now. He came ashore for the fire festival a few days past – it is an old Redland custom he seems to have heard about somehow, and it is said he asked to see it because he had heard of its magnificence. That night he stayed in the Prime’s compound, but he is aboard his greatship now and will not come ashore again, Nareem says, until the masked ball.’ She nodded absently towards the gorgeous red cloak.
‘That was not the true Dragon Parade that he saw,’ Demet said suddenly. ‘Nor did the days of plenty follow as they once did. As to the masked ball, that will only be a pale shadow of the true ball, when the Red Queen came to the Infinity of Dragonstraat in her chariot, clad in red and drawn by six red-dyed muliki. Then there was music and dancing in the infinity and all the surrounding streets until dawn, when the Red Queen would emerge and cross Dragonstraat to stand between the two towers. There she would unmask herself and, thus revealed, she would hold up her sceptre and raise the dragon. Then would the fire races throughout Redport come to life.’
Gretha looked at her with fond exasperation. ‘To hear her talk you would think she had seen it herself,’ she told me tartly.
I was about to say that she might have done, but Gretha went on, ‘It would be a good time to seek out your friends, if that is what you are thinking. There will be a lot of pomp and ceremony as the emissary is to bring his own women to the ball and instead of the Red Queen raising her sceptre, he will be presented with many magnificent gifts and treasures to take back to his emperor, in thanks for their grace in allowing more time to fulfil the bargain made with his brother. I know all about it because Nareem was asked this very day to create a special gown for the emperor’s sisterwife. He is to have a cask of gold leaf for its delivery. Then the slave warriors will be marched from Quarry to the Long Pier and carried away. So the Chafiri hope, but the emissary has not yet accepted their offer nor spoken of when he will depart.’
The others were agog, but I was only half listening now, thinking of the dream Dragon had spoken of, in which she had seen Ariel talking to the emissary. That meeting must have happened if his emperor had sent the emissary to grant the Gadfians a delay, but what of the promised weaponmachine? There seemed only one answer. Ariel knew I was drawing closer to Sentinel and he was not in Redport because he was there, wherever it was, waiting for me.
The thought chilled me to the bone.
I turned to Cora, asking, ‘Do you know of a Landman called Matthew? He has a scar on his face . . .’
She laughed. ‘All know of Mad Matthias because when he first came here he tried to rouse the dragonfolk against the slavemasters. Some of the Redland men beat him to within an inch of his life. Then they beat him again later for hatching a plan to steal a ship to go to fetch the Red Queen from the Land where he claimed she lay in an enchanted sleep.’
‘He lives yet?’ I asked, my heart pounding.
‘He does, scarred and limping and more devout than any Redlander about the coming of the Red Queen,’ Cora said. ‘But he did not come here on those ships you spoke of. He has been here since he was a lad.’
‘He has great courage but he was ignorant and arrogant and over-hasty in the beginning,’ Keely said softly, fiercely. ‘He has grown up and learned wisdom and patience.’
I stared at her. ‘You know him.’
She pressed her lips together. I could have coerced her, but instead, I said, ‘I knew him, too – in the Land, long ago when he was a boy. He was like a brother and I watched the slavers take him away without being able to help him. Will you tell me how to find him?’
Keely’s face had softened, but she asked, ‘To what end?’
I hesitated and saw that, though they were inclined to trust me, did trust me in Gretha’s case, I needed to give them something more concrete. I said, ‘I am looking for the man I love. He was aboard the ships from the Land. He knew Matthew – Matthias – and if he survived the journey, he would have sought him out. So would the others from the ships. The quickest way to find them is to find Ma . . . Matthias.’
‘You cannot escape Redport,’ Gretha warned. ‘There is no way to leave by sea, save on a slave vessel bound for the Spit or New Gadfia, or as part of a slave cargo being carried to some other land. And there is only barren desert that way.’ She waved her hand inland.
‘What is his name?’ Cora asked.
‘Rushton Seraphim,’ I said, and it gave me astonishing pain to say his name aloud. I felt such a mingling of longing and terror that I feared I would faint. Then Gretha suggested I eat, for I looked pale as a dish of goats’ milk. I looked into her face and understood that I had finally won their sympathy.




I had gobbled down several mouthfuls before the fiery spices in the food gripped my throat and my eyes began to water copiously. Gretha and Cora burst out laughing, and I realised they had been waiting for my reaction. I coughed and spluttered until Demet set a little dish of pale green creamy stuff beside me. I spooned some of it hastily into my burning mouth, eyes streaming, as Cora told me her own reaction to Redland food had been much the same to begin with. Gadfian food was even hotter.
‘You get used to the spices and the heat, and in the end you come to like it,’ she assured me.
Keely said she had tasted food in Slavetown so bland she had wondered that Landfolk did not die of boredom. That had set all of them to laughing and quarrelling lightly about food. I was largely silent, my own mind roiling as I tried to absorb all I had learned from them. I finished my bowl, using the flat bread and the creamy green stuff to mediate the heat of the spices. Even so, by the time I had finished, my nose was running and my tongue burning.
‘I do not wonder that a people who would eat such foods worship fire-breathing dragons,’ I rasped.
‘We do not worship them,’ Demet said, suddenly serious. ‘They are the emblem of the first Red Queen who raised the dragon in the Beforetime to protest the imprisonment of ship fish and greatfish by the govamen.’
‘The govamen imprisoned fish?’ I echoed doubtfully, thinking no one had ever suggested there had been a Red Queen in the Beforetime.
‘Greatfish and ship fish,’ Keely said eagerly. ‘They wanted to use them as weapons and spies.’
Gretha rolled her eyes and brought me a tiny orange fruit. ‘My son picked it from a bush that grows beyond the ruins,’ she said, peeling it deftly and offering it to me.
‘Those are the ruins of the place where the govamen held ship fish captive,’ Cora said.
Keely saw my bewilderment and explained that the ruins of the Beforetime place where fish had been imprisoned were north of the settlement in the area where goats were grazed, and where Gretha’s boy had found the fruit I was eating. There was another section of it at the base of the cliffs, she added, but whatever had connected the upper level to the sea level section had long since fallen to rubble.
I stared at her, the little fruit forgotten as it struck me the ruin might be connected to Sentinel. Yet what had ship fish to do with a computermachine, and how could fish be used as weapons? Perhaps the ruins were part of Eden, where beasts had been sent and kept in cryopods in the Beforetime. The thought that Eden might be so close made my heart race, for if so, there might be something there to help me locate Sentinel!
‘Tell me more about these ruins,’ I invited.
Cora shrugged dismissively. ‘There are only a few broken stones.’
‘It is said everything useful was taken by the Red Queen and her followers when they were stranded here after the Great White,’ Keely said eagerly. ‘They used it to begin transforming Redport into a proper settlement instead of a makeshift camp. The part that stands at the bottom of the cliffs is better preserved, despite the tides, but there is no way to get to it, save by sea, and no shipmaster with his wits about him would risk getting so close to shore in a ship boat, given the unruly currents.’
‘There is a high platform that the bottom section must once have extended to, which stands on great thick pillars of stone, but even if a ship boat would dare go close, there is no way to get up onto it,’ Demet said. ‘It is said the first Red Queen came to this land across the sea with her followers in response to the cries of sea beasts for help.’
‘She was supposed to have been a beastspeaker but I never heard there were Misfits in the Beforetime,’ Gretha said sceptically. She turned to me. ‘But you see why the Redlanders are the way they are about Misfits.’
I asked them bluntly about the static that was blocking my abilities so that I could only use them by touching the person I wanted to affect, but all four women looked at me blankly, even after I went to some trouble to describe it. I abandoned the subject and after they had inspected my clothes one last time, I coerced Nareem and sent him to his bed.
Gretha came with me to the door, and before I slipped away, she wished me luck. ‘I hope you find what you seek,’ she said.
I made my way north by the route to Slavetown suggested by the Landwomen, having decided that I would go from that side of the settlement because of the difficulties involved in leaving the settlement on its eastern side, as I had intended before encountering Nareem. I had asked casually about the mines, only to be told miners used the track between Redport and the domes constantly to push or pull wheeled vessels called hoppers used to transport ore from one mine or another. Though most of the mine traffic occurred in the mornings or late afternoons, there were lighter hoppers, which transported produce from the dome farms throughout the middle of the day. I had seen at once that I would be visible to them in daylight if I emerged anywhere along the eastern border of the settlement, save maybe in the south-east where the ground was rough and higher.
Of course, knowing of the movement of people between Redport and the domes would be useful to us. I could simply coerce a miner or one of the people fetching farm produce to let me join their crew, and thus pass unremarked across the open ground between the settlement and the domes. We could all enter Redport virtually unnoticed in that way, but more importantly, it would be a good route to bring Dragon in unseen, for we could conceal her in a food hopper and wheel her into the settlement.
The lines reached the edge of the settlement only a few streets from the gate to Slavetown, and if she could be got inside at the end of a day, just before the gate was closed, she would have all night to reveal herself to her people.
I had also learned that the metal rails upon which the hoppers ran did not pass through the streets as I had imagined, but entered a tunnel at the edge of the settlement, which sloped down and ran under the buildings and streets, eventually splitting into two lines. One led to a great subterranean food store, which could be reached by steps leading up to the Infinity of Plenty where there were storage sheds. The other line ran on to emerge near the beginning of the high stone cliffs that became the Talons, which clasped the bay. Cora had told me the rails ran from a small dome right along the Long Pier to its end where there was a mechanism that had been provided by the white-faced lords enabling a single slave to tip ore from the hopper directly into large tubes that snaked into the holds of greatships.
There were many piers striking out from the sandy shore, but it seemed the Long Pier was the only one that reached water deep enough to enable greatships to come alongside and directly take on cargo. All other coming and going between shore and greatship was conducted by ship boat.
I still regretted not being able to get down to the shore, but the sky was now a dark blue and lightening by the minute. I had little hope of getting out of the settlement by dawn, but at least I was now clad as a man and if I stayed away from the scythe streets and the infinities, as Gretha suggested, I was unlikely to encounter any Ekoni. Cora had also assured me that the curfew was less strict during the last watch, for the Ekoni were weary and ready for their beds, most of which were in long barracks in the southern part of the settlement, close to the cliffs. I would be very unlucky if I struck one of the zealots, she had added. Not liking the sound of a zealot, I moved carefully and quietly, listening hard and checking every turn before I entered a new street.
I was tired, of course, but elated and buoyed by having accomplished so much during my night in Redport. Of course, as always, many of the answers had given rise to new questions. One truly puzzling thing was how the Red Queen’s palace could have fallen into the ruin Gretha had described in little more than a decade. Certainly the Red Queen’s death could not have occurred more than a decade past, given Dragon’s age. The only answer seemed to be that it had been deliberately transformed into a ruin, though I could not imagine why the Gadfians would bother hammering broken stone walls to crumbling fragments, when they allowed friezes with images of the Red Queen to remain intact.
The fact that it was a ruin might serve me well, however it might distress Dragon, since it was unlikely there would be anyone guarding it. I could search the Palace Island for Luthen’s crypt, which I might have inquired about, I realised, by asking where the first Red Queen was buried.
I thought of Matthew and smiled to think that he had come to be called Mad Matthias. My smile faded somewhat at the thought of him scarred and limping, yet he had sometimes limped as a boy because of a mis-set bone, so maybe whatever fighting he had done here had exacerbated that old trouble. If only I could have gone immediately to Slavetown to seek him out, but Slavetown was inaccessible until dawn and I needed to let the others know that I was safe. Besides, it seemed that Matthew did not always sleep in Slavetown. Keely had told me he was often required to accompany his master, who was a master metalworker, to Quarry where he would help the man repair and replace the weapons used to train both the Ekoni and the would-be soldiers destined to serve in the army of the white-faced emperor.
I had learned about Slavetown. Keely had said there was no leadership, but later she had admitted there was a secret council. Unfortunately the names of the organisers had been unknown to her but she had said that Deenak would be able to direct me to Mad Matthias, and he would surely know.
Her reaction and Demet’s to my mention of the coming of the Red Queen had been reassuring. I had no doubt now that Dragon’s people awaited her eagerly and that they would rise when she made herself known to them. All the talk of dragons and sceptres and the news that the first Red Queen had ruled in the Beforetime was mysterious but essentially irrelevant.
I stopped abruptly, for looming up before me was the wall Cora had described enclosing Slavetown. I had meant to bypass Slavetown and reach the edge of the settlement more swiftly, but I had not come wide enough. I resisted a sudden impulse to follow the wall to the right and coerce my way past the two Ekoni guarding the gate to seek out Matthew, and made my way to the left. Following the wall would bring me to the edge of the settlement in any case, because Gretha had said Slavetown ran right along the edge of it.
I noticed that my mouth was still burning from the food I had eaten, and grinned at the memory of how greedily I had bitten into the food, mouth watering, for it had smelled delicious. The horrified look on my face must have been truly comical.
A light flickered to life in the window of a building on the other side of the narrow street. I turned into another street that followed the wall and heard a child’s muted wail, then, as the sky paled and brightened, I saw the red plain stretching away from the settlement.
I felt an immense wash of relief as I stepped from the path to the bare red earth, not only because I had managed to escape the settlement undiscovered, but because I felt the heavy weight of the block slide away.
I tried at once to reach the others, but to no avail. I ought to have been able to reach whoever was on watch atop the dome, unless it was Dragon keeping watch. I could not farseek her, after all. They might even have abandoned the post altogether, feeling it too exposed now that the sun was rising. Doubtless there were already miners making their way along the rails to the dome mines.
I glanced around and saw that the backs of buildings made another sort of wall all the way to the cliff wall, and wondered at a town that had not been walled, and yet maintained such a smooth perimeter that it might as well have been. Then I wondered which of the buildings housed the boy that Riyad’s son called his friend, because that had been close to the cliffs. This made me think of the goats the boys had herded together and of the tart little orange fruit Gretha’s son had picked in the Beforetime ruins where goats grazed. But the ground this side of Redport was broken and cracked and every depression was full of the powdery dust that had made our passage across the fallen plain so slow and dangerous. I regretted, now, that I had not asked the slavewomen about the surrounding plain, or the domes, but my mind had been on other matters.
Yet where did goats graze?
The ground I was on ran flat and broken in the direction of the sea but then sloped up quite steeply, and I thought, shifting my gaze to the top of it, of what Ana had said about a lip of high ground edging the stone cliffs, and then of Swallow, saying the escarpment we had climbed down ran around to the north then toward the cliffs. This lip might be the tail end of that high ground. The sky was reddening now, the sun moments from rising. There was now light enough for me to see that the slope was covered in a sparse scrubby grass. Not only that but there was a little horned animal grazing some way up it and I realised it was a tiny goat. I could see no human keeper, and given curfew had not yet ended, it seemed likely that it had escaped its enclosure.
If I climbed up the slope, anyone emerging from their home close enough to see me would likely assume I was seeking my goat. Certainly no one would wonder at my being there. I could climb to the top of the lip and perhaps catch a glimpse of Quarry. I might even be able to farseek Matthew if he was there, unless Quarry was also blocked. It would be worth knowing if it was, for that would suggest that someone had deliberately set out to inhibit the use of Talents in both places. Having heard what the slavewomen said about the reverence the Redlanders had for Misfits, and knowing the Gadfians had no interest in them, this would confirm my suspicion that Ariel was responsible for the block, even if he was not in Redport.
For a moment my mind veered to my earlier thought that Ariel had gone to Sentinel and was even now waiting for me to find my way there, but I shook it off determinedly, knowing there was nothing I could do but to continue with my quest. And that meant finding Cassy’s final message.
The sun was rising now, casting long bright fingers of red-gold light across the red desert, making it glow like live embers when I turned from it and began to clamber up the broken slope, glad I had dressed in men’s clothes.
I reached out to beastspeak the goat as I came level with it, greeting it and asking if it would accompany me to the top of the cliff.
‘Greetings Innle,’ it sent, fixing me with its slotted eyes. ‘My name is Brunt and I will go where you lead.’ He was a male and had a very strong, pungent odour. His mind was surprisingly strong, and I felt it butting against mine as if it was trying to find a way in.
Somewhat taken aback by his greeting, I continued to climb and the goat leapt along beside me, uttering his soft bleat as he told me of the canine that had told him I was in the funaga barud. I thought he meant Darga until he spoke of a boy with a dog, and I wondered with sudden unease if Rasial and Gavyn had entered the settlement. I was tempted to try again to reach the others, but the slope was difficult and unstable, even with grass growing on it, so I made myself concentrate on climbing.
Beginning to pant, for the slope grew very steep, I thought about Rheagor, and of his promise that the wolves would be with me when I faced the end of my quest. His words had been jumbled and his certainty based on visions to which I had no access, but if they were true, where were the wolves? Surely if they had gone along an underground road, they would have found their way out of it by now. I would scry for them the first chance I got, I decided, when I returned to the others. If I failed to locate them that way, I would risk the dreamtrails. I felt bolder, knowing that Ariel was not in Redport. But if he was somewhere in the Red Land, and madness consumed him, he might be roaming as the Destroyer. In that case the risk of encountering him would be very great. Ariel in his right mind did not want to destroy me, but to use me in some way; Ariel consumed by madness and frustration would act without thought or care.
I shivered and stopped to rest a moment, for although the top of the cliff was now close, the remainder of the way was straight up and a true climb. The knowledge that my body would heal itself was no comfort when I imagined earth crumbling underfoot and me rolling to the bottom of the slope, bruised and bloody if not broken. Fortunately the ground at this height was stony, and provided a good stable footing.
I heard the distant tolling of bells, then, and turned to look back at Redport, realising these must be the signal that the curfew had ended. Yet it was still very early; the sun had only just risen and the settlement still lay sunk in its own shadows, the scythe streets appearing to be curving streams of black running to a black bay. But the sun was touching the tops of buildings and the rigging and masts of the greatships anchored there; even as I watched, I saw a purple sail unfurl slightly and flap. There might be other ships with purple sails from lands I had never seen or heard of, but I knew of only one ship with such a sail – the ship from my dream in which Gilaine had been speaking to the diminutive man and his entourage. And I knew the ship was in the bay because the slavewomen had told me the fire festival had been resurrected in his honour, and the emissary had come ashore for it.
I wondered if Gilaine was, even now, aboard the purple-sailed greatship, having been appropriated by the emissary in advance of the ceremonies during which he was to be presented with a flock of beautiful slaves from whom he would choose those to be given to his emperor?
And what of the promised weaponmachine?
Weary of the tumbling muddle of my thoughts on this matter, I sought out the two towers, shining and glittering in a way that would have baffled me had I not been close enough to see the gold and silver tesserae. Seen from this angle, they made no more sense than from any other angle and I wondered if, given this was the place the Red Queen had come to offer herself to her people, the two towers were no more than markers of that celebration.
The decorative dragon was lost in the shadows of the surrounding buildings now, but I could see the top of a rectangular building rising from the shadow, and I felt sure this was where Matthew had seen the carving of the Red Queen.
A gust of wind made me turn back to my climb.
When I reached the top, I was pleased to see that my assumption had been right. I had got onto a narrow lip or ledge of hard ground that was obviously a remnant of what had once been a plain stretching all the way east to the escarpment beyond which the glide had fallen. Looking along the coastline to the north, I could see the ledge gradually widened out and although I could not follow it, I had no doubt it ran out and around to join the escarpment.
Turning east I saw the arc of domes. With the sun rising behind them, they were little more than dark, rounded shapes, but I was again struck by their unnatural regularity. I tried again to reach the others. That my probes to Swallow and Ana would not locate filled me with unease. But ranging farther afield, I found Sendari’s mind and he said that all was well. He had left them in the camp behind the dome making a meal in honour of my return and Mornirdragon had been keeping watch. He also told me that Swallow and the others had gone inside at least one of the domes during the night to get fodder, which he pronounced delicious. His calmness soothed me as did his promise to return to the camp to tell the others I had been trying to reach them, and that I was just north of the settlement.
Sendari agreed to pass on my messages and then he told me that Gahltha had roamed further north with Faraf, where he had found water, if I wanted to beastspeak him. Catching an intimate glimpse of them in the grey horse’s mind, I decided against scrying further for them.
I turned and walked to the edge of the cliff, squinting against a stiff, sea-scented wind. The water at the base of the cliffs was still black, but the sun was high enough to send shafts of light through the top of the Talons, and this set the sea beyond a-glitter, running away in a radiant undulant sheet to the horizon. For a moment I held my breath at the stunning, dramatic beauty of it, and wondered what lay beyond that far horizon. To the south and west the sea was a hazy blurring of land and water that I knew must be the cloud or mist that covered the notorious Clouded Sea. That was the way ships from the Land would come, I thought.
I heard a sound and swung around, heart pounding, to see the little goat bounding up onto a pale stone. He regarded me pertly for a moment and then bounced away a little and jumped onto a rock. I turned to watch as he leapt from it to another, then I realised that these must be the Beforetime ruins the slavewomen had mentioned! Cora had said they were only a remnant of what had once been, but this was so little as to be nothing at all. In truth there was no way of telling that they had once been Beforetime buildings. Moving through the stones, I could make out a few courses laid in rows here and there, half buried in the red earth. One ended in a great lump of what had probably been a cornerstone, but it was too worn for me to be sure. Turning around slowly, I tried to envisage the chambers and passages that would have been formed by the walls, but there was simply too little left of whatever had once been.
The building – or maybe buildings – had covered a lot of ground, and this fitted with what the slaves had said about it being the remnant of a govamen building. That organisation had been in the habit of building vast complexes, and if this were Eden, it would surely have been just such a place. But there was no way to tell if it had been Eden. If there were an object or message for me buried here, I would need guidance to find it.
There was a movement at the edge of my vision and I noticed with dismay that the little goat had leapt onto a lump of white stone right at the edge of the cliff where it bellied out slightly. He turned his horned head to me as if sensing my gaze, and uttered his soft insistent bleat. At the same time, his mind butted at mine, telling me to come. He was a clever little beast, his thoughts evidently as nimble as his cloven hoofs, for as I went to him, I saw that he had taken in my interest in the ruins.
‘Look down, Innle,’ he beastspoke me.
I did and realised I was somewhat closer to the edge of the cliff than I liked. My stomach clenched at the sight of the shadowed waves directly below, swelling and churning around shoals rising up blackly from the water, the roar and heavy thud of the sea breaking against the base of the cliff, the bone-white foam boiling up.
‘Closer,’ he insisted and I was about to refuse when I suddenly remembered that Cora or another of Nareem’s slaves had said there was a better preserved remnant of the Beforetime buildings at the base of the cliffs.
I leaned forward, but still I could see nothing. The little goat was standing at the edge of the chunk of stone, over the drop, looking at me expectantly. Resignedly I got down on my belly and wriggled to the edge of the cliff.
I saw the platform the slaves had mentioned, held high above the churning, swirling waves on thick stone pillars that seemed utterly untouched by the violent sea. I wriggled further out and now I could see the base of the cliffs, which were considerably undercut beneath the part of the cliff where I was lying. I was looking straight down onto the buildings so I could see nothing but the roofs, which appeared to be made of the same pale stone as the chunk the little goat stood upon.
I might see more from further along the cliffs, once the sun began to wester. By my reckoning the platform was a good bit higher than the roofs of the buildings at the base of the cliff, which looked as if they were above the water line. I wriggled out a little further and examined the cliff wall. It was hard to tell in the shadows but it seemed to me there was a remnant of white stonemasonry fixed partway down the cliff wall. This suggested there had been some sort of connection between the building below and the one above, even as the slavewomen had suggested.
I wriggled back and sat on my heels. It was now clear to me why the women had been so sure these buildings had been built in the Beforetime – no one else would have the will or capacity or indeed the desire to build in such precarious places. Most likely the location and the massive disturbance that had caused the subsidence of the great plain had destroyed most of the buildings. Had the first Red Queen witnessed that destruction? I wondered if she truly had been alive in the Beforetime, and had used material from the ruined buildings to begin to construct Redport, and how much of it had existed by the time Hannah and Cassy had come here with the Beforetime Misfits?
I was eager to see what Swallow and Dragon would make of it.
I retreated from the giddy edge of the cliff and stood up, thinking of the sea creatures rumoured to have been held captive here, even as the Beforetime Misfits had been captive, and hoped they had been freed by the same upheaval that had reshaped the land, and not killed. Either way it was a tragedy of the distant past. Even if the building below the roof was somehow intact and had been part of the Eden complex, it had likely been at the mercy of the weather if not the sea for far too long for me to hope that there would be anything left of Erlinder and his work. And even if by some freak chance the buildings did contain something that might help me to locate Sentinel, there was no way to reach them. If this was Eden and Kelver Rhonin had come here, he must have been as disappointed as I was. Yet if he had come, wouldn’t he have found the Beforetime Red Queen?
I dragged my thoughts from the past and told myself firmly that no human could climb down that cliff, and while I might have asked Rasial to have Fey fly down, she had told me clearly that the owl would not fly over water.
As I was about to turn away, I caught sight of a scatter of floating debris far out to sea, slightly to the north, half lost in the flash and glimmer of sunlight on the water. Then I realised it was very far out to sea and was not debris but greatships. I counted as many as twenty, and though they were too far away for me to see the colours of their sails, or the direction in which they were travelling, I felt sure they belonged to the emissary, and were either waiting to fetch the slave warriors or, perhaps, to attack Redport if Ariel did not fulfil his promise.
I studied them for some time, then turned to look north where I could just make out a track running away from Redport. But I could not see any settlement in that direction, even from this height. That was puzzling until I remembered that Quarry was a great round pit, where its inhabitants lived in caves around the edge of the ancient quarry, for almost nothing of it would be visible from any distance. It also meant I would be unlikely to be able to reach the minds of anyone there. Nevertheless I could not resist trying to farseek Matthew and then Merret and Jakoby, but I was not surprised to fail.
I would have to ride to the settlement on Gahltha and get close enough to farseek down into it if I wanted to make contact with anyone from the four ships who had been sent to Quarry. It occurred to me that maybe Darga had gone there after abandoning me in Redport, to do what he had told Sendari he was going to do, and get into Quarry. The little goat bleated an enquiry and I asked him to go down again with me. I could see a good deal of movement in the streets now, but very little of it was outside the limits of the settlement. I would be very visible with the sun falling full on the slope. If the goat was with me, I would merely be a lad bringing the little beast back to its shed. Brunt agreed without argument, and made far easier work of the descent than I did.
To my surprise, Darga was waiting for me at the bottom, lying in a bit of shadow, red tongue lolling. He offered neither greeting nor explanation, but merely rose and fell in beside me as I made my way along the wall that surrounded Slavetown, reasoning that no one would see me there. I asked the Herder dog about Maruman and was not surprised to be told that the old cat had refused to come out with him when he had finally located the irascible old feline. I wished uselessly that he had simply waited for me and stayed with me instead of yet again roaming off and vanishing, but that was as foolish as wishing the wind would blow in only one direction. I sighed, reminding myself that Maruman warned me the very first time we met that he was not a tame cat. And I did not truly fear for Maruman. He had told me more than once and very sternly that he could take care of himself. So he could, save on those occasions when his mind grew clouded with madness, but such times had been far less frequent since he had last been healed by the Agyllians.
We came to the track leading from Redport to Quarry, but there was no one on it so we crossed it and then passed widely around the back of the domes towards the camp. In the gaps between the domes, I saw movement, but I did not linger and doubted anyone would see me. It was getting hotter, and even this early, the air was full of sun-shot dust and everything shimmered with heat. The clouds of the night had vanished without a trace, leaving a bright blue sky and a blazing sun. I realised I was tremendously thirsty and was thinking of nothing but water when Darga suddenly sent to me that we were being followed.
I whirled, only to see that the little goat Brunt was trotting and bouncing along behind us.
It proved impossible to send him back with or without coercion, for when I tried, his stubbornness was so great that it formed a natural shield and I found I could not coerce him either. When I asked why he wanted to go with me he said that I had bidden him follow and he had been waiting his whole life for me to come to lead him to freedom from humans. Darga sent with sombre amusement that he did not appear to be constrained in any way. If Brunt heard, he ignored this, but as we went on, his cheerful chatter about his life in Redport revealed that his Gadfian mistress had several goats and the slaveboy charged to lead the little flock out to the grassy slope often simply opened their enclosure and forgot to bring the goats in at night. This was dangerous, Brunt said earnestly, because there were creatures that liked to eat goats. I was somewhat alarmed to hear that, though I was not sure if this was true or something he had been threatened with. Perhaps he was referring to the beast in the chasm . . . 
Without warning, the ground shuddered and I froze until it stopped. We had not gone two steps before I heard the hideous cry of the Entina, much louder than it had been on any other occasion, and I realised with a shudder that I was probably closer to its lair, for it must be inside one of the domes. I asked Brunt about the beast, but he seemed to have trouble even understanding what I was asking. Then Gahltha beastspoke me and soon after came trotting towards me.
Brunt immediately charged him. Seeing the tiny creature rush into the hoofs of the enormous and startled black horse, I gasped, but I need not have feared for him. Gahltha merely stopped at once and bent his head to look at the goat, which rose on its hind legs and stabbed at the air with his sharp little forehoofs, but before I could warn Gahltha that the goat meant no harm, he gave a great snort, laughter shaking his thoughts as the tiny goat somersaulted in surprise. Undaunted, it charged again and this time Gahltha lowered his head and the great beast and the small sniffed delicately at one another.
Without warning, the goat uttered a long ululating bleat and then began to prance and leap and bound wildly all about Gahltha.
‘He has gone mad,’ Darga rumbled.
‘No,’ Gahltha beastspoke him complacently, ‘he is excited because he recognises me as the Daywatcher of beastlegend.’ The little creature was so wild with excitement that he butted the black horse in the leg. I half expected Gahltha to make some quelling remark, but he had clearly taken a fancy to the goat and when I mounted and he set off, he would not move at more than a slow walk for fear of stepping on the goat, which wove and bounced and gambolled between his legs. Finally, exasperated, I invited Brunt to ride with me so that we could go more quickly. I was half joking, expecting him or Gahltha to refuse, but Brunt accepted at once, and Gahltha was perfectly willing.
I climbed down and remounted, steadying the goat with one hand on Gahltha’s broad back, but instead of sitting down sensibly with his legs folded once I was seated, the odorous beast insisted on standing on Gahltha’s withers in front of me. I feared he would fall, but as well as being fearless and sure-footed, he had superb balance. Far from being offended to have the little beast trit-trotting on his back, Gahltha seemed vastly amused by the absurd picture we must make.
Ana simply gaped when we rode up to the camp, but her astonishment was obviously pronounced enough to bring Dameon to his feet frowning and casting hither and thither in consternation. Calling to him that it was only me and my travelling circus of beasts, I dismounted and set the goat down. Brunt immediately began leaping and bounding about, to Ana’s laughing amazement. Rasial rose and stared at him but Gavyn gave a gurgling laugh.
I left Ana to explain to the empath what was happening, looking around for Swallow and finding him and Dragon absent. No doubt he had gone up to the dome to relieve her.
‘I am sorry I was so long,’ I told Ana after asking her for water and drinking deeply. ‘You must have worried, but I have learnt a great deal. Let’s get both Dragon and Swallow down so I don’t have to tell it twice.’
Ana’s smile faded into bleak solemnity. ‘Elspeth, I am so sorry, but she has gone. I should have told you at once –’
‘Who has gone?’ I interrupted, but I knew.




‘We did not know it until Swallow went up to relieve Dragon and found there was no one keeping watch.’
‘Please tell me she did not go into Redport!’
‘We don’t know,’ Dameon said gently, laying a hand on my shoulder. ‘That is what Ana is trying to tell you. Dragon asked to have the watch after Swallow, and she went up on top of the dome. That is the last we saw of her.’
‘Sendari said nothing when I beastspoke him,’ I said.
‘He didn’t know then,’ Ana said. ‘None of the horses did because they were away grazing when we realised she was missing. Of course we had no way to summon them, and Rasial could not track her because Gavyn would have followed him.’
‘And Darga came after me,’ I sighed.
‘Sendari came this morning with word from you,’ Ana continued. ‘It was a great relief to know you had come out unscathed, but we had no way of reaching you and Sendari knew only that you had come from Redport in the north. He went looking for Gahltha because he could beastspeak you from afar, but Gahltha found you first.’
‘Ye gods,’ I muttered.
‘Swallow saw no sign of her on the plain when he went up and found her missing,’ Dameon said.
‘She could be concealed in one of the rifts,’ Ana said. ‘He said it was very hard to see properly because of the blowing dust and the clouds covering the moon.’
‘I’ll try farseeking her,’ I said, not that I would be able to reason with her, but at least I’d know where she was. I bade Ana summon Swallow down from his perch, wondering suddenly and with a slight surge of hope if this was why Maruman had stayed behind in Redport. He was very fond of Dragon and it might very well be that he had foreseen her entering Redport alone, and had decided to stay and watch over her.
I moved around the dome until I could see the whole of Redport. Keeping a wary eye on the dome beside me in case someone came out, I shaped a probe to Dragon’s mind and sent it spinning out, but it would not locate. I tried again and then again and once more, focusing each time in a different direction, but to no avail. I tried to find Matthew without success, and then on impulse, Maruman, remembering that he had been able to beastspeak me when I was outside the block, even though he was inside Redport, but I could not penetrate the static.
Gazing across the fissured plain separating me from Redport, I wondered with a mingling of exasperation and despair, what had possessed Dragon to come down from the dome and leave without telling anyone what she was doing. It could only be that she had feared they would prevent her leaving. But what had been so important that she would disregard my express request that she wait until I returned? I felt sick at the thought of her entering Redport and encountering a group of Ekoni. Men who would despoil a child would do it without compunction to a young woman.
Given what the others had said, Dragon had to have been in Redport for a number of hours. Was it possible that she should have escaped attention for that long, even if the Ekoni had not arrested her? Even if her clothes and manner and the fact that she was a lone woman had not drawn adverse attention, there was her face – its arresting beauty, quite aside from the fact that it was the face of the Red Queen in the frieze, which every person in Redport must have seen at one time or another. With luck, the first people to see her might be devout Redlanders like Demet and Keely, who would do all they could to keep her safe.
Returning to the camp, I did not have to tell Dameon I had failed to locate her. He felt it and looked grim. For once, he made no effort to comfort and soothe me. I was glad of it.
‘I keep remembering how she had looked, so beautiful and striking, blazing with righteous wrath as she stood up to Herders in Sutrium when those two children were to be taken from their mother,’ I said.
‘Yet Dragon is not a child any longer,’ the empath said gently.
He was right, of course, but somehow I did not doubt that her temper would be as fierce as ever, especially if she witnessed something she saw as an injustice being done to one of those Redlanders she regarded as her people. If she could conjure visions, she would be able to defend herself and others with them, but would her powers work within Redport? There was no way to be sure, for blocks affected different Talents differently.
‘Mornir is not a pup. She is packleader of her people,’ Rasial sent.
I turned to see the white dog lying in a narrow slice of shade cast by the nearest dome. Gavyn was squatting beside her in the sunlight, building an uneven tower of stones, which Brunt was regarding intently. Even as I watched, he trotted forward and climbed up onto them. Gavyn crowed and began to build another tower. I had been afraid the boy might take it into his head to wander into the settlement, but Rasial had said she would ensure he did not. Whether Gavyn simply had no interest in the settlement, or she had kept him in check, I was relieved that the lad at least had not wandered away foraging, as was his wont.
‘I know she is not a pup,’ I beastspoke her ruefully, and then it struck me that Dameon and the dog had touched on the heart of the matter. Dragon was no longer a child. She was a young woman and a queen and here was her kingdom and her people. I had asked her to wait and no doubt she meant to do as I asked, but looking down on Redport, perhaps she been unable to resist its lure.
And though young, she was far from a fool. We had spoken enough of her coming to Redport for her to be very aware of the danger of showing her face to the wrong people – she would have taken some effort to conceal it. She had been wearing scanty clothes but she would have realised swiftly that they were not sufficient and she could have stolen something more appropriate or at least a voluminous overdress such as Riyad had worn. Nor was she a wild child to use her powers without thought of the broader consequences. If nothing else, the time in Habitat would have taught her self-discipline as well as restraint. If she used her Talents, it would be carefully. If she found she could not use them, she would not panic. She would have the wit to try to see if they would work with physical contact. Of course the real strength of her coercive Talent was that she could enthral a great number of people at the one time.
I wondered again what had made her decide to go into Redport and where she would have gone in the settlement. Of course it would depend on why she went in the first place. Whatever had taken her there with such dispatch must have seemed urgent and important to her. If something had driven her to go to her people and announce herself as their queen, she would have sought out Redlanders. If slaves like Nareem’s had found and hidden Dragon in a goat shed until dawn, they would then have smuggled her to someone with authority among the Redlanders. There would have been little danger moving her about the settlement now that curfew had ended, so long as no one saw her face clearly. From what Riyad and Nareem’s slaves had told me, she would be safe enough from harassment because the Ekoni concentrated their random outbursts of violence on foreign slaves, and fortunately, aside from the unusual pallor of her skin, Dragon had all of the features of a Redlander. At worst, she would be taken for a halfbreed.
I had no idea where the leaders of the Redlanders lived but Demet had all but said as we ate that the members of the secret council dwelt within Slavetown. It had seemed contrary that slaves with the freedom to live outside Slavetown should choose to live within it, and I had said as much. It had been Gretha who said a wall meant to keep slaves in was also a wall that kept the Ekoni out, at least during the night. So, if Dragon had been found by Redlanders, they would take her to Slavetown, and if they were wise, they would wait until late in the day and bring her there just before the curfew bells rang. That way, no matter how the people within Slavetown reacted, no one could report her until dawn, when the gate opened.
‘I will have to go back in after her,’ I said, when Ana returned with Swallow.
‘I will go with you as your escort,’ the gypsy said at once, and I agreed.
Swallow questioned me about Redport, and I told them some of what I had discovered, but it was a disjointed account, for I was badly distracted. ‘What would happen if Dragon was taken prisoner outside curfew?’ the gypsy finally asked. ‘Where would the Ekoni take her?’
‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘The main barracks are in the south of the settlement, and there are tidal cells, and then there are smaller barracks inside every compound, though maybe household Ekoni do not patrol the streets.’
‘If Dragon so resembles the Red Queen, I doubt she would be treated as an ordinary prisoner,’ Dameon said. ‘She would surely be brought with all haste to these High Chafiri, and maybe even to the Prime High Chafiri, if I have the term right.’
‘The Prime is one Chafiri, so it would be the Prime Chafiri,’ I said.
‘Would they hurt her before bringing her to their masters?’ Swallow asked.
‘If what I saw in the mind of one Gadfian woman was true, I see no reason to doubt it. And a whipping would be the least of what they would do to her.’ I told them of the stoning I had glimpsed in Riyad’s mind and also of the cruel punishment she had asked her bondmate to mete out to her unlucky house slaves.
Ana looked sick and Dameon paled, probably as much from her reaction as his own, and I regretted being so graphic, but Swallow scowled and continued to question me about what I had learned until I grew calmer and more coherent. The others listened with interest to my account of the two households I had entered, and reacted with puzzlement and surprise at my description of the two towers either end of the Infinity of Dragonstraat. But what excited them all was my suggestion that the ruins north of the settlement might be Eden. Ana especially wanted to ride back to the rift on Sendari or Gahltha to get the golator but I said it was bad enough to have one member of our company at large, her fate unknown, without risking another, especially when there was no certainty that the ruins I had seen were Eden. Besides all else, what would the golator show? God had mated it to Kelver Rhonin’s wrist golator, as far as I understood, and the Beforetimer had perished generations ago. Even if he had come here and died in the midst of the ruins, his golator must be long gone.
‘But if there were ship fish being held captive at this place, was it not certainly Eden?’ Ana asked.
‘I never dreamed anything about live beasts being taken captive at Eden,’ I said. ‘It was where beasts in cryopods were stored.’
‘There must have been more to it than that,’ Ana insisted.
‘Maybe, but that is an old puzzle and can wait.’ I glanced up then, and calculated that it was midmorning.
‘I know you are anxious about Dragon but we can’t cross the plain right now,’ Swallow said. ‘There is not a breath of wind and we would be immediately visible to anyone looking out of the settlement. We could try to enter from the north, but maybe there is a better way. Even as you were told, there has been a lot of movement from Redport to the mines since dawn. I might pass for a miner, but you would not. However, I cannot imagine that the people collecting food from the dome farms would need to be very strong. You could be one of these. We will wait until a few hoppers have gone across and then we will set off. I have been inside this dome to harvest some food, and there are empty hoppers near the door. You and I could take one, load it up and simply wheel it into Redport.’
‘I don’t see how food can possibly grow inside a dome,’ I said suddenly. ‘How can crops thrive without sunshine and rain?’
‘If a forest can grow in subterranean Oldhaven, a crop can grow in a dome,’ Ana said. ‘No doubt they have some light devices gifted to them by the people from the land of the white-faced lords.’
‘You should sleep for a while before you go anywhere, if you want to be of use to Dragon,’ Dameon said, and I knew he had sensed my weariness.
‘I could employ a coercive net and we could go back to the settlement the way I came out,’ I said.
Swallow frowned. ‘Darius once told me that coercive nets demand a great deal of energy and that the Misfit employing them is always depleted for a time.’ He gave me a sidelong look. ‘I know you are not like other people, Elspeth, and that your body heals itself, but you have said yourself that this drains your strength. It seems wiser to me to take a couple of hours to recover naturally. Then we will go into the settlement.’
His idea was that we push our hopper into the tunnel, abandon it and make our way up to the streets.
‘The tunnel may be guarded by Ekoni,’ I said.
‘I think we can manage to slip through their fingers.’ He gave me the rakish smile I remembered from the first time I had met him, and it reminded me that he had lived a dangerous double life for some years in the Land, being sometimes the pureblood prince of the Twentyfamilies, and other times Swallow the renegade who protected and fought for halfbreed gypsies like his sister.
I sighed. ‘All right.’
‘You had better have something to eat. I will heat the stew we had for firstmeal,’ Ana said. Swallow relit the tiny pit fire they had built inside the depression as Ana waited with the pot of food. Darga nudged her leg and gave a soft insistent growl and she smiled and tipped some of the contents of the pot onto a plate for him. Then her face lit up.
‘What if Darga sniffs out Dragon’s trail!’
‘That is a canny notion,’ Swallow said, and she beamed at him.
‘It is,’ I said, looking at him critically. ‘You will have to be careful, Swallow, for it occurs to me that no one I saw in Redport was dark-skinned as you gypsies are, except Gadfians. In truth you look more like them.’
The gypsy’s handsome saturnine features creased in a smile. ‘That is the role I will play then,’ he said. Indeed, he added, he would become one of the Chafiri, for presumably that would rank him higher than the Ekoni and he would be able to order them about with impunity, once he had learned how to behave.
‘How will you do that when you don’t speak gadi, if Gadfian men use it speak to one another!’ Ana laughed, stirring the pot over the fire.
Swallow gave her his rakish grin and said that he would be a half-breed who had not been properly taught his father tongue. I would have been alarmed at his cockiness if I had not known it was only his manner. In reality he was as careful and meticulous as anyone I had ever met, when there was the need for care. He rejected my offer of the trews I was wearing, saying they were unlikely to be fine enough for a Chafiri. But he did take the hooded cloak, saying it would cover him until he found some more suitable attire.
‘What about you, Elspeth?’ Ana asked. ‘Won’t you need the cloak?’
‘I will wear the dress the slavewomen gave me. But it won’t matter how I look so long as I am with Swallow,’ I said, then I added that we would split up if for some reason Darga could not find Dragon. I would enter Slavetown to see if there was any word of her and Swallow should search in the south of the settlement, where there was a greater concentration of Gadfians. If the Ekoni had taken her captive, he would hopefully hear a whisper of it.
‘I suggest we meet at this Infinity of Dragonstraat, if we do have to split up,’ Swallow said. ‘I should like very much to see it.’
‘It is a very strange name,’ Ana murmured.
‘It describes the shape,’ Swallow surprisingly said. ‘Two circles joined, like a figure eight scribed on its side.’ He scribed it in the dust with his foot. ‘That was a Beforetime symbol for an infinity.’
‘An infinity of what?’ Dameon asked.
‘Of whatever it was applied to,’ Swallow said with a shrug. ‘In the case of my people, it is said that many of them scribed that sign above their Twentyfamilies tattoo, when they followed the D’rekta from this land, as a symbol of their fealty to her quest which is also your quest. It was a sort of pledge for the generations of gypsies who would go on upholding the promise that had been made.’ He drew up his sleeve and revealed his flamebird tattoo, saying that the D’rekta told them the symbol was an unnecessary addition because it was already incorporated in the Twentyfamilies design. ‘See?’ He traced the shape that would have encompassed the birds’ flights, and I was fascinated to see that he was describing a figure eight.
‘The D’rekta must have given the idea to the Redlanders,’ Ana said, sounding entranced. It struck me that her fascination with Beforetimers ensured that she never forgot the stories I had told her about them. She tipped some water into the pot, stirring it over the fire, her expression preoccupied.
‘Did you learn anything about the block?’ Dameon asked.
‘Nothing, but I am almost certain it is caused by a machine,’ I said. ‘Probably by one of those traded to the Gadfians by the white-faced lords – the Shambalans. It may be no more than a side effect of which the Gadfians are unaware. But it seems to me more likely that it is deliberate, and if so, then it must be Ariel’s doing.’
‘I see why you would think that, but why not the Sham – Shambalans? Perhaps they have brought it and set it to block Talents, without the knowledge of their hosts.’
It was not something that had occurred to me, and he was right, though I could see no reason why the white-faced lords would want to block Talents. Indeed, my dream suggested the emissary, if it was he, had known very well about Gilaine’s Talent because she had spoken to his mind. Then I thought how, in another of my true dreams, Matthew had been talking determinedly about reading the mind of one of the shipfolk of the white-faced lords.
‘Perhaps they are pretending ignorance,’ Dameon said, half to himself. Then he shrugged. ‘Not that I can think of any reason for that.’
‘Didn’t you say the Redland slaves believe their Talents flowed from the Red Queen, and that after she died there were no more Misfits?’ Ana asked.
I strove to recall exactly what I had been told. ‘The implication was that there had once been Talented Redlanders, but that there are no more now,’ I said at last. ‘But if this is true, it may be that this machine has been operating for a long time, in which case it might not have anything to do with Ariel. It is also possible that this dearth of Redland Talent has no connection to the blocking machine. After all, there are apparently no Gadfian Misfits either.’
‘But why would there be no Gadfian Misfits and no Redland Misfits, when there are more than ever of us in the Land?’ Dameon asked.
‘I don’t know,’ I said.
‘But you think the block is Ariel’s doing despite being told he is not in Redport?’ the empath asked.
‘He might be here, without some slavewomen knowing it,’ I said. ‘Yet I am inclined to think the slaves would know it, since they clearly loathe and fear him. But either way a machine might easily be capable of operating without anyone tending it, or Ariel might have coerced someone to keep it for him, without them ever knowing what it does.’
‘But why would he want it here if he is not?’ Ana asked, handing me a bowl of food.
‘To do exactly what it has done,’ I said. ‘To slow us down and confuse me.’
‘We need to locate it and destroy it,’ Swallow said decisively. ‘If Ariel makes his home with the High Chafiri when he is here, as you say, surely this machine will be in his chamber in the High Chafiri’s compound.’
‘If he has a permanent chamber there,’ Dameon said.
‘I will find this High Chafiri’s demesne,’ Swallow said, suddenly fierce. ‘I will enter it this very night, and if I find any sort of machine, I will destroy it.’
‘If you can manage to break the block, I could farseek Dragon,’ I said.
‘And Matthew?’ Dameon asked.
‘Of course, but the first thing I will do when I get into Slavetown is to ask this Deenak where Ariel usually resides. He must know about the block and he may even know what is causing it, but if so, given he has not destroyed it, it must mean there is no easy way to do so, or he would have done it himself.’
Swallow grunted acknowledgement.
‘You know, it has just occurred to me that Dragon might have gone to Rainbow Island,’ I went on.
‘You said the palace was a ruin,’ Dameon said.
‘Yes, but Dragon would not have known that,’ I said eagerly. ‘She might long to see the palace where she grew up. I asked her more than once about the grave marker of the first Red Queen and her brother, and she knew the question was connected to my quest. She said there was no grave marker for the Red Queen’s brother because his body had never been found but there was a memorial crypt in which the Red Queen was eventually buried.’ I drew in a sharp breath, remembering something else. ‘The location of the crypt was secret because it was where the Red Queen’s sceptre was kept. Somehow the sceptre was her way to reveal her power. Dragon asked her mother to tell her the secret of the sceptre, which she had apparently got from her mother, but her mother bade her be patient. And she died before she could pass on the secret.’
‘You think she figured out where it is!’ Swallow said.
‘And she might have gone into Redport looking for you,’ Dameon murmured.
‘She had no idea where to begin looking for me,’ I said. ‘I think she would have gone to see the crypt for herself. To be sure it was there.’
‘So she went there and found the palace had been reduced to rubble,’ Ana said. ‘She must have been devastated.’ She scowled suddenly at the pot and I could smell she had burnt it.
‘About the palace, yes,’ I said. ‘But not necessarily about the crypt, because it’s quite possible it was not in the palace.’
‘Maybe that’s why Maruman stayed in Redport,’ Ana said thoughtfully, ‘because he knew Dragon would go there and he knows she has something to do or tell you connected to your quest.’
‘Because he knows she is important to the quest and because he loves her,’ Dameon said gently.
‘There is a connection between them,’ Swallow said. ‘I see it in their aura when they are together. It is not like with Rasial and Gavyn, but it is a connection just the same.’
Rasial, hearing her name spoken, asked what was happening. I told her and she offered to have Fey overfly the settlement once it was dark, to see if she could spot Dragon. She said that she and Gavyn would also seek her out and I understood that she meant they would sleep and use the dreamtrails. I wanted to forbid it, but Dragon had to be found. Especially if she had discovered what the Seeker needed to know, added a cold little voice at the back of my mind.
‘I hate to suggest it, but what if Ariel foresaw Dragon finding this all-important crypt, and had people waiting to capture her,’ Dameon said.
‘That is my greatest fear,’ I said grimly.
‘Even if you are right, if Ariel is not in Redport it is likely Dragon would have been imprisoned somewhere to await his return,’ Swallow said. ‘There would still be time to save her.’
‘We do not know yet what has happened to her,’ Dameon reminded us all gently.
‘Wouldn’t Ariel be more likely to use shipfolk from Salamander’s crew than Ekoni to capture her?’ Ana said, offering me a bowl of food. I noticed absently that there were specks of black in it, but I did not care.
‘The Black Ship is not anchored in the Bay,’ I said, beginning to eat.
I suddenly remembered I had not told them of the greatships I had seen far out to sea. They speculated a little about the intentions of the emissary, then Ana said, ‘You know, there is another possibility.’ She continued, unhappily. ‘What if Dragon has been carried aboard a ship and taken to Ariel?’
Swallow shook his head and said with certainty, ‘No greatship has departed Redport since Dragon left here.’
‘You were not watching the whole time,’ I said.
‘No, but no ship would attempt the constrained and dangerous passage between the Talons save when the tide was right, and there has only been one ebb tide. Not only was I on watch the whole time, Dragon had not even left then.’
‘That is some comfort,’ I said. ‘That and the futuretellers’ visions that place Dragon and me together in Redport.’
‘Did you hear that terrible howling last night?’ Ana suddenly asked. ‘It sounded so close.’
I reminded them that the creature Matthew had mentioned in my dreams was trapped in its lair, but Ana did not look much reassured. ‘I don’t understand how a mutant creature can be here when there is no taint,’ she said.
‘It may have been born into a pocket of taint left over from the Beforetime and is now trapped within it,’ I said. ‘The Beforetimers produced many such befouled places.’
Swallow said that he believed the beast must be within the dome closest to the settlement, for that was the only one he had not poked his nose into during the night. Then he asked if I had felt the tremors, and offered the opinion that they seemed to trouble the beast, for it had given its most recent horrid cry straight after a tremor.
I finished my meal as others began to speculate about Quarry. ‘Training slaves to fight seems a risky undertaking, given how greatly the slaves outnumber their masters,’ Swallow observed.
‘That is why they are kept well away from Redport, and apparently the Chafiri have their heart set on the emissary taking them away,’ I said, adding that I had seen no sign of Quarry from the top of the cliffs, and I had hoped to take a closer look that night. ‘If only we find Dragon safe and sound.’
‘I would like to have a closer look at those ruins you saw,’ Swallow said. ‘You are certain they are not connected to Sentinel?’
‘I am not certain and yet I am certain. You will understand when you see them.’
Ana asked if I really believed the first Red Queen had existed in the Beforetime.
I said that the slaves believed it, and then I looked at Swallow who said, ‘All that my father passed on to me concerning the D’rekta and the Twentyfamilies was connected to the ancient promises our people made to protect and tend the sacred sites created by the D’rekta, and to let no other allegiance, be it love or land, get in the way of that sworn duty. The only other thing I know for sure is that those who became the Twentyfamilies lived here for a time, and that the D’rekta wed and begot a son, who she later birthed in the Land.’
‘Did he tell you when she devised the ancient promises?’ I asked curiously.
‘I believe they were completed here. I had a dream which my father told me had been of the D’rekta and the Red Queen speaking of the ancient promises, then later I dreamed of Elspeth saying the same words in the same place.’ He looked at me. ‘You know of this, for I told you of it long ago. But I cannot know where the place is, save that there are carvings on a wall behind you, for in my dream it was dark night and you carried a lantern.’
‘Why are you so certain it is in the same place in which the Red Queen spoke them?’ I asked him curiously.
‘My father said it was the same place because of the carving. He recognised it.’ Swallow abruptly got up and said he would go and watch the plain from the top of the dome to get some sense of the movement of traffic. ‘Now that you have eaten, you ought to rest a bit. I will come and wake you in an hour or so.’
‘What about Dameon and me?’ Ana asked, helping me to lay out bedding in the shade not far from where Rasial lay.
‘You must remain here with Gavyn and Rasial. If anything goes wrong, I will send Darga back to alert you, then it will be up to you to decide what is best to do. With luck, Swallow will be successful in finding and destroying the blocking machine, and I can farseek you. You should spend as much time as possible on top of the dome, once we enter the settlement, so that I can reach you.’
She nodded and left me to sleep. As I stretched out on my belly, I remembered to ask Rasial about the wolves, but she had not scented them since they had left the flying glarsh.
I sighed and laid my head on my crossed forearms. I was all at once so exhausted that my body felt as if it was floating. I drowsed on the edge of sleep for time, listening to Dameon and Ana talking about whether Dragon would need the sceptre of the Red Queen. Like me, they doubted anyone seeing her would need proof of who she was, then they went on to speculate about what raising a dragon might have meant in the Beforetime, given there were no such creatures.
I fell asleep to Dameon saying he thought raising the dragon might mean something quite different from anything we could imagine in these after days, because so much had been lost of the old world. There must inevitably be gaps in our knowledge. When I drifted uneasily awake again, it was a good deal hotter and the sun was directly overhead. The shade had gone but someone had set up a makeshift awning over me. Ana, Swallow and Dameon were sitting close to the side of the mound, now wearing Sadorian headdresses.
I turned on my side, and saw Gahltha standing over Gavyn and Rasial, shading them as they lay sound asleep. He was watching Brunt sniffing dubiously at Fey perched upright on the supine boy’s shoulder. The bird shuffled her feathers, perhaps disturbed by the goat’s breathing, and Brunt danced back and pranced in a circle.
I closed my eyes and sank into a very deep sleep.
I dreamed of Cassy, a very tall, solidly muscled woman, and a waif-like older woman with a wrinkled, weathered face, a radiant smile and very blue eyes that slanted up at the outer edges under a great cloudlike mass of silver and grey hair.
‘Thank you for coming, Maryka,’ she told the muscled woman. ‘We will need all the strength we can get to raise our effigy for the burning.’
‘I’ll be back for it, but I can’t stay on now. Cassy brought me out here in her hover. She’s on a stopover, waiting for the midnight glide from Castor to Inva,’ the tall woman said. ‘I believe you two will have a lot in common. Cassy, this is Sukarni, half Urolish, half Chinanka, half artist, half eco-warrior. She was the moving force behind that memorial installation at Hegate for the flamebirds.’
Cassy looked startled, and glanced at Maryka who was giving her a sly smile.
‘That makes four halves, and that was just an initial skirmish in what turned out to be the beginning of the eco-wars,’ Sukarni laughed.
‘A woman of many parts, our Sukarni,’ said a slight, brown-haired man, setting a crown of flowers and beads in the nest of her hair. Then he looked at Maryka and his face lit up with recognition. ‘You!’ He leapt at her and she caught him and hugged him extravagantly, lifting him off his feet. When she set him down, he hooked his arm eagerly through hers. ‘Come and see the effigy.’
‘I’m a wanted woman,’ Maryka called back to Cassy, fluttering her eyelashes. ‘What is it this time? A phoenix?’ she asked her assailant as he led her away, leaving Cassy with the older woman.
‘Something even more fiery,’ he laughed, ‘and this time we have a lot of tech people who have promised us something special.’
Cassy watched them walk away across the flat red plain shimmering in the heat. Beyond the edge of the land lay the sea, which ran uninterrupted to the horizon. The sun was hanging low, giving a reddish cast to everything. There were some constructions here and there but the sun was too bright to make them out clearly. People were moving about them and there was the sound of hammering, of words and laughter, of machinery and music. In the distance to the left, just visible on the edge of the land, were some buildings, their windows flashing red light.
‘What do you do, Cassy?’ Sukarni asked and Cassy turned back to find the older woman regarding her intently, tilting her head like a curious bird. Her eyes were very bright and full of intelligence. ‘Student?’
‘Artist. Well, student sculptor to be exact,’ Cassy said shyly. She hesitated. ‘I should tell you that my father is the Director of Hegate. I’m going to Inva because he wants to see me. But we don’t get along. I mean, I don’t share his beliefs.’
Sukarni smiled. ‘Maryka would not have brought you to me if you did.’
‘I loved your flamebird installation and the ideas behind it,’ Cassy went on. ‘Using art to protest is an amazing idea.’
‘It is not remotely a new idea, dearie. Art has always been used to record the world and to provoke change, or to signal a need for it. My burning installations are actually modelled on a remarkable festival that used to be held in early Mericanda called the Burning Man. It was artists who originally started that, for art’s sake, I believe. They chose a spot in the desert and made art for days and then burned it. But before it died out, it metamorphosed into a nexus of artists and survivalists, protestors and musicians, performers and conservation installationists. The art and the works produced became a sort of free and rather anarchic expression of yearning and fear and anger. The people involved were a lot of idealists and utopians; crazy people and conspiracy theorists half of them, setting up a little temporary kingdom of their own in the middle of nowhere.’
‘The flamebird installation at Inva was beautiful and dramatic. But sad, too.’
‘Sad?’ Again that birdlike cocking of the head.
Cassy shrugged. ‘You know, the flamebird facsimiles were such delicate intricate lovely things with those red wings and all the wheels and moving parts. They must have taken weeks to make and then they were gone just like that; all that beauty and intricacy up in smoke. It broke my heart.’
‘That was the point, dearie,’ Sukarni said gently, sadly, ‘that natural things and creatures are fragile; that human actions can destroy them as quickly and irrevocably as fire consumed the bird installation. Such things should break our hearts. You should stay a while. My friend Queenie who skippers the Rainbow Dreaming is planning a rescue at Ouroboros.’ She turned and lifted a hand towards the buildings on the coast behind her. ‘We mean to create a distraction that is both statement and protest. Art is the best medium for protests. It works on emotion and spirit rather than reason.’
‘I am a sculptor. And my work doesn’t burn. It lasts forever.’
‘Not even stone lasts forever, dearie,’ said Sukarni, ‘Everything that exists is fragile and can be destroyed.’
‘Elspeth!’
I woke to find Ana shaking me. ‘Swallow says all the food people who went into the nearest dome have come out and he reckons this is the right moment to get into the dome unnoticed.’
I struggled to my feet, still muddled from the strange dream, which had clearly been of the Beforetime. I was almost certain I had been dreaming of the very land we were upon, in the Beforetime. There had been no sunken plain and no cliffs, but I was almost certain the buildings I had seen were the ones whose remains I had walked through that very morning.
‘Ouroboros,’ I murmured. That was the name the woman Sukarni had used to speak of the place where ship fish were held. Not Eden. Not Sentinel. The events in the dream had surely taken place not long before the Great White, given Cassy’s age . . . 
‘What?’ Ana asked.
I let her haul me to my feet, saying, ‘I will tell you later.’
I turned to look past the edge of the dome. It was now mid afternoon and the fallen plain shimmered with heat, as in my dream. Redport seemed no more than a writhing mirage visible intermittently through veils of red dust lifted into the air by the wind. I noticed Gahltha standing close by, nuzzling Brunt who was perched atop yet another rock tower Gavyn had obviously constructed for him. As we made our preparations to leave, I beastspoke him to ask if he would ensure Brunt did not follow us.
‘He wants to stay with me,’ Gahltha sent complacently.
‘Well, keep an eye out for the wolves and for Maruman,’ I said, glad the black horse was preoccupied with the goat and not worrying about me going to Redport without him. Perhaps my safe return from the previous trip had reassured him.
‘Let’s go,’ Swallow said.
‘Aren’t you wearing the hooded cloak?’ I asked.
‘The food hoppers are not guarded, so I will save it until we get to the settlement.’ He deftly tied a scarf about his head as I had done, and thoroughly kissed a startled-looking Ana. I turned to find Dameon standing close by.
‘Be careful, dear heart,’ he said.




We set off across the plain pushing a hopper, which two coerced slaves pulled, Darga having loped ahead to see if he could sniff out where Dragon had entered the settlement.
By sheer chance, we had come upon the two slaves struggling with a mine hopper because they were down a man and another was ill. It had been the work of a moment to coerce the men, learn that they were conveniently two miners short, and to make them accept us as replacements. I had not used any subtlety in my coercion for we had been worried that other workers might come forward to see what was happening.
Despite being told there were crops within the domes, I had been startled and enchanted to find it was true. The smell of the air inside the dome was rich and sweet with the scent of green and growing things, for the entire dome was filled with crops of different colours – greens and yellows and purply browns – separated by neat walks. The crops were of varying heights but almost all had been planted in rows as neat and perfect as those in Habitat. I had no idea why they were grown in domes instead of outside in the open. If the fallen plain was inimical to crops, then why not make use of the higher ground to the north, which certainly supported some growth, and might be cultivated to support crops?
Whatever the reason, the crops inside the domes clearly thrived.
The strangest thing was that I had entered the dome, expecting it to be dark, but it was full of diffuse light. This was baffling to us both until we decided that the dome material was somehow allowing a certain amount of sunlight to pass through. Remembering how it had seemed to me when I climbed the dome, that the grains of dirt had somehow been set in some substance, I wondered if it was possible that there was simply enough space between them to allow filtered light to enter.
Water was another question but the air was moist and it was clear that there was no shortage of it. There were workers moving about the rows, tending the crops, but none were near. The silver rails that came through the entrance continued directly through the crops and out of sight beyond them, presumably to the mine entrance which, Swallow had already told me, was towards the back of each of the domes. He regretted not being able to go closer and see them, but I did not.
I had every intention of plundering the minds of the mine workers as we crossed the plain. I was curious about the mines, but what I really wanted to find out was if either man knew Matthew, for he had been a mine overseer once, if not now. I had entered the mind of one and then the other when we set off, seeking the best subject, and had been surprised and somewhat disappointed to find that neither man spoke much Urolish, for all they looked like Redlanders. It transpired that both had been recently stolen away from a barren little group of island settlements a good way to the west of the Red Land, which were often raided by Gadfians, possibly because the islands were on the route plied between Redport and New Gadfia. They had been fisher folk and taken off the water. Their lack of Urolish meant I had to delve beneath their conscious thoughts to gain an understanding of them, and though I could still rifle through their memories, and even decipher their thoughts, it took time, and it was easy to misunderstand things completely.
Another problem I quickly discovered was that, like Riyad, the minds of both men were limited by their ignorance and by a morass of superstition, so much of their understanding of Redport and the Gadfians and even the Redlanders was distorted.
The first thing I found out was that neither man had ever set eyes on Matthew. The man they thought of as their immediate master, and whom I took to be the current overseer of this dome mine, looked nothing like the farseeker. What I did learn was that both men had adapted happily to slavery, for their island lives had been very harsh, dominated by fears of being taken by a savage folk they imagined as beastmen, who came sometimes at night on what seemed to me to be rafts. Their people had spent much of their time hiding from these men or from the Gadfian slavers, keeping watch and preparing what were probably completely useless defences. In Redport, after their initial terror, both men had been taken by a Chafiri man and brought to the mines, presumably because they were big and strong. I did not know if he had bought them, or if they simply belonged to the Gadfians because I did not understand how slavery worked in Redport.
About halfway across the plain, the beast gave its awful howling growl and both men stopped and clapped their hands to their ears, convinced the beast had the power to capture their minds and lure them to their deaths. The incident roused in the man I was coercing a memory of an account of the creature’s lair by another miner who had been sentenced with his friend to a sevenday in the ilthum mine, and whose friend had been devoured. The man had not understood everything the miner had told his rapt and appalled audience in what seemed to me some sort of tavern in Slavetown, but I located the memory and was able to witness the account for myself.
The Landborn miner talked of the walk from the entrance to the ilthum mine, up along a wide, sloping tunnel that led to the dome. The tunnel was damaged in some way, no doubt by the tremors that caused the rifts and fissures on the fallen plain. I wondered with a shudder how the miners could bear to be beneath the ground when it shook, and how many were killed by the collapses I learned from the mind of the man were common. But of course they had no choice in the matter.
The man had explained that the opening to the lair of the Entina was halfway between the mine entrance and the top of the sloping tunnel that led back up to the dome. The two men had been pushing the small hopper each pair of miners filled and emptied continually into a larger hopper up in the dome, set on one of a series of silver lines branching off from the main line leading out of the dome and back to Redport. Two pairs of miners were assigned to one large hopper and this had been the last load for the day. The man’s friend had been coughing because he had caught mine blight and the other pair in their team had gone ahead in haste with their final load, fearful that the beast would be summoned by the man’s coughs. The man telling the tale had not had any choice but to remain with the coughing man, for though small, the hopper still required two to push it up the sloping tunnel, and failure to deliver the load would have resulted in another sevenday in the ilthum mine. He had cursed his companion after a particularly loud burst of coughing, bidding him ball some cloth and stuff it into his mouth lest they both be eaten. The other man obeyed and they were both relieved to find the coughs much muffled.
It was difficult to remain within the man’s mind listening to the tale, because it was so full of terror I found it hard not to be affected, but I persisted long enough to hear a man ask the tale teller why the miners did not simply stay on the other side of the tunnel to the beast’s lair, if it could not come out.
The miner laughed and said he wished it were so simple, but there were other cracks and crevices all along the walls either side of the lair opening, some of them breaching the floor of the tunnel. They might have been avoided, despite several being wide enough to swallow a man who fell into them, but a constant haze of mist flowed out from the entrance to the beast’s lair, making it difficult to see in that part of the tunnel. Moreover the mist had some property that caused confusion and disorientation, which sounded very like the effect of the cacti flowers when their scent sweetened, and this was seemingly the main reason miners stumbled into the entrance to the Entina’s lair or sometimes into the other cracks. The horrifying thing was that miners who fell into the other cracks would not die immediately, but would shriek and beg to be rescued, but before anyone could gather their courage, they would begin screaming in terror and fall abruptly silent, devoured by small voracious beasts that lived within the cracks. Some felt that being devoured by the Entina would be the better death.
I did not listen to the end of the tale, because Swallow pinched me and I realised we were almost at the edge of the settlement and I could see the small dome-like building into which the silver lines ran. I was not sorry to withdraw from the man’s mind, and cast about for Darga. He was making his way south along the edge of the settlement, and he reported that he had not yet found Dragon’s scent anywhere. I told him that we would push the hopper into the tunnel and make our way to the Long Pier and then look for the Palace Island. I showed him this in images as well as words, and he promised to seek me out if he found any trace of the girl.
‘With luck, he will find her trail and it will lead him to the Palace Island,’ Swallow said, as I coerced the men to continue pushing the hopper. As we entered the building, I felt the block fall over my mind again. I had wondered how we would see, but now I realised there were lanterns hung at regular intervals along the tunnel wall. The two men did not alter their behaviour to us, for I had planted several coercive commands deeply enough that they would remain even when I was not able to access their minds. But if they seemed to falter, all I would need to do was to touch them to impose control. We had not gone far before I felt my mind break free of the block. That was interesting, for it seemed the machine causing it suffered the same difficulty as Misfits did in using their talents through solid earth.
We guided the hopper along its rails down the tunnel, then the two slaves made some adjustments to the hopper before we continued down a steeper slope, and I realised they must have activated some sort of braking mechanism, for the hopper continued to move at a sedate pace and now there was little work to be done. The rails went down a good long way before flattening out, then we came to the place where the way forked. Here four burly men were waiting with clubs. They straightened, their eyes widening suspiciously as they took in Swallow and me. I reached out to the mind of the nearest and forced him to see Swallow and me as a slave team he had seen before, rather than strangers. Then I did the same to the man next to him and left them to argue with the other two.
Wondering why they were guarding the fork, I searched through their minds to discover they were there to ensure miners did not try to raid the food storages. For all the bounty I had seen in the domes, it seemed it was meted out carefully to the slaves, and this had led to a series of thefts. Weary of the argument, I brutally coerced all of the men, wiping the memory of our encounter from their minds, and ensuring they would stand dreaming for a time while Swallow and I made our escape.
‘I gather the block does not work underground,’ he said.
‘Fortunately not, or that might have been very unpleasant,’ I said.
‘I wonder if we ought to have stayed with the miners,’ Swallow said. ‘If there is anyone at the top of this tunnel . . .’ He fell silent and we stopped abruptly, realising we could hear voices. I motioned him to step close to the wall and to stay very still and I did the same. A group of miners appeared ahead of us, pushing an empty hopper back along the rails and arguing loudly. Wondering what miners did when they met others coming the other way, I carefully bent their minds away from us. After they had vanished, Swallow stepped back onto the rails, shaking his head and marvelling that I had the ability to render us invisible.
‘It is only a trick of the mind I learned as a child, but it is a good deal less tiresome than having to coerce a group of men. It’s only lucky you heard them before they saw us. It only works if they have not seen us to begin with.’
‘Did you hear what they were saying?’ Swallow asked, as we continued, the rails now beginning to slope up.
I shook my head. ‘I was somewhat preoccupied.’
He gave me a look. ‘They were talking of the emissary’s man. It sounds as if they mean one of his people is working some sort of refining machine in a building near the Long Pier. From what they were saying, the miners put the ilthum ore into a machine and it turns to powder. They were complaining because their portion is weighed after the process rather than before, and a good bit of waste matter is removed.
‘He must have come here on the emissary’s ship,’ I murmured, remembering my glimpse that morning of a purple sail. ‘It would be interesting to coerce him, for it might enable us to get some idea of what sort of arrangement Ariel made with his masters to deliver the weaponmachine he has promised. I wonder where he stays when he is in Redport.’
‘Probably on board his master’s ship,’ Swallow said. Then he sniffed. ‘I can smell the sea.’
He was right. I could feel a breeze too, and I welcomed it, for the air in the tunnel was thick and stuffy. Soon the tunnel ran steeply up and we saw daylight and then the mouth of the tunnel. We approached it very carefully, and peered out to find it opened into a walled yard. The rails split into several rails, each running to one in a number of single level, flat-roofed buildings that stood side by side, and which I supposed to be storage spaces. A group of slaves were standing before one of them, seemingly in some sort of heated discussion with two Ekoni and a man in a yellow robe with a yellow cap like the one worn by Nareen. From the way the Ekoni behaved towards him, I guessed he was a Chafir.
Swallow touched my arm and pointed to an opening in the wall right alongside the tunnel. Elated, I nodded and we made our way quickly from the end of the rail tunnel through the opening and out into an empty narrow street running along the wall in both directions. We stood for an indecisive moment, then Swallow nodded to the right, saying the sea was this way by his reckoning.
I took the opportunity to untuck the thin gown I had pushed into my trews before we had set off, so as to look like a man from a distance. I shook it and it fell to the ground, then, completing my transformation from man to woman, I pulled the scarf from my head and arranged it over my hair in the style Riyad had affected, twitching it forward so that it would shadow my face. Only then did I hurry after Swallow. He had slowed to wait for me, but I bade him go on and keep ahead of me. After we had gone a little way in this fashion, he slowed again and looked over his shoulder. ‘What sort of way of walking is this? It is impossible to talk.’
‘I do not know that Gadfians care much for the talk of women – some Gadfians,’ I added, thinking of garrulous Nareem and his love for Gretha.
‘Well, how am I to lead the way when I do not know the place?’ he demanded.
I looked up, taking my bearings from the position of the two towers and the high wall that was the northern Talon, and pointed ahead. ‘I think that we would come to the shore most swiftly by going this way, but we are also likely to run into the rail again, for it goes from that yard we came out in, directly out onto the Long Pier. Better to gradually turn a little more directly to the south, for then we ought to come out parallel to the shore and we might immediately see the Palace Island. But we can walk almost side by side until we see people.’
He set off along the path, which soon offered a lane running in the direction we were heading, which Swallow took, saying, ‘Do you really think Dragon made it all the way through Redport to the shore?’
‘Let’s see what we see,’ I said, thinking that if there were no one guarding the island, I would take the opportunity to search it for Luthen’s crypt. Yet the fact that the palace had been destroyed by the Gadfians in their search for the Red Queen’s sceptre troubled me because either it, too, had been destroyed or the crypt was hidden and had escaped their efforts, in which case how was I to find it?’
‘And if she is not there?’ Swallow asked.
‘You will escort me to the gate of Slavetown and then see what you can learn in the southern parts of the settlement, as we decided,’ I said.
‘I was only thinking that I would like to see this Infinity of Dragonstraat. I have a feeling I know something about it, but I cannot catch hold of the memory. Seeing it clearly might bring the memory to the surface.’ Swallow stopped at the end of the street, finding there were four lanes leading off from the same place. ‘It seems to me that if we go along this one, it will bring us to the shore.’
‘It does seem so, but these streets go their own way and often it is not the way you think. The curves are confounding,’ I said. Nevertheless we took the lane and it was narrow enough that I had to walk behind Swallow, but I stayed close enough for us to talk. If someone appeared, I need only slow down to produce a seemly gap between us. We continued through a tangle of streets that had Swallow muttering in irritation at such an impractical and unnecessarily complicated way to lay out a settlement. I realised that we were between two scythe streets, and that we would not be able to find our way anywhere until we got onto one of them.
‘Have you thought of the possibility that Dragon went straight to Slavetown to find Matthew?’ Swallow said, when we had finally reached a wider street, though not yet one of the scythe streets.
‘I do not think she would do that,’ I said.
He gave me such a puzzled look that I realised he must know nothing of what had passed between Dragon and Matthew. I had told Ana but maybe she had not shared it. I told him now, briefly, as we walked.
‘But why would Matthew spend so much effort in preparing for Dragon’s coming if he cares nothing for her?’ he asked.
I scowled at his obtuseness, which forced me to speak of matters that I felt to be private. But it was important that he understood the situation between them so I said tersely, ‘He feels responsible for her falling into a coma because he led her on even if he did not mean to. All of his efforts on her behalf probably stem from guilt, but that does not mean what he does is not vital and important. He knows from the one time we managed to make contact during dreams that I intended to bring Dragon here and he was determined to help her take her rightful place as queen. I daresay that determination helped him bear his long enslavement.’
Swallow nodded. ‘That is his story, but do you think Dragon dislikes Matthew so much for what happened so long ago that she would not seek his help?’
‘She remembers how he treated her, but I don’t truly know what she feels for him now,’ I admitted. ‘On the surface she is very cool about him. Underneath she still feels something for him, but whether it is love or hate only Dameon could say. Or Dragon herself.’
‘Complicated,’ Swallow said.
‘It seems to me that things are always complicated by love,’ I said.
‘Do you see it so?’ Swallow said. ‘I see it as being a wondrous intricacy that enriches life. That it is not simple is part of the joy of having it.’
There was something in his voice that caught my attention, but then we heard again the terrible groaning call of the trapped beast. The throbbing growl of it went on and on and then stopped. As we walked, I told him what I had learned about the beast from the minds of the men I had coerced.
‘Its cry reminds me of nightmares I used to have as a boy,’ he mused. ‘I wonder if it howls out of hunger and frustration or out of triumph.’
‘I hope we never find out,’ I said.
We came to the end of the street and I was relieved to find we had come to one of the scythe streets. I looked out, as fascinated as Swallow, because the bare, silent streets of the dark quiet hours had been transformed by daylight into busy thoroughfares. Every building and cobblestone glowed red in the sunlight, which was very hot, save in streets so narrow that it could only reach them at midday. Standing in such a street, hidden in shadow, I felt safe enough to gaze out in wonderment, for everything looked different in the daylight. Practically every wall was decorated with the crumbling remnants of brightly coloured frescoes, or patches of gaily-coloured tesserae, and there were many friezes, both patterned and more realistic. Yet all of them showed signs of wear that seemed to me to be from generations of passing time rather than a decade or so. But perhaps the neglect of the building had begun before the untimely death of the last Red Queen.
‘I wonder if Darga has found Dragon yet?’ Swallow said quietly.
I said nothing, seeing several swarthy men approaching with haughty imperious expressions, wearing long flowing robes of white and yellow and great ropes of polished stones. Chafiri, I felt sure, or maybe even High Chafiri. I suggested this to Swallow and he studied them closely as they passed.
‘Right?’ he asked when they had gone by.
Mouth dry, I nodded and Swallow veered to the right, leaving me to follow meekly, a little in his wake, head down, looking at people and buildings from the corner of my eye. No one looked twice at Swallow, save covertly, and I guessed people took him for the son of a Chafiri got upon a Redland woman. He had a natural swagger and confidence that gave him authority but he was not as dark skinned as the men we had identified as Chafiri, and he had no beard. He could pass for an Ekoni, but he would need the right clothes and I would have to find and coerce one of the Ekoni for him to gain enough information to carry off the role. Unfortunately I did not see how we were going to manage that, since they did not seem to move about alone or even in twos and threes. Of course that was when they were in their Ekoni attire. No doubt they moved about alone and in pairs out of their Ekoni trappings, but how to tell them apart from ordinary halfblood Gadfians?
We came at last to an infinity and I saw that in all ways it was the same as the Infinity of Dragonstraat, being two circles slightly elongated where they joined, but this was tiled in a less extravagant way and there were no towers, though there was a big well, which we made use of after making sure both men and women drank from it. It was while Swallow was drinking that a man began shouting. I turned and saw a bearded Gadfian man in swirling robes, prowling about a raised platform where a pale and rather sickly-looking Landman stood, stripped to the waist. The Gadfian was stroking his luxuriant beard and extolling the slave’s strengths and virtues in florid language, saying he was so newly arrived the ink was barely dry on his tattoo, and inviting people to bid. There were a good many Gadfians standing about listening, all men.
‘Let’s go,’ I said, disgusted, though another part of me did want to understand the workings of the slave trade.
‘Wait . . .’ Swallow said, and he moved towards the people gathered to listen to the slaver. I had no choice but to follow and I did so muttering curses under my breath. To my horror, Swallow led us right up to the edge of the crowd. I reached out to touch him, hissing into his mind that there were no women here. We would stand out.
‘Elspeth, look . . .’ Swallow had spoken aloud, but there was something in the tone of his voice that made me look towards the dais. On the other side of it, just beyond the crowd, I saw a Gadfian man walking with several blank-faced men. It took me a moment to realise the last of them, emaciated and clad in filthy rags, was Rushton, his dear face lined and scarred, his hair touched with grey at the temples.
My shock at seeing him was so great that I felt the world swim about me.
And Rushton stumbled almost as if he had felt my shock. The Gadfian man hurried to steady him, which even in that moment seemed oddly solicitous. Then the haughty-looking Chafiri man alongside Swallow turned to frown in disapproval at me, and Swallow immediately turned away, forcing me to follow. In moments, we were passing out of the open area. Swallow led me into the first lane we came to and we continued along it until we were alone, and could press ourselves into a doorway.
‘You saw . . .?’ he demanded.
‘Rushton,’ I said. ‘But he looked . . .’
‘What do you want to do?’ Swallow asked. ‘Do we follow him?’
I could have wept. ‘We have to find Dragon.’
Swallow stared at me incredulously. ‘Do you not love the man?’
‘More than life,’ I whispered. ‘But I am the Seeker and my life is not my own.’
He looked contrite but also baffled. ‘My apologies, Elspeth. But how can you bear to see him after so long, and then let him walk away?’
‘He lives,’ I said. ‘If Dragon claims her throne, he will be free.’
Swallow said, ‘Your will is truly stone, Elspeth.’
His words brought a rush of hot tears to my eyes, but I blinked them away fiercely. ‘Let’s go. We must get to the Palace Island.’
He nodded and set off again. I gazed at the bay, visible at the end of the scythe street, and I could see the opening between the Talons clearly for the first time. I tried to gather my wits, but I was still fighting tears. At least part of the tempest of emotion that possessed me was joy, for until I had seen Rushton, I had not truly known if he lived or died. The last time I had made contact with him he had been cast on an island in a storm, mortally ill. Yet he had sworn that he would try to live for my sake, and now I knew that he lived and was whole and in Redport and I would find my way to him ere I must leave to seek Sentinel. Swallow said my will was stone, but I knew that I could bear not to go, without at least holding him once in my arms.
‘He lives,’ I whispered, then I forced myself to set the memory of Rushton aside so that I could concentrate on what must be done. It took all of my will and a conscious drawing on the dark spirit power to manage it. As if he felt the struggle, Swallow glanced back once, and his expression shifted from puzzlement to pity, as if he saw my struggle in my aura.
By the time we had got out of sight of the infinity, I had mastered myself, and when we passed what was clearly a laundry, I ducked inside, hissing to Swallow to follow, and in a short time, I had coerced the women scrubbing clothes, along with their plump, smiling master. We emerged a little later, Swallow now clad in flowing white robes with a coloured tunic and green cloth cap. There had not been any Ekoni attire but I thought he would easily pass as the Gadfian halfblood trader to whom the clothing had belonged.
As we continued I noticed a good many Gadfian men moving about in couples or groups, often accompanied by Redland slaves, and very occasionally, by a Gadfian woman wearing hooded flowing robes. In some ways masculine Gadfian attire was very like to that of Sadorian men, consisting of loose trews and long tunics caught at the waist with woven sashes from which hung sticks or curved knife scabbards. So far as I could tell there was little difference between what they and the Chafiri wore, save the cloth of the Chafiri tunics appeared to be finer, and they did not cinch their tunics. All of them wore some sort of facial hair, often cropped closed and shaved and trimmed into ornate patterns.
Slavemen – and most of the slaves we saw were men – wore their hair long and loose. Slavewomen bound back their hair in braids and wore simple long tunics belted at the hip, and scarves draped over their heads. The few foreign male slaves I saw generally wore short kilts about their loins and were bare-chested, even as the miners had been, save for a thong or knotted scarf passed over one shoulder and caught at the opposite hip. These appeared to be a functional line from which to suspend various implements or small bags more than the decoration I had first thought them, though they were adorned by an eclectic muddle of small bits and pieces. Some of the paler Land slaves affected woven hats to shade their faces and necks. The Redlander slaves, men and women, were more numerous and better dressed in general.
The strangest thing I saw were wagons made of what looked to me to be bathing barrels with wheels, open at the back and lashed at the front to two narrow poles which passed through a harness secured around muliki. I knew them from Nareem’s mind but the little doe-eyed beasts were far more endearing than his mind had shown them to me, with their absurd and floppy hare ears. They were clearly very strong, for although people stood in some of the carts, others were filled and piled high with stones or furniture or bundles of other goods.
It was queer to see so many people and realise that most of them were slaves. No wonder the Chafiri were nervous, even if the Redland folk were passive and obedient. Remembering the reaction of the slave woman to my announcement that the Red Queen had come, I had no doubt that the passive facade would be sloughed off the moment she revealed herself to her people, and then the whole nature of the power structure in Redport would change in a moment. I ought to have been elated at the thought, but seeing Rushton had been a cold and painful reminder of my priorities. I had said we needed to find Dragon, but in fact I sought what Cassy had left for me, and Dragon was the means by which I would find it, if I had read the clue aright. Then my task was to leave Redport and seek out Sentinel.
Ahead a group of Ekoni turned into the scythe. Clad entirely in white trews and wearing long snowy tunics with blood-red overtunics, they had their hoods thrown back to reveal gleaming bald heads, and wore great curved swords hanging at their hips. They were marching in formation and looking about, their faces hard and watchful and impartially suspicious, and I noticed that everyone, Gadfian and slave alike, made haste to get out of their way. The precision of their movements in concert reminded me of the Hedra.
We had moved aside with a lot of others, and in their wake came several Redland slavewomen and boys bearing large red birds on their upraised arms.
I had noticed a good many unrestrained animals about – unharnessed muliki eating from piles of hay thrown down on the cobbled street for them, dogs lying in the shade of buildings panting, the occasional well-fed and languid cat stretched indolently on a sill, even a little lithe, long-bodied furry creature that many of the Gadfians allowed to run about their arms and shoulders, presumably as favoured pets. Once a herd of goats like Brunt flowed from a lane and were chivvied into another by shrill boys.
What shocked me was not the fact that the birds sat tamely on the arms of the passing slaves, but that they were red plumed, for I first thought them to be flamebirds, the smaller ancestors of the immense Agyllian birds. As they drew nearer, I realised their feathers had been coloured by some sort of dye, then their feather fluffing and loud cries ceased abruptly and they turned their collective gaze on me so noticeably that the slaves carrying them peered at them, then at me in puzzled confusion.
Swallow swiftly turned away into a lane and I was relieved to be able to follow him, though it took us a good long while to find our way back to another scythe street, yet we were now very close to the shore. From that moment I noticed what maybe I ought to have noticed earlier. Every animal I saw, whether a muliki in harness drawing a load, a dog or a cat, or one of the furred creatures coiled on the shoulder of a Gadfian, looked at me, fell silent and followed me with their eyes.
At first I thought I was imagining it, then a muliki that had been clip-clopping up the scythe street towards us, stopped dead and actually reared up to wrench the reins from the human holding them, so that he could turn and watch me pass, completely ignoring the protestations and curses of the man who had been leading him.
It was uncanny and nerve racking.
Fortunately the general and purposeful movement of people had stopped them noticing what would have been immediately obvious to anyone sitting on a step or leaning on a sill. But sooner or later someone would notice and would comment on it to someone else who had noticed, and maybe I would be stopped and Swallow questioned. The block inhibiting me from using my Talents meant I had no way of reaching out to ask beasts not to look at me and I prayed that Darga would find us very soon, so that I could make contact and ask him to speak to the other animals. I had no doubt that they were recognising me as Innle of beastlegend, for had not Brunt and the strange little white dog I had encountered during the previous night told me of beasts who had been going about announcing my coming? That must be the reason for the particular attention of the beasts of Redport, for I had been in cities and around unknown beasts before, and only some of them had seen me for what I was.
Suddenly, almost at the end of the scythe street, Swallow suddenly moved into one of the shadowed lanes and went along it a little way; I followed, wondering what had alarmed him. ‘I remember the first time I dreamed of you, Elspeth,’ he said softly, intensely, ‘a horse bowed down to you. Then I saw it in reality after you had rescued Iriny from the Herder flame.’
‘I beastspoke it . . .’ I began, strangely frightened by his intensity.
He held up his hand. ‘Yes, but what I have never told you is that the aura of the horse in my dream turned gold and seemed to flow into yours. And when I saw you in Guanette, I saw that happen again. It happens whenever you are near Gahltha or Maruman, and sometimes I have seen it happen with other beasts – when you beastspeak Rasial, though not with Darga. It is as if, for a moment, something from these animals flows into you. Just now, coming along the street, the aura of every beast that looked at you glowed gold and yearned towards you.’
‘I don’t know what it means,’ I muttered, reeling inwardly at his words. ‘I think somehow they see . . .’
‘The Seeker . . .’ Swallow said. Some people had entered the lane and were making their way towards us.
We went back onto the scythe street, and I walked behind Swallow’s erect form, my scarf pulled forward and my head bent, praying that would stop beasts noticing me. But then an old slavewoman opened a door and began to mop the step, and the dog that ambled out with her stared at me until the woman turned to see what it was looking at. She fixed me with a squinting gaze full of puzzled suspicion and I remembered how Riyad had dealt with a slave who angered her and hurried after Swallow.
Suddenly I remembered the dog I had almost fallen over when I first entered Redport. It had spoken of seeing my wings. Was it possible that was what the beasts were seeing – my winged and greenish spirit-form somehow overlaying my flesh? But that did not explain why their aura would turn gold and incline to mine.
Swallow said softly over his shoulder, ‘Look.’
I lifted my head to see with great relief that we had reached the broad cobbled way that ran around the shore. I looked out across the glittering waters of the bay to where the greatships were anchored, seeking the purple sails of the Shambalan ship. But before I could discern it, I saw the notorious Black Ship.
My heart plummeted, for surely it could be no coincidence that it had appeared in Redport Bay within a day of my entry to the settlement. I felt a sick certainty that Ariel was aboard. The only consolation was that he must have just arrived, and that being so, it might be possible to get what I needed in Redport and leave before he came ashore. The fact that Dragon was somewhere in Redport, and maybe had even been captured by the Gadfians, filled me with fear for her and for my quest, because I knew that if he got hold of her, Ariel would use her against me.
And what would I do if he threatened her life?
‘We have to find her,’ I muttered.
‘Fear not,’ Swallow said. ‘The Black Ship has only just come into the bay. See, they are only now anchoring.’
With relief, I saw that he was right, for even as I watched, the anchor dropped heavily and was swallowed by the water. Behind the Black Ship I could see straight through the Talons to the open sea – not the vast expanse I had seen from atop the cliffs at dawn, but a constrained bar of misty blue and grey. The greatships I had seen from the cliffs were not visible from that angle, but Ariel must have seen them.
I dragged my eyes from the Talons to look left and right along the wide curving boulevard bounding the shore only to note with some unease that it was deserted. There was not a person in sight other than Swallow and me and it was so silent that I could hear waves slapping the white rim of the sand.
‘We need to move,’ Swallow said. ‘This area must be forbidden.’
I nodded and scanned the shore; there, a little distance away and so close that it was no wonder I had been unable to see it from afar, was an island. It had to be the Palace Island, for I could see no other in the bay, yet there was no wilderness on its humped and stony form, nor any palace, only stones grown over with some sort of low spiky creeper. Two bridges connected it to the mainland: the nearest, a narrow, covered walk with gates at either end, both barred and buttressed; the other more distant bridge an impressive stone arch that seemed excessive given the shallow froth of water running between the island and strand.
The statues standing either side at the end of the bridge appeared to be its only guards, and in truth I could see no reason why the bare, stony island would be guarded. But the heavy silence and the absence of people anywhere made me as wary as a fox scenting a baited snare.
‘Elspeth,’ Swallow said urgently, glancing behind us, and he stepped onto the pale boulevard, heading towards the Palace Island. When we were almost opposite the stone bridge, I saw a narrow lane opening between two stone buildings on our right, and called out softly to Swallow to enter it. He obeyed without a word, and I followed, immensely relieved to be off the deserted boulevard.
‘She is not there,’ Swallow said. ‘Nor Darga either.’
I ignored him to study the bridge and what I could see of the island beyond it. This close, I saw that a good deal of what I had thought to be natural stone outcrops were the remnants of buildings. There were two toppled pillars, and a partial wall with a section of intact roof, all overgrown with the spiky creeper. The only visible inhabitants of the place appeared to be several little goats like Brunt and some long-legged black birds standing at the edge of island and occasionally diving in to emerge with a fish.
Yet Dragon might still be there, concealed, I knew. She had hidden herself in ruins before, after all, and although the island was flat, not all of it was visible from the mainland.
‘That must be Long Pier,’ Swallow murmured.
He pointed to the northern shore, and I saw there was a long pier running out into the bay. Even as we watched, I saw some slaves pushing a hopper slowly along the pier towards the purple-sailed greatship of the emissary.
I looked at the island again and felt a powerful longing to cross the bridge and search for Dragon and Luthen’s memorial crypt, where I was suddenly absolutely certain I would find whatever had been Cassy’s last message to me. But despite the fact that there was not a soul in sight, my instincts clamoured against venturing there.
‘It feels like a trap,’ Swallow muttered.
‘Yes,’ I said, glancing back at the Black Ship.




The sun was on the verge of sinking behind the Talons by the time we reached the gates of Slavetown. We had lost time, having twice been forced to take refuge in side streets, which had resulted in us becoming lost in yet another impenetrable tangle of small lanes and narrow side streets. Once we had left a main street to avoid a group of aggressive Ekoni coming towards us, apparently questioning people randomly and roughly. When I noticed they were dragging some people away, I decided caution was the better part of valour, and we stepped into a lane. Nor did we dare to wait there until the Ekoni passed, having seen one man pursued into a lane and dragged out by his hair, begging to be told what he had done. The next time, we were following a good wide road and were forced to dart into a lane to avoid being crushed under the wheels of a closed carriage. It was of the same design as the wheeled barrels, but bigger and more ornate. Waiting for it to pass, I was eager to see who was in it, but there were no proper windows, just an ornate pattern of perforations that would let whoever was inside peep out. To my surprise, two beautiful small grey ponies were drawing the carriage, and I thought I must have been wrongly informed that there were no horses in Red Land. But then I overheard a Gadfian man who had also entered the lane tell his companion that the beasts were mutated muliki from over the sea and that the chariot they pulled belonged to the High Chafiri Prime, and carried his wife.
I recalled Nareem’s difficulties with the Prime’s wife, and also his upstairs chamber where some Chafiri women came to be fitted with dresses by his deft slaves. Had I more time, I could have made use of his chamber to learn more about Redport and the Gadfians. As it was, after the carriage passed, we had to retreat into yet another snarl of narrow lanes because there were Ekoni swaggering along in its wake – household Ekoni, I guessed, from the blue caps they wore, which matched the livery of the grey ponies. They were once again apparently randomly selecting people and questioning them roughly.
By the time we found our way out to Slavetown, I was determined to enter without delay, for there was little time left before I would have to leave again, if I did not want to be trapped inside. But as we were about to approach the gate, a group of Ekoni marched from the other direction, and to my dismay, they stopped to speak with the two Ekoni stationed there. There was nothing for it but to be patient. Swallow and I could handle two between us if something went wrong, but not more, for aside from their shining curved blades, the warriors carried daggers and moved with the lithe strength of people able to fight with their hands and feet as well as with weapons; it was the way coercers moved.
‘What do you want to do?’ Swallow asked.
‘Wait and enter,’ I said. ‘I am afraid you will have to wait with me and get me safely past the Ekoni.’ Because there was time, I gave him the memory of my journey from the south of the settlement to the north, emphasising the locations of the houses of Riyad and Nareem, where he could take refuge at need, simply by speaking the word Obernewtyn, the coercive key I had implanted in the minds of both Riyad and Nareem. ‘I believe the slavewomen will help you if you tell them that you are my friend.’
‘I hope I will have no need of a safe house,’ Swallow said. ‘But tell me, do you truly think Dragon would go to Slavetown, given what you said about Matthew and her?’
‘I think that she would not go there of her own accord and certainly not to find Matthew, but if one of her people spotted her, they would surely see Slavetown as the safest place for her, given that the Ekoni don’t go there once the gates shut at dusk.’
‘But why would they want to hide her at all? I thought the Redlanders were ready to rise up and throw off their oppressors as soon as Dragon appeared,’ Swallow said.
‘In a storysong there would be an instant uprising when a lost queen returned to her people, but in reality, how could an oppressed people rise instantly if they had been slaves half their lives? Do they have plans laid out? Weapons good enough to defend themselves? Even if they do, they would never have used them, and there are bound to be all sorts of things they never imagined having to deal with. As to an uprising, maybe that is less simple than it sounds as well. I assume the Ekoni have weapons – how will they deal with them, and what do they mean to do with the Gadfians afterwards? And what of the foreign slaves, and slaves who collaborated with the slavemasters, or fell in love with them?’ I added, thinking of Gretha and Nareem. ‘Are they expecting Dragon to decide these things, or at least to approve them, or do they look upon her as a figurehead? And what about this sceptre she is supposed to produce? I doubt her people will need any proof of who she is beyond her face, but maybe there is some aspect we do not understand about her rule. Remember it took the rebels in the Land years of plotting and scheming before they rose, and even then it only happened in stages.’
‘If it were me,’ Swallow said. ‘I would have a plan in place and aim to do as the rebels did in the Land. I would have groups of people ready to move against the Gadfians in several different locations at once and a signal to alert them that the time has come to act. That would divide the Ekoni and force them to fight on several fronts. I would have identified all of the Chafiri compounds, too, and I would have people ready to take them over, probably household slaves. If the Gadfians regard the Redlanders as nicely tamed, they will be able to take over easily, especially given how few Gadfians there are compared to slaves.’
‘Few or not, I have no doubt the Gadfians will fight, and the Redlanders will also need to take care that no harm comes to any of the people from the land of the white-faced lords,’ I said. ‘In fact, given the weapons they probably have aboard their ship, I would wait for them to leave Redport before I made my move, just in case they decided it behoved them to take the part of the Gadfians, and turned their weapons on Redport.’
‘There’s a nasty thought,’ Swallow muttered. ‘The Redlanders ought to take one of the white-faced folk hostage. The one operating the ore-refining machine would be perfect, though he may not be important enough to stop the others from using their weapons on Redport.’
I thought again of the little gold-faced man who had spoken to Gilaine, and found I could not imagine him ordering his people to fire on Redland. And what of Salamander and his Black Ship, and Ariel? The thought of the latter was a reminder that the uprising was not mine to order or to understand. I must swim through it as through a turbulent sea, concentrating only on keeping to my own course and afloat. And with the arrival of the Black Ship, that would mean leaving as swiftly as possible.
I glanced around, suddenly longing for Maruman to appear. I recalled the dream in which I had seen him beneath the towers and wondered if that was where he was, or if he had finally returned to the camp. It was a pity I could not reach out to Ana to ask. But if Swallow could find the blocking machine and destroy it, I would be much more able to find and help Dragon and discover what I needed for my quest.
‘How do you think they will greet you?’ Swallow asked.
‘It depends if Dragon or Matthew is with them.’
‘If neither?’
I shrugged, weary of talking and impatient to get into Slavetown. Because of the Talons, this part of the settlement had fallen into shadow now that the sun had begun to wester, although I was sure there would be a strip of bright water and buildings illuminated by the sunlight falling through the Talons. Yet the coolness was very pleasant. I realised Swallow was still waiting for an answer and said, ‘If the Redlanders seem hostile, I will make physical contact and coerce what I need from them.’ A thought occurred to me. ‘In fact, maybe the best thing I could do would be to show the Redlanders what I am, as they seem to have some reverence for Misfits. Rather than force my will on them, I would far rather present myself to them as an ally.’
‘Yet you are not truly an ally,’ Swallow said shrewdly. ‘You are the Seeker and you have your own purposes and priorities, which have nothing to do with what is happening in Redport.’
‘I do not see that our ways must oppose one another,’ I said coolly. ‘And in the end, my quest will serve the Redlanders and the Gadfians, whether or not they know it.’
‘You know, if Dragon is with the leaders of her people, she might have told them the truth about you,’ Swallow said.
I shuddered. ‘I pray she has not mentioned me or my quest to anyone,’ I said, unable to imagine how this news would be taken by a people on the verge of a long-planned uprising. It would seem a mad distraction and the last thing they would want from their newly restored queen.
We fell silent as another group of white-capped Ekoni came marching up to join the others. I noticed daggers and looped whips thrust into their belts, and thought of how many of the slaves bore scars. This struck me as odd, given how meekly all the slaves seemed to behave. On the other hand, the glimpses I had seen of the slaves through the eyes of Matthew and Gilaine had not shown them to be all passively acceptant, and I had seen myself how the slaves of Nareem’s household kept a mask over their passions.
If all of the Redlanders were so, Dragon’s arrival might serve as a spark falling onto a mound of tinder. Swallow moved past me to peer out the end of the lane and then turned back to say the second group of Ekoni had stopped at the Slavetown gate and seemed to be conferring with the first.
‘Maybe the Ekoni have got wind of Dragon’s arrival in Redport,’ Swallow said.
‘Or this is Ariel’s doing,’ I said. ‘He has had time enough to come ashore now and if he foresaw Dragon’s coming, he might have coerced the Ekoni to search for her.’
Swallow turned to look out of the lane again and said, ‘Elspeth, they are going in – both groups. What do you want to do?’
‘Let’s follow,’ I said, suddenly sick of hiding and waiting. I had also just remembered that the Ekoni made regular patrols within Slavetown, and perhaps that was all that was happening. ‘If either of the Ekoni at the gate seems inclined to stop us, let him get hold of me. I will use the contact to coerce him and find out what is happening. If necessary, you must knock the other one out then we can drag him into Slavetown and I will coerce him while he sleeps, out of sight of the gate.’
Swallow nodded, eyes dark with a combination of alertness and excitement. At my suggestion, he removed his cap and tunic and pulled the older tunic over his robes and freed his hair so that he would not look like a Gadfian, and as soon as all but two of the Ekoni were out of sight, we emerged from the lane and approached the gate. I was prepared for action but the two Ekoni were so involved in a muttered conversation that they did not even look at us as we approached. I contemplated stumbling against one of them, but thought better of it, and in seconds, we were past them, unchallenged and virtually unnoticed.
We moved along the narrow street running away from the gate and I was startled to realise it was straight. I did not think I had walked along a single straight street in all of Redport. The slavewomen had told me that if I wanted to locate the spokesman of the Landfolk, Deenak, I should go along the Knife to the Infinity of Hope. If I was not mistaken, we were walking along the Knife now. A glance along streets running off it made it clear that the rest of the streets were very much the same tangled coil as the streets in the larger settlement, though these were very narrow, save for this one street.
The Ekoni were just ahead.
‘No one seems very surprised or afraid of them,’ Swallow murmured, and I realised he was right. I was reassured to think this was no more than a regular and not very thrilling occurrence, but I stopped and drew him into one of the side streets. ‘You had better turn back or you will be trapped in here at curfew.’
‘A little longer,’ Swallow said, peering along the lane we had entered. As he set off along it, I turned to follow and realised the lane led to a small infinity. Unlike the other infinities I had seen outside Slavetown, this was surrounded not by flat-roofed red dwellings but by narrow buildings with shared walls and steep roofs like Land buildings. Indeed, we might have been in Sutrium if not for the red colour of the buildings. The strange thing was that they were unmistakably old buildings, and yet how should such buildings be old? There had not been any slaves here before the Red Queen was slain a decade before. Was it possible there had been Landfolk living here in the time of the Red Queens? That would explain the architecture. Then another thing struck me. I had noticed that morning how ancient was the wall about Slavetown, yet there had not been any slavery here a mere ten years ago. In fact, the whole of Slavetown looked a good deal older than the mere decade within which the Gadfians ruled Redport. Perhaps it had simply been a walled and ancient part of Redport that had been used to house slaves.
‘Elspeth,’ Swallow murmured, nodding towards a well where people were drinking or resting on the rim surrounding it. There were other people clustered about two food stalls nearby, eating or waiting to be served. The steaming food was served on trays, upon which rested a large number of small bowls and a pile of the same flat bread Gretha had given me, and I wondered if it was as highly spiced as the meal I had eaten at Nareem’s table. I noticed that people set the trays and tiny bowls on a table to one side where several boys washed them in a barrel of water and dried them, stacking them back on the counter to be reused
There were so many people waiting for food, and ever more arriving, that I wondered if meals were all bought and eaten communally in Slavetown, as in Sador, rather than being cooked and eaten privately within dwellings. Certainly this infinity seemed as much a meeting place as anything else, for as well as the people eating and buying food and drawing water, there were others sitting against the walls of the surrounding buildings working at some small task such as sewing or whittling. There was even a boy playing a sort of pipe, his cap set before him in the manner of singers in the markets along the Westland.
Glancing back to the well, I noticed there was a dipper and I used it to draw some water then handed it to Swallow, telling him softly as I did so that I had learned from the woman who had handed me the dipper that the Ekoni always patrolled during the approach of dusk and they regularly took at least one person who would be sentenced to the ilthum mine. All understood this to be a random assertion of power rather than a deserved punishment.
Feeling myself watched, I turned to see three old women seated on the well ledge regarding us suspiciously. On impulse, I moved closer to Swallow and laid a hand on his bare arm, giving him a besotted look that did not match the sharp instructions I sent direct to his mind. Quick-witted as he was, he did not even look startled but set a hand on my waist and drew me close, a tender look on his own face, belying the concern in his eyes.
‘Are you sure?’ he asked softly.
I nodded and spoke again to his mind. ‘If we can do something about the blocking machine, it will enable me to act decisively. Remember, look for the Prime’s compound, since that is where Ariel stays when he is here, but be careful, for he may have come ashore. Don’t act unless it is entirely safe and you can be sure of succeeding. And if you can, find out exactly where the Ekoni keep prisoners. We will meet later at the back of the Slavetown wall to decide what to do next.’
‘You must make haste if you want to get out before they shut the gate,’ he murmured, and bent to brush my lips with his. Then he turned and gave the three old dames a wicked conspiratorial look that had them giggling and beaming sentimentally at us.
‘The cliff shadow makes it seem later than it is,’ I said, forcing myself to smile as he departed, conscious the women were watching, and then I turned and moved into the press of people about a food stall, knowing the crowd would enable me to make contact with people without it being obvious that this was my intent. From the mind of one young man, I took an impression of Slavetown, which added to what I had learned from the Redland slaves of Nareem’s household. I discovered it was constructed around seven infinities. The one we were in was called the Infinity of Tears, and there were altogether four infinities with wells that bore the same name.
I made contact with an older man who was pondering the wells, wondering at the tales told by Redlanders of abundant water in the time of the Red Queen. This piqued my curiosity, for he ought surely to remember that time quite clearly, given his age, but he moved away before I could delve more deeply. I made contact with a woman thinking about going to a market in the Infinity of Hope once she had eaten. Seeing it in her mind, it appeared to be a good deal larger than any of the other infinities in Slavetown. It was where Deenak, the nominal leader of the Landfolk, made his announcements, and where the slavemasters left instructions or summons for the people they thought of as their property. Ekoni also left messages summoning anyone they wanted to question, pointing out that all of the slaves in Slavetown were to check each day to see if there was anything for them. If there was no response to a summons from the Ekoni, a troop would be sent for them.
The woman I had touched wanted to check the board to see if her Chafiri mistress required her to collect some especially made jewels she had ordered for the masked ball, before coming to her compound the next morning.
I left the press of people and made my way back to the Knife and along it towards the Infinity of Hope. Passing the houses I was struck again by the age of the buildings. They seemed to me to be little different in age than the buildings outside Slavetown, and yet it was surely not possible for this dense and intricate labyrinth to have risen in a mere decade. It could only be that the area had existed when the Red Queen was alive, and the Gadfians had merely used it to corral a body of slaves they did not entirely trust. Certainly as far as I knew there had been no slavery in the time of the Red Queen.
Then a bent, grey-haired man whose arm I brushed against was reflecting on the betrayal of the Red Queen as something he had been told about, and an older Landwoman was thinking about her mother, brought to Redport as a child. Of course there were many other inner cogitations I caught, but these and others like them implying Slavetown had been established for generations puzzled me more and more. If I had not seen Rushton, I might have wondered if we had slept aeons in Midland after all, but I had seen him, and though he had definitely looked older, he did not look years and years older. Thinking for a moment of his blank, hollow-eyed face, and his ragged clothing, my heart ached, for it could only mean that his master was miserly and a brute besides.
‘He lives,’ I said through clenched teeth, ‘and where there is life there is hope.’
I dragged my mind from him and the puzzling matter of time, telling myself that the only way to help him or myself was to help Dragon claim her kingdom.
The Knife brought me to the Infinity of Hope. It was not as large as the Infinity of Dragonstraat but it was three times the size of the Infinity of Tears. There was a cluster of stalls to one side, but few people stood about them and there was no sign of the Ekoni. They could not possibly have left the infinity along the Knife, else I would have passed them, so they must have gone back to the gate another way. Perhaps they used the Knife to cut to the heart of Slavetown, hence the relative emptiness of the Infinity of Hope, and then they had gone back to the gate in a spiralling motion, using the streets that led between the infinities. Picturing the route from what I had taken from the minds of people, it would take them through the whole of Slavetown, and they could vary the route each day by choosing a different order of infinities.
If I had wanted to patrol the walled area, that was how I would do it.
A woman near me stumbled and I jumped at the opportunity to help her up, brushing my fingers against her wrist to confirm my guess about the Ekoni patrols. Her mind told me that the Ekoni sometimes came in the opposite way, using the spiralling route between infinities, and then leaving Slavetown along the Knife; essentially, I was right. Her mind was unsettled by the patrol that had caught her in the street; if someone was named and did not present themselves at the gate to Slavetown by nightfall, children and old people would be taken randomly and put into stocks for the night as a way of forcing Slavetown to disgorge the wanted person. If the person did not present themselves by the following day, and could not be found, these people would be publically tortured, and ten men taken and sent to the ilthum mine. This would go on until the wanted person presented themselves. The woman’s mind told me that only twice had people failed to present themselves, and later, they had been found dead in the Infinity of Hope.
Chilled by her grim thoughts, I accepted the woman’s thanks and a thin grey metal square which she pressed into my hand with shaking fingers, her mind telling me that it was a small Redland barter coin used in Slavetown, stamped with the face of the Red Queen.
I studied it after she had gone, seeing Dragon’s face, and had to master a surge of fear and longing before I could go on. I moved around the outer curves of the infinity, seeing people were beginning to come into it from all directions, and thinking about the man Deenak. The slavewoman Cora had given me his name, saying he was the spokesman of the Landfolk, but there was something about his relationship to the Chafiri that troubled me, for if they trusted him, he must have proven worthy of their trust, and a man trusted by the Chafiri might be a man who would feel compelled either out of honour or for gain of some kind to give me up, and perhaps Dragon as well, given what her coming must mean for the slavemasters.
I came to the noticeboard, which was a great smoothed area of stone, and saw that messages were scribed on it using soft white stones set all about the rim, addressed to various slaves by name. I wondered who had scribed the summons, for surely slavemasters did not come to Slavetown to leave messages themselves.
A woman pushed past me to search the messages, and I saw in her mind that there was a system of flags that let slaves know when the Ekoni had entered Slavetown. The woman was thinking about these because she had been watching them to make sure she avoided the Ekoni patrol, her friend having been taken away the day before. Her mind was full of fearful speculations about her own punishment for some small indiscretion, which she feared her friend would reveal to the Ekoni under torture.
I moved towards the food stalls where a good many people were now shouting their requirements and pushed into their midst, determined to spend the little barter mark and see if I could find out from the people clustering about me who were the leaders of the Redlanders. That the Gadfians knew nothing of their existence inclined me to prefer them to a man who served the slavemasters.
A group of men suddenly emerged from a door and for a moment I was caught between the customers and the men, all jostling and reeking of ferment and sweat. There was some banter and cursing and as I struggled to get out of their midst, I was shocked to feel someone probe my mind, a swift dim groping that could not reach through my mind shield. But before I could identify which of the men had tried to get at my mind, they all moved away.
It confirmed that there were Misfits within Slavetown, even as the Redland slavewomen had intimated, and I was certain that any Misfit would know of Matthew, but I would have to make contact to find them. Rather than coercing thoughts, for a time I simply listened to the ebb and flow of conversation about me. There was talk about the Ekoni, of course, and a rumour that they had taken several people with them the night before for questioning, and speculation about who they were and why. There was talk of an informant and then one old woman spoke Deenak’s name in a querulous voice. She was swiftly hushed by those about her, but it was enough to turn me against the idea of seeking out the man. There was also talk of Salamander and the arrival that day of the Black Ship with a new load of slaves. He and his greatship were well known because many of the foreign slaves had come to Redport with him. Ariel’s name was mentioned, but the talk suggested he might not be aboard, since he had not come on the last trip.
The talk turned to the Chafiri and the lavish fire festival that had been held for the sake of the emissary from the land of the white-faced lords, and the ball that would be held in his honour. A few thought of his purple-sailed greatship as coming from Shambala, though from my understanding the name was that of a city in the land of the white-faced lords, and that, in any case, it was landlocked. I frowned, trying to remember where that bit of information had come from, but could not. The trouble with plundering so many unknown minds one after another was that you often absorbed information that you were not aware of taking in until some time later.
Some spoke more specifically of the masked ball and I remembered that Nareem had been busy preparing dresses for Chafiri women, and that the emissary would bring his women ashore for it. The fact that they had not so far set foot on land, had given rise to an immense curiosity about what they would look like.
I tried and failed to work out from the talk when it was meant to happen, for I had the feeling it was to be very soon – not this night, but perhaps the next or the one after that. According to the talk, it was to be an emulation of the ball at which the Red Queen had revealed herself to her people by removing a ceremonial mask, and had demonstrated her great powers. The fact that no one had seen her or her display of powers might have been understandable, given that slavery had not begun until the Gadfians had taken over the Land, but there were many Redlanders among the gathering crowd as well, and strangely not one of them had seen her. Moreover all still spoke as if her death was an ancient tragedy.
Most seemed to know that some accommodation had been reached with the emperor of the white-faced lords so that they had agreed not to visit their wrath upon Redport for the Gadfians’ failure to produce a vast slave army, and that the fire festival and the masked ball were sops. No one knew exactly what the accommodation had been, but other than talk of ceremonies and gifts, most believed that some priceless Beforetime treasure had been promised to the emperor. Some thought it would be presented at the conclusion of the masked ball, in the Infinity of Dragonstraat. Others spoke of an armada of empty ships that waited outside the Talons to take aboard all of the soldiers that had been amassed at Quarry. Some speculated that the ships were there to ensure the promised treasure was handed over.
There was a little talk about some female slaves being offered to the emissary as a gift for his emperor, or for the emperor’s brother, who had made the original bargain with the Gadfian Prime to supply a slave army to vanquish some ancient enemy; some thought they were for the emissary himself. It was clear that all of the slaves were well known in Slavetown, and one was the daughter of a well-loved and gifted healer. There was some fear as to what use would be made of the women. Some thought they would be sent to the pleasure gardens of the emperor; others had more grisly notions.
Curiously, I did not find anyone speculating that the treasure might be a weaponmachine.
I had been gradually moving out of the crowd about the stalls, which was growing thicker by the moment. Breaking free at last, I was startled to see I was looking at a line of black people, standing utterly still. It took me a moment to recognise that they were formed of stone and I realised that I had seen them in Cora’s mind without understanding what I was seeing.
Above the stone people, the sky was red and I realised it was dusk. There was no chance of me getting out of the gate now – I would have to go over the wall. That prospect troubled me because, why would there be a wall if it was not terribly high and people could climb over it easily.
A man passed between the statues and me carrying a lantern and I gasped aloud to see the carved faces clearly, for they were perfectly made, and more than that, they were Cassandra’s work.
I saw, too, that in the midst of the stone people were two men with wolf’s heads. No one was paying the strange statues the slightest attention, but my heart had begun to pound, for what if these were the message I was meant to find in Redport? Shivering a little now, with a mixture of apprehension and excitement, I moved closer. There was a raw quality to these shapes that reminded me of the glass statue we had found at the bottom of the Reichler Clinic Reception Centre in Newrome under Tor, as if these stone forms had been made at the same time, though of course hundreds of years had passed between the making of the glass statue in the Beforetime, and the making of these, which must have happened when Cassy had come to Redport with Hannah and the Beforetime Misfits, but from Cassy’s point of view, it must have seemed that only a year or so had passed.
I moved about them looking for words, but there were none, nor could I see any place a message might be concealed, but it might be easier to see in the daylight. I would have to acquire a lantern and take a closer look. Staring at the last statue, I was startled to realise that, unlike the rest, it was had been carved with wings. Then I looked at its face and realised that it differed from the face of the one in front. I examined all of the faces and found that, although the bodies were the same, the faces differed. The first in the row wore an expression of haggard hatred, while the second looked harried and desolate. The next was apprehensive and weary, and the following one, exhausted and sorrowful. The second to last was sad but contemplative. All of the statues to this point looked down, but the last had been carved with its face turned to the sky, and it was beautiful because it was full of hope and yearning. It reminded me a little of the face of one of the statues of the young woman that Cassy had carved at Stonehill, her face full of longing.
Had the name of the central infinity in Slavetown given Cassy the idea for the final statue, or had the name been taken from it? The latter seemed more likely, given how long ago Cassy had been in Redport, but how had these figures survived the fall of the plain? Unless the settlement had been built on land that had not fallen.
I thought of my dream of Cassy and the woman Sukarni, and wondered if it had been Cassy’s idea to come to Redport, rather than Hannah’s. Slavetown might have originally been the place where the Beforetime Misfits lived, which would explain the age of the buildings.
‘They are very fine, aren’t they?’ asked a childish voice.
I turned to see a young girl sitting on the edge of a stone bench looking at me, a bun in each hand. She appeared to be Landborn. She had been eating one of the buns and I saw that there was some sort of filling in the centre spilling down her wrist. The smell was delicious and my stomach rumbled.
‘Would you like one?’ she asked, holding the uneaten one out to me.
‘I’d love one, but aren’t you hungry?’ I asked, touched by her generosity to a stranger.
‘I was supposed to give it to Hil but he ran off with his stupid friends and I’m sick of holding it. Have it,’ she urged.
I accepted the bun with gratitude and asked if I might sit on the bench with her. She shifted along to make space for me, beaming, and I bit into the bun with some trepidation. It was more like a dumpling than bread and it was filled with a spiced paste, but to my relief, it was not as fiery as the food I had been given at Nareem’s house. Nevertheless I huffed a little as the spice bit me, and my eyes began to water.
‘You’re new,’ the girl said. It was a statement, and I could see how my reaction to the food would mark me a stranger.
‘The food is very spicy,’ I said, wiping my eyes.
‘My mam said it near kilt her when she first came. She was only my age when she was took by the Raider. Imagine it! I’d die. Was it bad for you?’
‘It is a long and hard way,’ I said truthfully. ‘Your mam was taken from the Westland?’
‘From the west coast of the Land, yes,’ she said, using the old form, which suggested her mother had come to Redport before the rebels had taken the west coast. ‘What about you?’
‘I was born in the upper lowlands. A place called Rangorn.’
‘Did you come on the Black Ship?’ Her eyes were wide, fear in them. When I did not answer at once, she nodded. ‘My mam don’t like talking about it either. She says the Raider is a devil who can change shape.’
That startled me, but I had finished the bun and was wishing for water to cool my mouth. As if reading my thoughts, the girl offered a pottery jug that she had sitting by her on the paving stones. I accepted it and drank, then the girl did the same.
‘I’m Sheena. Do you know where you are to stay yet?’
‘My name is Elspeth and I am seeking a friend,’ I said. ‘A Landman called Matthew who was brought here when he was not much older than you. He is a man now, though, and lately I am told he works at Quarry.’
She frowned. ‘No slave works at Quarry, unless . . . Does he serve one of the Gadfian warriors who train the men for the army? My da was took to Quarry.’ Her eyes were suddenly sad.
‘He is part of the emissary’s army?’ I asked.
‘They earmarked him only last year. Mam thought maybe the Gadfians would let him go when it was sure they could not get the number promised, but now Hil says all of the warrior slaves are to be took away to the land of the white-faced lords, even though they are too few to fight the emperor’s war.’
Her eyes drifted back to the statues and she sighed. ‘I like to come and look at them in the daytime, when I can see their faces. I like the last one best. He looks nice. I wish I had wings. I’d fly and see my da. Rose says there never were any winged people even in the Beforetime but she doesn’t know everything even if she thinks she does.’ She looked at me searchingly, her face reflecting the tremulous hope of the winged statue. ‘The statues are very old. Some say they were made in the Beforetime. That means the person who made them lived before all of the animals and people from then died. Maybe he knew a person who had wings and so he made the shape of him. Do you think it could be so?’
‘I think the world is full of strange and wonderful things that most people never see. There are great sandcats in Sador with black stripes like swords across their backs, and kamuli beasts as well. There are bears and wolves and mice and who knows what else. Is Rose your sister?’
Sheena beamed at me approvingly, then she scowled and said, ‘Roselle is my sister and Hilain is my brother. They are twins and both of them are horrid.’
I hid a smile and said gravely that I was sure they would get better as they grew older. She asked eagerly if I had any brothers or sisters. I do not know what she saw in my face, but her own expression sobered. ‘I’m sorry if I made you remember something sad. Mam said it’s better to forget what is left behind or took from you. There’s no point yearning after what you can’t have.’
‘Your mam sounds wise, but isn’t hope a kind of yearning after what you don’t have, and who would want to live without hope?’
Sheena’s face lit up again. ‘My friend’s name is Hope just like the infinity. She’s a Redlander and her da says that’s her name because his hope was born when she was. She’s lucky because he is a cripple and they didn’t earmark him because the emperor only wants whole and healthy warriors. Mam says we’re lucky because he is the only decent bonesetter in Slavetown. Hil is so stupid, he said he can’t wait to be old enough to be earmarked. Mam boxed his ears when she heard him and said he must never talk that way but he still does, only not when she can hear.’
She frowned. ‘I miss her but her mam won’t let her come out ever since her sister was took.’
I stared at her. ‘Sheena, was Hope’s sister taken by the Ekoni to give to the emissary of the white-faced lord?’
She sighed and nodded. ‘Yes. I have been trying not to think about it because it is very sad. Mam says he might not choose her, but she is very beautiful. I think she will be took.’
I reached out to lay a hand on her shoulder and dipped into her mind to learn the location of her friend’s house, which I was startled to find was beside the house inhabited by one of a council of men and women who served as authorities in Slavetown. Sheena’s mind told me that Councillor Deenak was one such, but that her mother disliked and mistrusted him. However, she liked Councillor Telluride.
Sheena looked at me. ‘Do you want to go and see Hope’s da? Maybe he will let you have the chamber where Hope’s sister slept.’
I said gently that it might be a bit soon to ask about the bed, but that I would be glad to have an introduction to Hope and her father and mother – maybe they would know my friend.
‘Her mam is a very cross and bad-tempered person,’ Sheena said disapprovingly, then her face brightened. ‘I will take you to see her da. He has a healing chamber in the building next door. That’s where Councillor Telluride lives. He’s nice too.’




By the time we reached the building of Councillor Telluride, Sheena was asking me about snow, which her mother had spoken of seeing only once in a particularly bitter winter when she had been taken to Sutrium.
‘Hope doesn’t believe there is any such thing,’ she said, unconsciously mimicking her friend’s lofty scorn.
Enjoying her vivid and open-hearted company, I found myself describing the mountains in winter as she led me deeper into a snaking lane. Before I knew it, I was describing Obernewtyn. Shocked where my mouth had led me, I stopped abruptly, yet there was no reason why I should not speak of it.
‘Oh do go on,’ Sheena begged. ‘It sounds just like one of my da’s stories. But how did the slavers get you all the way up in the white mountains?’
‘I left the mountains,’ I said.
Sheena shook her head. ‘That always happens in stories, too. The person leaves home never knowing how they loved it until they can’t get there no matter how they try. My mam says you never love what you have enough until it’s took.’
‘It can seem that way, truly,’ I said. Unbidden ,Rushton’s face came to me and for a moment I could see nothing for tears.
‘It’s not so bad here so long as you have a good master,’ Sheena said kindly. She stopped before a yellow door in a narrow building. ‘This is where Hope’s da has his healing chamber.’ Before I could say a word, she knocked loudly at the door and it was opened a moment later by the biggest man I had ever seen. His skin was as golden yellow as the big simple healer Okan whom Kella had brought with her to Obernewtyn the last time I had seen her, but he had the long graceful narrow eyes of a Redlander.
‘Little Sheena,’ he said solemnly.
‘Big Harym,’ Sheena said in the same tone and they both burst out laughing. But the big man immediately covered his mouth with one enormous hand, shaking his head.
‘No no! Mustn’t laughing,’ Harym said. ‘Very sadness.’
Sheena sighed. ‘I know. Is Hope’s da in? I have a newcomer for him. She is looking for her friend.’
‘He is tending a sickliness,’ he said. He peered at me as if he was looking at me through a mist, and I wondered if there was something wrong with his eyes.
Sheena said, ‘Harym helps Councillor Telluride.’
‘I helping,’ Harym repeated. His tone was friendly for Sheena’s sake, I thought, but there was reserve in his voice when he asked who my master was. For all his strange broken way of speaking, his expression was intelligent and very alert.
I had expected such a question and I told him that my master was Nareem the maker of clothes for the Chafiri. ‘Is Councillor Telluride home?’ I asked politely. ‘Perhaps he might know my friend.’
‘Likely he is gone,’ Harym said. I did not understand his meaning, and I was about to move forward and try to make contact when Sheena took hold of my hand and said she would take me to her mother and Harym could come and fetch me when Hope’s da was free, or when Councillor Telluride came back.
‘Harym will fetch,’ the big man said.
I thanked him and he nodded, giving me the same odd, half-squinting look he had given me before, and then he shut the door. Sheena tugged at my hand, saying her building was just around the corner and I must come and meet her mam. There was no stopping her from leading me to her mother, save wrenching my hand from hers, and I had not the heart for it. Her building had a red door, and she turned the handle and stepped in, drawing me after her. There were steps and she led me up them. It transpired that her building had a terrace which she presented proudly, adding that Hope envied her for it because it was almost as good as the roof terrace of a compound house.
‘It’s not a proper roof terrace though,’ she added, lighting a small, square metal lantern. As the light flowed out from its sides, I was surprised and delighted to see the terrace was thick with plants. Sheena told me that many of them belonged to Hope’s father, who used them in his medicaments and healing potions. In return for tending them, it transpired that he supplied Sheena’s mother with various things that her bondmate had once supplied. Clearly this was an arrangement that had been intended to help a woman deprived of her bondmate, for there could be no hardship in having a terrace filled with growing things.
Suddenly a plump young Landwoman appeared at the top of the steps carrying a baby in her arms. She had a mass of gauzy golden hair barely restrained by an unravelling plait and the boy’s hair was a fluff of the same yellow in the fading light of dusk. Given Sheena’s dark hair, I supposed this to be someone else who lived in the building, but Sheena said. ‘Mam, this is my friend, Elspeth!’
The woman regarded me wearily. ‘I am Syssam,’ she said, her tone weary.
‘I am sorry to barge in on you,’ I said, marvelling that a woman so young had borne four children when so few women managed to carry one child to term. But I only said, ‘Your Sheena kindly offered me a place to wait for Councillor Telluride.’
The woman’s gaze shifted to the girl and there was a mixture of fondness and exasperation in it. ‘Sweet-hearted but not much for thinking, like her poor da.’
‘Ma!’ Sheena groaned.
‘Take Licky and find Solange. Tell her I’ve fed him. And where is Hil?’
‘He ran off,’ Sheena said, taking the child from her mother. She shot a glance at me, and said, ‘I’ll come back soon,’ then to her mother, pleadingly, ‘Ma she lived in the mountains in the Land!’
After she had gone, her mother and I regarded one another seriously. ‘The mountains, is it?’ she asked at last, in a voice that was reserved rather than unfriendly.
‘I have just arrived in Redport and I am actually looking for a friend. I am hoping Councillor Telluride or the healer might know him.’
She took up a container with a long spout and tilted it to trickle water onto the base of a small bush. ‘Where in the mountains?’
I hesitated but saw no reason to lie. ‘Obernewtyn.’
She gave me a frowning look but made no comment other than to invite me to sit on a stone bench by the wall. She got a mug, filled it, then offered it to me, asking me who my master was. I took the mug politely, though I was not thirsty, saying I belonged to a tailor called Nareem. I was beginning to regret allowing Sheena to bring me to her home, for although the level of my knowledge had grown since entering Redport, I still had no clear idea of how one went from being a slave transported to Redport, to getting an owner, and it would look odd if I was evasive. On the other hand since we were alone, it would be simple enough to make contact and coerce the woman if I made a bad slip. Yet she asked no more questions; indeed, she said nothing.
‘Sheena said you came here on the Black Ship,’ I said, when the silence was beginning to weigh heavy.
Her face darkened and she watered a whole row of plants in a long pot before turning to answer, her expression bleak. ‘I was sold to the Raider by Councillor Kana after soldierguards picked me up in a sweep of a tavern where I was working. I was put into prison though I had done nothing, but instead of summoning my parents to pay my so-called fine, I was marched out in the middle of the night to the shore and led aboard the Black Ship.’
‘Injustice was common in the Land in those days.’
‘No longer, say those who have come in the last few years,’ she said, her tone sceptical. ‘I guess from your words that you are such a one. What of you?’
‘I do not wish to speak of my journey here,’ I said, remembering what Sheena had said of her mother.
For the first time Syssam looked grudgingly sympathetic. ‘It was a long while before I could stomach talking of it. But after I got here things were not so bad. Sheena’s da asked me to move in with him. He had twins from his wife. She had given birth to them and died in the process on her way here. I took the children and then Sheena came.’
‘The baby is not yours?’
She smiled faintly. ‘Licky looks more like me than Sheena does, but he is the son of my friend Solange. I mind him during the day when she goes to work for her mistress on the other side of Redport.’
There was another silence and I finished my mug of water and rose with sudden decision. ‘Thank you for letting me sit here. It is very pleasant as Sheena promised. Will you thank her for me and say goodbye?’
‘I will,’ she said, frowning a little. ‘I am sorry if I do not seem very welcoming but there is trouble brewing in Slavetown and beyond, and the Ekoni are unusually ferocious because of it. A lot of people have been taken away in the last few days because the Chafiri fear the Landfolk in Slavetown will rise when the emissary tries to take away the trained warriors at Quarry, even though they are not the promised number. There is fear and anger among our people, true, but there are too few of us here capable of resisting.’
‘The Redlanders will not fight?’ I said.
She gave me a jaded look. ‘The Redlanders will not fight for themselves, why should they fight for our people?’
‘They wait for their queen to come,’ I said, more to myself than her, truly, but she gave me a cold, curious look.
‘You know a lot for one who is just arrived.’
Gretha had said the same, but I gave Syssam a direct look. ‘Some of the Redlanders I have met say that their queen is coming and that her people only wait for that, before they will rise up and overthrow the slavemasters.’
She gave a bleak laugh. ‘They have been talking about the return of their dead queen forever, and they will be talking about it still when I am dead and dust.’ She gestured to the plants. ‘The healer for whom I tend these was the best friend of my man, but he stood and watched the day Efred was earmarked. He wept but he did not raise a hand to defend him.’
‘He would have been killed,’ I said. ‘Both of them, maybe.’
‘Yes,’ the woman said, ‘but maybe there are worse things than being dead. Failing a daughter, for instance.’
I saw that there was nothing I could say to salve her bitterness, and in truth, I might have felt the same. ‘Sometimes it takes courage to play a long game,’ I said.
She stared at me, looking genuinely startled. ‘How funny, that is what my man said before they took him away, leaving me with three children to raise.’
‘I am sorry,’ I said. ‘I hope that things will not always be so hard for you.’
She sighed and all of the rage and anger and disappointment seemed to flow away from her, becoming the numb weariness I had first seen in her face. ‘My man will be taken away to fight in a war that is nothing to do with him and I will never see him again. Yet I have a master who permits me to do his weaving at night here in my chamber, so I can tend my children and earn some barter marks for looking after the babies of others who are less fortunate. And I have what I earn for growing the healer’s plants. I am grateful for that.’
There was nothing to say to this, and I thanked her again and left.
In the dark lane outside, I decided to go and knock again at the yellow door Sheena had brought me to earlier. Perhaps the healer had returned and would speak with me. I would ask about Matthew and then find some way to make physical contact and see what I could learn about his daughter. She must be one of the young women I had dreamed of, waiting with Gilaine to be presented to the emissary from Shambala, and surely he would have used whatever power he had to know where she was and what was happening to her, even if he had not protested her taking. I would decide whether to speak of Dragon to him, depending on what I found in his mind.
I had prepared myself to face Harym, but this time when I knocked, an older man with neatly combed grey hair looked out.
‘Are you the healer?’ I asked.
‘He is out tending a patient with his helper. It is something urgent?’ the older man asked courteously.
‘Are you . . . Councillor Telluride?’ He frowned slightly but before he could speak, a girl appeared at the door. She was a little older than Sheena and had a pinched face and red eyes. Impulsively, I asked if she was Hope. She looked surprised and then suspicious, as did the older man.
‘I am sorry,’ I said. ‘I should explain that I was here earlier with Sheena. She mentioned her friend Hope and you, Councillor Telluride, as well as the healer. The big man . . .’
‘Harym,’ Hope said. ‘But Colum is not Councillor Telluride. He is a Redlander . . .’
‘My name is Colum,’ said the old man. ‘My father was a Redlander but my mother was half Redlander and half Landwoman. Maybe I can help you.’
‘I am not long arrived in Redport and I am seeking an old friend. Matthew . . .’ I remembered that Nareem’s women had known Matthew by another name. ‘I am told he is known here as Mad Matthias.’
The older man nodded at once. ‘Yes. I know of him, of course, but he has disappeared. It may be that he was among those taken by the Ekoni yesterday or today. He is wholly a Landman by his blood and face, for all his heart is red.’
‘Where would he have been taken?’ I asked, trying to make sense of this.
‘If he was taken, and it might not be so for he often sleeps in the house of his master if they return after the curfew is tolled, it would depend if the taking was routine or ordered by one of the Chafiri,’ the older man said.
A powerful-looking young Redland man with a shock of copper hair came to the door behind the older man. He was leaning heavily on a walking stick, his leg bandaged and splinted from ankle to hip. He asked the old man, whom he called grandfather, what was going on. The old man and the girl tried simultaneously to answer, and he made an authoritative cutting gesture.
‘How can you be a friend of Mad Matthias if you just arrived here?’ he demanded of me, having got that much from their muddle of talk.
‘I knew him in the Land when we were children,’ I said evenly. ‘I have something to tell him about someone he knew in the Land. A girl.’
Hope let out a little sneering giggle. ‘My mother says Mad Matthias has no interest in living women, for though they throw themselves at him, he catches none and they all fall on their faces.’
‘Enough, for the poor man will have no interest in women if the Ekoni have been at him, even if he does survive,’ chided the old man. He looked down at Hope and bade her go inside. She scowled but obeyed, giving me a sullen look before she vanished indoors.
Suddenly I was weary of the labyrinth of intrigues that was Redport. ‘If I cannot speak to Matthew then I must speak to the leaders of the Redland folk.’
‘There are no leaders among us,’ the younger man said, regarding me through narrowed eyes.
‘I have heard otherwise and I need to speak of the Red Queen.’
‘What about her?’ asked the younger man.
‘She is here,’ I said.
‘Where?’ asked the older man, and there was the same yearning in his expression as I had seen in the face of Demet when I had said the same words.
‘Don’t be a fool, grandfather!’ said the younger man. He looked at me coldly. ‘He is old and senile. Pay no heed to him.’
‘I tell you that your queen is here,’ I said. ‘Have you waited for her, only to deny her?’
‘I have waited for her to return my whole life long,’ the old man said.
His words distracted me. ‘How . . . how long since the Red Queen was betrayed and taken from this land?’
‘Two hundred years almost to the day,’ said the younger man. ‘But this is not the business of a Landwoman.’
I was utterly confounded by this, for there was no doubt in my mind that Dragon was the long-lost daughter of the Red Queen, and she was barely a woman grown! But this was not the moment to unravel the mystery. I asked, ‘Has not Matthew – Mad Matthias – spoken of her coming?’
‘He is known for speaking of it, though I do not know how you could possibly know that,’ said the younger man impatiently.
I said quietly, ‘Will you at least tell me where he lived when he was here? Perhaps I can speak to his friends.’
Neither man spoke.
‘Surely there can be no danger in you telling me where he dwelt,’ I said, exasperated.
‘There is danger in almost everything, lass,’ said a gruff familiar highland voice.
I turned to see the black-bearded brother of Daffyd, whom I had met long ago when I stumbled on the hidden camp of the renegade herder Henry Druid.
‘Jow!’ I said in astonishment.
The big Landman stared at me in puzzlement, then his own expression changed. ‘Ye Gods! It is Elspeth Gordie, all grown up into a woman!’
‘Jow,’ I said. ‘They tell me Matthew has vanished and that he might have been taken by the Ekoni. I have to find him . . .’
‘Is she with you like he always said she would be, when you came?’ he asked eagerly. ‘The Red Queen?’
‘She travelled here with me, but she slipped away and entered the settlement on her own while I was here trying to find out how things stood. I am trying to find her.’
‘What is this?’ the old man demanded.
‘Madness,’ barked the copper-haired man. ‘More of Matthew’s madness.’
‘Enter, both of you,’ said Colum suddenly.
‘They are not Redlanders and this is not a good time,’ said the copper-haired man urgently.
‘Jow is a friend to Mad Matthias, and they are both marked by the power of the Red Queens, and Maginder and Rymer trust him, even if you do not, Glomer!’ said the older man pointedly. He ushered us into the house then, and it was only now that I noticed with a shock that the big beastspeaker had lost a hand. The old man brought us along a narrow passage to a cramped and windowless internal chamber where there was a motley collection of different sorts of benches and chairs about a table, and bade us wait a moment while he fetched food and water. He left Glomer to sit and glower at us.
‘Tell me about Matthew,’ I said to the beastspeaker. ‘Was he truly taken by these Ekoni?’
Jow looked troubled. ‘The truth is that we have no idea. He came back from some business in Quarry with his master yesterday and was having a bite to eat when suddenly he rose up white-faced and rushed off. I thought he had forgotten to see someone his master had bidden him see about some vital matter, and when the curfew bells tolled and he had not returned, I supposed he had been caught out and ended up being penned in some Gadfian household. It has happened from time to time, though it was odd he would run off like that when he had just sent word to Rymer and Murrim, and was waiting for them to summon him. Then word came around that the Ekoni had been taking people in for questioning about the time he left and someone said he had been taken.’
‘Rymer and Murrim are the Redland leaders,’ I guessed. ‘And Maginder is another?’
Glomer got to his feet and glared at me. I ignored him to ask Jow, ‘Did Matthew say anything before he rushed off?’
‘Only something about seeing someone,’ Jow said. Then his eyes widened. ‘I assumed he meant he had to see someone, but now I think on it, he might have been saying he had visioned something. Maybe he foresaw your coming.’
‘Or Dragon’s,’ I said, and felt as much as saw Glomer stiffen.
‘That is the name he calls her,’ Jow said wonderingly. ‘The Red Queen.’
I thought about the possibility that Matthew had experienced a vision that had shown him Dragon was somewhere in Redport. If he had, he would likely have recognised where she was and he would have known the danger she was in as well. He would have hidden her if he had been unable to get her into Slavetown before the curfew. But wait, Matthew had vanished the previous day. That was before Dragon had even entered the settlement.
‘Where would he have been taken if the Ekoni took him?’ I asked.
The old man returned carrying a jug and some mugs. He set them down, exchanging a look with Glomer, then saying to me, ‘You said the Red Queen came into Redport. Why did she do that without telling you, if you were her companion?’
‘That is what I would like to know,’ I said fervently. ‘I went to the Palace Island first, because I thought she might have gone there, and then I came here because it was possible she had come to reveal herself to you. Perhaps she has revealed herself to someone outside Slavetown and they are hiding her away.’
‘If she had, they would have got word to us by now,’ said the copper-haired Glomer, his eyes slitted with suspicion.
‘Rymer would know,’ Colum said, ‘or Murrim. Matthew has been thick with them and old Maginder for some time, despite Rymer and Murrim trying to brain him at different time over the years.’ He hesitated then shot a look at Glomer before saying, ‘The thing is, twice today I heard that the Red Queen had come. I mean, before you said it. A woman looking out a window as she made bread in her master’s house in the early hours of the morning claimed to have seen her from the window, and then a man returning to Slavetown at midday swore he had seen her looking out of a lane. Both claim she looked exactly as she does on the fresco outside the Great Hall in the Infinity of Dragonstraat, only younger.’
‘Where was she seen?’ I asked eagerly, but the old man did not know. He had heard the tale from a man who had heard it from another man.
‘We must find her,’ I said.
‘Can it truly be that she is come, even as Matthias swore? That Landfolk saw her before her own people?’ muttered Glomer.
‘If she is in Slavetown she will be found before the night is out,’ Colum said.
‘And if she is not in Slavetown?’ Jow asked.
‘I have a friend who is looking for her outside of Slavetown,’ I said. ‘He is going to concentrate on the Ekoni. If they have Matthew, I am sure he will discover it. We are to meet at midnight on the north side of the settlement beyond the wall. I will have to get over it to make our rendezvous, since I cannot now get through the gate.’
‘You cannot climb the wall,’ Jow said, looking horrified. ‘There are poisons smeared all around the top of it.’
‘There is another way out,’ Colum said.
‘Do not speak of that!’ Glomer said sharply. ‘It is for Rymer or Maginder to decide, or Murrim, if a Landborn stranger is to be told such things.’
At that moment an old woman with a long, intelligent face entered from another door. She looked surprised to see us all sitting there, but merely lifted her brows in enquiry, directing her gaze at the old man, who rose and said with great deference, ‘Maginder, this is . . . Well, this young woman claims to have come into Redport with the Red Queen, even as Matthew always said, only she seems to have lost her. She is now seeking Matthew to help her search, and our help in finding Matthew.’
The woman’s pale eyes searched my face. ‘Is it truly her? The Red Queen?’
‘If you saw her face, you would know at once it was she, because she looks like the Red Queen in the frieze on the side of the building in the Infinity of Dragonstraat,’ I said. I saw by her expression that she had heard this before, and realised Matthew must have spoken of it. ‘I went to the Palace Island thinking she might have gone there, and then I came here hoping she had ended up with her people, but now I am afraid that the Ekoni have her, or worse, Ariel.’
‘He is not in Redport,’ said the old woman.
‘But he is!’ Jow said. ‘At least the Black Ship anchored this morning. Matthew was right . . .’ He stopped. ‘Ye gods, Matthew spoke of seeing the Black Ship entering the bay in a vision. He had been brooding on it. Maybe he foresaw its coming and went to alert his friends.’
‘He might have had a premonition about Dragon,’ I said. Then a sickening thought occurred to me. ‘Maybe he had a vision of Ariel taking Dragon – the Red Queen – and ran off to try to thwart him. Is it possible he would have tried to get aboard the Black Ship?’
‘He would never be such a fool,’ Jow said. ‘On the other hand, if you are right, he would likely have gone to take a look around the piers and the shore and Rainbow Island as well. He would have alerted his network of Gadfian halfbreeds to keep an eye out and probably the few Landmen who dwell outside of Slavetown as well.’
I thought at once of Rushton. ‘Jow . . . do you know of a man called Rushton?’
He nodded. ‘I knew him in the Land when he was a stripling, before he claimed Obernewtyn from his halfbrother. He stayed with the Druid for a time – his daughter was half crazy about the lad, not sweet Gilaine but ravenous Erin.’ He frowned, knitting his brow. ‘He was aboard one of the four ships sent to thwart the futuretellers’ visions of the Gadfians invading the Land somehow, but the ship he was on sank in a storm.’ His expression changed. ‘You and he were together, weren’t you? Gilaine saw it in a dream ages back.’
‘I saw him in Redport today,’ I said.
Jow shook his head slowly. ‘That is not possible, for he never came here.’
‘Are you saying he drowned?’
Jow shook his head. ‘Never! As I understand it, he and the others from the ship were cast ashore for a good while before they were picked up and sold at the Spit. We heard it from some of those aboard who wound up here.’
‘But not Rushton?’
Jow shook his head, saying he must have been sold to a slaver from another land. My heart sank at the thought that I had imagined seeing him in Redport, but then I remembered that Swallow had seen him, too. ‘Maybe he has been sold anew and brought here,’ I suggested.
‘Maybe,’ Jow said, in a way that told me he did not believe it.
‘Daffyd?’ I said.
He looked sad. ‘My brother came here with the others from the captured ships, but I never saw him, for being strong and able-bodied, he was taken straight to Quarry. Matthew found out his friends had arrived and he got himself sold from the mine master to the smith in order to get close enough to farseek them. When he realised Daffyd was among them, he promised little Gilaine they would be together. He swore he had dreamed it but then she was chosen as a gift offering to the emissary. Matthew said Daffyd dreamed it and near went mad, but I thought maybe Matthew’s vision of them together might have been when they were aboard the emissary’s ships, she as a pleasure slave to be gifted to the emperor and he as a slave warrior.’
‘She was with the healer’s daughter, Perissa, when the Ekoni came a-seeking slaves fair enough to be worthy of an emperor,’ said Maginder, who had sat silent and watchful through all of this. ‘Matthew vowed to find out where the women had been taken and he did learn that, far from being beaten or eaten, the women are all sitting about bejewelled and perfumed in some High Chafiri compound being fitted for clothes for the masked ball, where they will be offered to the emissary.’ The old woman gave me a look. ‘Do you know what he is?’
Jow gave a rumbling laugh. ‘She knows all right because she is the same.’
‘All three of you?’ She sounded astonished. Then she laughed. ‘Of course! It is because of the Red Queen! You have served her well and so she has given you power, too. It is proof that you have been telling the truth. But cannot you use your powers to find her?’
‘They are blocked here . . .’ I began.
Maginder shook her head. ‘Of course they are! Matthew said as much. Your powers will be limited until the Red Queen reveals herself and her power in the Dragonstraat as of old. Only then will water and fire and the powers of the mind flow free.’
I was pleased to see that she believed me, but somewhat startled by how she had gathered facts into an embroidery shaped by her convictions. Yet it did save me having to say more than I wanted about myself. The copper-haired Glomer had gone out at some point in our conversation and now he returned with two older men, one burly and battered with a sunburned face and truly enormous red ears, who he introduced as Murrim, and the other – a thin wispy man with a voice that could scarce be heard – was Rymer. The men went a little aside and spoke for some time in quiet, intense tones, then both of them questioned me at length about Dragon. I told them that she had dwelt in the Land and had spent a long time in a coma, even as Matthew had claimed, and that I, and my friends, had brought her to Redport overland. They assumed that we had come for her sake and by ship and had landed on some remote but accessible piece of shore before trekking across the land, and I allowed their assumptions. The truth was too strange to imagine telling. But there were gaps and when they began questioning aspects of my story, I suddenly lost my temper.
‘While you ask and ask and I answer, your queen may be dying,’ I snapped.
‘All that can be done is being done,’ Maginder said, to my relief and gratification. ‘Slavetown is turning itself inside out seeking her. The trouble is that it is curfew, so no Redlander within these walls can leave before the curfew bells toll at dawn, and those outside of the walls will not risk moving around during curfew until the Red Queen shows herself and convinces them of who she is.’
‘Non-Redlanders who have pledged to our cause,’ said Rymer softly. The others fell immediately silent to listen to him, but he spoke his next words directly to me. ‘As Maginder said, our people are making a thorough search of Slavetown, but we rely on others to search outside – Landfolk with Redlander blood mostly, for Landfolk must live within Slavetown, aside from a few exceptions, of which Matthew is one.’
‘I am glad to hear you are searching but I need to get out of here to meet my friend in case he has learned something,’ I said tersely. ‘I meant to go over the wall, but I understand that is impossible.’
Rymer glanced at the others, then he stood and said to me, ‘I will send someone to wait for him and bring him into Slavetown. Then he will tell you and us what he has learned and we can decide how to proceed.’
Watching him depart tranquilly, I wondered at his calmness, given how long his people had waited for the return of their queen. Was it possible he did not believe me? I might have tried to coerce him, except that I had noticed he and the other two Redland leaders were taking exaggerated care not to make contact with me. No doubt Matthew had taught them that!
A man and a woman brought in some platters of food, and despite my anxiety for Dragon, my stomach rumbled. We were joined by two other women and some men, all Redlanders. Maginder urged me to eat, and I did so, gingerly, for the food was highly spiced. The others ate little as they speculated about what Dragon might have been doing when she crept away to enter Redport. They all spoke as if the last Red Queen had perished long ago, and Dragon was not her daughter but her descendant. I wondered for a moment if it could be so, but then how could it possibly be that the infant daughter of the last Red Queen had been lost at sea and then by strange coincidence, a descendant of hers, also an infant, had been washed ashore on the Land ages later. Besides, what of Dragon’s memories of her mother? At the same time, I could not help but think how different the settlement had looked in Dragon’s visiondreams, compared to the red and arid reality I was seeing. Yet I said none of it, knowing it would have made me sound mad and this was no time to make the Redlanders doubt my sanity. Besides, there was only one way it could have happened that Dragon was the daughter of the last Red Queen, even though she had died two hundred years ago, and that was for Dragon to have been put into a cryopod, and then later, somehow, she had ended up at sea and had been washed ashore on the land to live in the ruins until I had found her.
But who would have put her into a pod and where? Was it possible there were other places like Habitat where people were captured and ‘saved’ in cryopods? And if so, why had she then been released?
Seeing Rymer return, I stood up. ‘I cannot just wait here like this.’
‘You must,’ the Redlander said in his soft, stern voice. ‘Sometimes the only way to serve is by waiting.’
It was a reminder of the incredible patience of the Redlanders who, it seemed, had been enslaved not for a mere decade or so as I had imagined, but for generations. I sighed and resumed my seat. ‘What became of the rest of the Druid’s people after the Druid’s camp was destroyed in the firestorm?’ I asked Jow.
‘Some perished as we were marched from the mountains to the shore, and others died or were slain on the voyage to the Spit. Erin, Gilaine and I survived the journey to the Spit, along with Saul and Peter. Michael died on the way. Lidgebaby was alive then too, though she had developed a cough and she was left behind there. It near killed Gilaine but at least Saul was with her and he would have died to protect her.’
‘Her,’ I echoed, startled, for I had thought the baby a boy.
Jow nodded absently, his expression haunted for a moment, and I remembered the strong coercive bond the baby Lidge had forged, binding him and the other Misfits in the Druid camp together, ensuring they would love and protect her. It must have been dreadful for her to be separated from them, too. Suddenly, I thought of Ana and wondered if Dragon had returned to the camp. The thought that she might have done so lifted my spirits, but something stopped me from speaking of Ana and the others to these Redland men. It was not that I mistrusted them, it was merely an old habit of secrecy roused to life. As it was, I had risked a great deal in revealing as much as I had done this night. Yet when I looked about at those gathered, Redlanders all, talking with increasing excitement and, I realised, beginning to talk about what must be done when the queen was found, I realised I was glad.
I thought again about the timing of things and wondered if I was right in my guess that Matthew had seen Dragon creeping into Redport. Or was it something else entirely?




‘Do you have a plan to reveal Dragon to her people? I asked Rymer.
‘Dragon,’ he echoed thoughtfully. ‘Matthew always called her that. It was one of the first things that made me believe he was a true prophet. He said she had been named so for the power she had of summoning dragons. You see the Red Queen is said to be able to do that. I always thought it a sort of mythic truth rather than a real thing. But does she have a true name?’
‘Dragon is what we called her from the time she came to us,’ I said.
‘You found her, Elspeth Gordie,’ he said, giving me a swift, sly look. ‘That is why I came so quickly. I remembered Matthew speaking your name. He said you were a powerful Misfit. Mistress of a guild of Misfits in the Land.’
I nodded, half hypnotised by the extreme softness of his voice, its faint whispering quality. It made you feel you were being told secrets, confided in. I would have been curious to know more about him, if it had not been for my anxiety about Dragon, and now, about Swallow, for midnight had come and gone and he had not appeared outside the northern wall. My hope was that he had spotted the Redlanders and had concealed himself from them; anything was better than the thought that he had come to some harm.
‘It is interesting that one such as you would come here to help restore a queen to her people,’ Rymer went on now. ‘How did you learn what she was in the first place? Matthew said he only realised it when he came here and saw the fresco of the Red Queen on the Great Hall.’
‘I am sure Matthew spoke to you of Futuretellers,’ I said, wondering what Matthew had made of the Redlanders’ belief that the Red Queen had died aeons ago, unless he had supposed Dragon not to be her daughter but a descendant. It would have been a natural assumption, faced with the frieze and the disparity between Dragon’s age and the period since the last Red Queen had died. Especially since the freize showed the first Red Queen and not the last. Yet he must have found it a very queer coincidence that she had been washed ashore when the Red Queen and her infant daughter had fallen into the sea.
‘You foresaw that she carried the blood of the last Red Queen and might be restored to her place?’
‘It is impossible to know how a prophecy will unfold,’ I said. ‘Were there ever any Red Land futuretellers?’
‘There were tent mystics once upon a time, but after the queen was betrayed and taken from the Red Land, all Misfit abilities atrophied,’ he said, and I remembered that Dragon had said something once about tent mystics having an eye tattooed between their true eyes. Or had that been Swallow?
‘Tell me more of your journey here,’ he went on.
I had been dreading being asked more specific questions. It would lead inevitably to my quest. ‘We came overland,’ I said. ‘Before that across the sea. It was a long, hard, strange journey.’ I had an inspired thought. ‘We were helped by beasts, for some of us have the capacity to communicate with them.’
His eyes widened, and as I had hoped, he was distracted. ‘That was the greatest power of the Red Queen of old, though Matthew said our queen no longer has that power.’
‘Nor does she. Yet she is revered by beasts and they have their own name for her,’ I said. ‘In human speech it would be rendered as sunlight . . . what you call the solar, I believe.’
‘Ah! How fitting!’ He contemplated this for a moment. ‘I suppose she has no need of all her powers of old, for she has bestowed them on you and the others who served her. I look for the day when the queen herself will tell the story to her people in a land that is free of slavery.’
I was puzzled as to why they felt their Talents were connected to those of the Red Queen, unless the blocking machine had been here ever since the slavers came. Then, because I did not want to risk being asked any more questions, I said, ‘Rymer, please have your people take me out of Slavetown by whatever secret ways you have. It may be that Swallow will not show himself until he sees me, and I am very afraid of what might be happening to Dragon.’
‘You are impatient,’ he said. He seemed to make a decision. ‘Well, perhaps the time for waiting and being patient is at an end.’ He looked around and the grizzled Murrim immediately came over.
‘Has there been any word?’ Rymer asked.
‘Maginder has had Slavetown turned upside-down but there is no sign of her,’ Murrim said in his abrupt way. ‘I’d say she never was here or someone would have seen her if she is as like to the old Red Queen as Matthew always said. With your say-so, I would go out into the city and seek her with some of the halfblood younglings.’
‘Without seeing her and being sure she is the one for who we must wait, Murrim?’ Rymer asked. ‘You know that if it is not she, then you are breaking the ancient promise?’
‘I know it, but I am old and weary of waiting. I am ready to act this once before I die. If I am caught, I will claim to be trying to plot a rebellion, and of course, I will admit that no one would support me. I will be sent to the Entina,’ he said. ‘Yet you know I do not think it will happen, my friend, given the dreams the young ones have been having this last moon or so, my own Maya and Tulbutt’s sister Caro among them. Besides all else, Matthew foresaw her coming.’ His eyes flicked at me and back to the other man. ‘And she has the powers that once flowed from the Red Queen.’
‘Yet she comes without our queen,’ Rymer said, his eyes turning back to me. For a moment I felt accused by his dark stare, but then he frowned and shook his head. ‘Very well, go from Slavetown. Look for our queen and I pray you find her, but make certain those who go with you understand what must happen if you are taken by the Ekoni.’ He looked at me. ‘Take Elspeth Gordie out the secret way with you, that she might seek her friends. Raise the Dragon.’
Murrim’s eyes widened, so that I could see they were a clear blue. ‘Raise the Dragon,’ he said loudly enough that others in the chamber heard, and suddenly there was dead silence and all eyes were upon us.
‘Raise the Dragon!’ a woman said. Then they were all saying it, as if it were an invocation, a prayer, a call to arms. And so it seemed, for suddenly there was no more talk of patience and waiting. There was a rush of activity and calls and responses, then Murrim was leading me and two women, one his daughter Maya, and a group of older boys, all of whom were half Gadfian and half Redlander. Each of them carried a short sword, though I had been told there were no weapons in Slavetown.
Murrim, who was agile and strong for all he looked old, led us swiftly through the relatively straight streets connecting the infinities to a small infinity that was, by my reckoning, close to the gate in the wall. Here we entered a house and went, without encountering a soul, down to its cellar, where a seemingly solid wall was dismantled to reveal a tunnel. It was fortunate none of us was as big as Harym or we would never have got through it. Indeed at one point it was so narrow that I feared I had become stuck and a rush of terror came over me. Ahead of me, Maya looked back and calmly bade me turn sideways and I slipped through easily. But I was very glad to climb out the other end into yet another cellar. There was a lad lying sleeping on a mat by the door we opened and he sat up and gaped at us in utter astonishment.
‘Raise the Dragon,’ Maya said, and he leapt to his feet, face flushing with excitement.
‘I will wake my mam and da,’ he said, then hesitated. ‘Can I say the words?’
‘Say them,’ Murrim said, grinning, then he caught the boy’s arm, ‘only quietly, eh? Tell your father the Red Queen has come to Redport and we are going to her. We do not want to wake the slavemasters until we have her safe. Rymer will send word when it comes time for us to cry the words aloud.’
The boy nodded and darted away up some rickety steps but Murrim led us to the door the boy had seemingly been guarding, and unbolted it carefully, opening it to the quiet dark city. I looked up, but could see neither stars nor moon. Clouds must have blown in from the sea. Something hanging from a sill was flapping, which suggested there was a wind blowing even now, but there was not a breath of it down in the lane. ‘Now it begins,’ Murrim whispered, and there was exultation in his soft words. ‘We are outside the wall of Slavetown.’ He turned to his daughter. ‘Maya, you and Serrik and you three lads go with Elspeth Gordie round the back of Slavetown to see if her shysome friend will show himself. I am going to the Infinity of Blue to speak with Vadim. He and his friends have always wanted a rebellion. Now they will have their chance.’
‘Raise the Dragon, Father,’ she said, and they smiled at one another.
Maya led us back to the wall around Slavetown and along it to the edge of the city. The other woman and the boys came behind us, not speaking. We all stopped at the edge of the city, looking out across the windswept plain that stretched darkly away, merging with the sky into a general blackness. It was a good omen, I thought, for a bright, moonlit night would have been far more dangerous, and the wind would make it hard to see far beyond the settlement.
Maya led the way round the wall, and we were soon making our way along the lane leading from the north of the city. I stepped out onto the plain and felt the weight of the block slide from my mind with relief. There was a wind blowing and I turned my face into it with pleasure.
‘If we can wait a bit . . .’ I said, already shaping a probe to reach out to Swallow, but without warning a boy suddenly seemed to rise up from the earth a little way along the wall.
‘What is happening?’ he asked, rubbing red dust from his face.
‘We have come to see if we can lure out the man you have been waiting for,’ Maya told him.
I sent the probe spinning out, but it would not locate Swallow, so I tried Ana, praying she was atop the dome rather than behind it. To my incredible relief, she was, and the probe located at once.
‘Elspeth! I have been so worried. What is happening? Have you found her.’
My heart sank. ‘Dragon is not with you?’
‘No. But Darga came back. He says he got her scent but then he could not get to you and Swallow. I could not make out what he meant. Is Swallow with you?’
I bit my lip, realising I had been hoping Swallow might have returned to the camp. ‘No. He was meant to meet me by the north wall of Slavetown. That is where I am now, but I . . . I came later than we had planned. If he comes . . .’ I stopped, trying to think what to tell her. ‘If he comes, tell him I have made contact with Dragon’s people. They are searching for her, too. I am with some of them now. I think . . . I think we might have started a revolution.’
‘Without Dragon? I thought the Redlanders had sworn to wait until she had returned.’
‘I think most of them will wait until they see her, but it seems some of the young Redlanders have been dreaming of her imminent coming, and Matthew, too. He told them I would bring her, so they knew my name.’
‘Do they know about your . . .?’
‘No,’ I said. ‘And I do not want them to know. If Swallow returns to the camp before I see him, remind him that none of you must speak of my quest to any of the Redlanders. They see me as the bringer of their queen and it is better that I am nothing more.’
‘Have you any idea where Dragon is?’
‘None. And what is worse, Matthew has vanished as well. I thought he might have foreseen her coming, but it turned out that he disappeared before she came into the settlement and no one here has seen him since. There is the possibility that the Ekoni have scooped him up as part of a random search. Swallow was going to locate the place they took prisoners and I hope he has done that. It might even be that he ran into Matthew. Did Darga say if he scented Maruman?’
There was a pause then she said, ‘He signalled that he smelled both Dragon and Maruman together, or Maruman following Dragon’s scent. Gahltha signalled the same. I think he was saying that he dreamed it, but that was before Darga came. The horses all went out grazing and they have not yet returned.’
My heart began to pound. ‘Did Darga or Gahltha say where they had seen Dragon?’
‘Darga tried but I could not understand what he meant, probably because I have never been into the settlement. Should I go down and send him away from the dome camp so you can farseek him.’
I shook my head, forgetting she could not see me. ‘Send him to the north of the city and tell him to find my scent and follow me in. I am with some Redlanders and we are about to go to the Infinity of Blue to meet some others, but I have no idea where it is. Tell Swallow if he appears, for he might know it.’
‘I will,’ Ana said. ‘Elspeth, have you found whatever Cassy left for you?’
‘I found some statues she carved, but no message. Yet maybe if I could examine them more closely and in daylight I would find something. But that will have to wait for the moment.’
‘Be careful.’
‘I will, and if Swallow comes, tell him the code phrase the Redlanders are using to rouse their people is Raise the Dragon. He might need to have something to identify himself to the Redlanders.’
I severed the probe and farsought Gahltha. The black horse responded at once and with his usual painful barrage of questions, which I answered as best I could. He told me that he had dreamed of Maruman with Dragon, and offered me a useless but frightening image of her creeping along a dark stone passage, but there was no sign of Maruman. Gahltha explained that he had not seen the old cat but had felt his presence somewhere close by. Then he demanded to join me. I insisted he wait and cut off the connection to avoid arguments.
I opened my eyes to find Maya and the others staring at me intently. ‘Did you use your powers? Did you mindspeak with your friend or the queen?’
I said that I had not found either of them, deciding it was better not to tell her that I would be unable to farseek Dragon even if I located her, unless I battered my way coercively past her natural shields. ‘There is a dog who knows her scent. I have summoned him and he will sniff his way to us and then guide us to where he scented her.’
‘You have Jow’s powers,’ said the boy who had risen from the dust. ‘I hope the queen will give that power to me when she raises her sceptre.’
I was somewhat taken aback at the implication that Dragon would be able to bestow or unlock Misfit powers in anyone, but Maya hushed him and bade him return to Rymer and tell him what had been said, and to explain that we were going to meet Murrim at the Infinity of Blue. The boy nodded and hurried away.
As Maya set off along a street running south, I noted the position of the two towers and realised that we were very close to where Swallow and I had entered the settlement. That made me think of the Long Pier and the emissary’s ship. I suggested to Maya that her father and the other Redland leaders should consider trying to board it if it was still tied up at the end of the Long Pier, as a way of ensuring its weapons could not be turned onto the rebels, and also as a way of preventing the ships outside the bay from attacking the settlement. The weapons could also be turned on the Black Ship as a means of staying Salamander’s hand.
‘You think like Rymer,’ Maya laughed softly. ‘It has always been his conviction that the key to a bloodless coup will be to take the ships in the bay before we try to secure the settlement. The problem has always been how to take the ships. No one ever imagined that the emissary’s ship and the Black Ship would be in port when the Red Queen came. But if you are right about the emissary’s ship being tethered at the Long Pier . . .’
‘It was, earlier today,’ I said. ‘But presumably even if it is not there now, it will come to shore to let the emissary’s women disembark for the masked ball, and remain there, waiting for them to return. If I could get aboard one ship with Matthew . . .’ I stopped, marvelling at how quickly I had taken it for granted that the farseeker had coercive abilities. The truth was that while he had clearly developed his deep probe in that direction, I had no idea how powerful he was.
‘But the masked ball is tomorrow night, and our people will not rise until they have seen the Red Queen,’ Maya said regretfully.
‘It is a pity, but maybe it will not leave Redport immediately after the ball, given that the slave army has to be got aboard,’ I said. I was also convinced the emissary would not leave until Ariel had produced the weaponmachine he had promised in Dragon’s dream.
Maya stopped and gestured for us to flatten ourselves to the wall, and a moment later we heard the sound of marching boots somewhere near. As we waited for it to fade away, Maya said, ‘We must get to the other side of Redport as quickly as possible for my father will be waiting at the Infinity of Blue.’
‘Is it in the south then?’ I asked.
She nodded. ‘It has the best view of the bay in all Redport, and it was once the most lovely of all the infinities, my father says, but now most of it is taken up by the compound of the Chafiri Prime.’
‘The Chafiri Prime,’ I murmured. This was where Ariel was supposed to stay when he was in Redport, and it had been Swallow’s destination when we had parted. I had asked him to try to find out if there was a machine that might be causing the blocking static that prevented me using my powers. It was also where Gilaine and the other slave women who were to be offered to the emissary were being kept until the masked ball, always assuming Gilaine was not already aboard the emissary’s ship.
‘Rymer’s plan calls for us to take the Prime and his wife and daughters hostage, along with the captain of his Ekoni guard,’ Serrik suddenly said.
‘It is true,’ Maya told me. ‘But the plan cannot unfold without the Red Queen. My father has gone to speak with the Landman Vadim, who lives close by. He is the chief of Matthew’s network and I believe that my father means first to find out if he knows what has become of Matthew, and if he does not, to ask his help in seeking him and our queen. That he has asked us to come makes me think he fears the man will refuse us. There has been a lot of bad feeling of late between the Redlanders and the other slaves, because of what is happening to the slave warriors from Quarry. They asked our help to prevent them being taken, but we cannot act without breaking our vow to the Red Queen. If Vadim refuses to help us, I believe my father will ask you to convince him.’
‘Let us go quickly,’ Serrik said. Maya nodded and to my surprise, broke into a soft-footed run. I was startled but set off after her. Maya did not once hesitate as we wove through the tangled lanes between the scythe streets.
Gradually we drew closer to the two towers and when we finally stopped at the side of the nearest scythe street, I realised I could see the Infinity of Dragonstraat. There were many torches and people moving about, but it was too dark and a little too distant for me to see what they were doing.
‘They are preparing for the masked ball,’ Maya said, as we waited for a man leading a mulik pulling a wagon piled high with what looked like boulders to pass. ‘The activity means the city is busier than it would usually be after curfew, which is dangerous in one way, but it also serves us well because most of the Ekoni are here, rather than patrolling other areas.’ She heaved a sigh and said, ‘It is strange but I always imagined the Red Queen would lead us when we broke curfew, not that we would be trying to find her. It is an irony that, because she has not revealed herself, we cannot rouse our own people to search for her.’
Something in her words struck me and, thinking I had misunderstood, I asked her how often she had broken curfew. She answered solemnly that this was the first time she had done so in her life. I looked at Serrik askance, but to my amazement, she nodded as well. ‘That we do so is the sign of how convinced Maginder and my father and Rymer are that the Red Queen has come. But that is not enough. We must know before we can fight. And there are those among our people who would call this a betrayal.’
‘Ssst!’ Serrik hissed, and we all froze. I heard the sound of marching feet, but it faded before we ever saw any marchers.
At last we reached the Infinity of Blue. I would not have known it for an infinity without the Redlanders because most of one side was taken up by a compound. Maya had brought us to a lane that allowed us to see along the front wall of the compound where a group of Ekoni stood stiffly, glaring around, lit by several flickering torches mounted either side of the gate. I thought how rigid the Gadfians were, insisting on creating a square compound in a circular space, but because of it, I could see that the back corner would make a perfect entry point to the compound, being out of sight of the front gate and the sentries, and close enough to a building that one could go up to its second level and drop down onto the wall from a window. Of course the walls had probably been treated to prevent anyone doing that, but if you jumped wide you might avoid touching them. Of course, it would be impossible to return that way, and there was no telling what was inside the walls. Perhaps there were sentries watching the four corners, because if I could identify weaknesses, so could anyone else.
‘Where ith Murrim?’ asked one of the remarkably silent boys, revealing a missing front tooth.
Serrik hushed him but Maya said, ‘He will be here somewhere, watching. We must wait for the signal.’
I was wholly distracted by the nearness of the compound, within which Gilaine and the machine blocking my Talents might both possibly be lodged. I was also uneasily aware that Ariel might be inside the wall, and if so, that he might know I was near. I was still certain he would do nothing to hurt or hinder me until I had played the part he believed I must play in his quest to gain control of Sentinel, but the eerie thought that he might know where I was chilled me. I was anxious, too, because I was doing exactly what I had sworn I would not do, and yet had somehow known I would not be able to avoid, and that was to become enmeshed in Dragon’s quest to claim her kingdom.
‘Come on, Father, we cannot stay here in the open for long,’ Maya muttered.
‘I am not afraid,’ Serrik whispered suddenly, fiercely. ‘I have been waiting to rise against our oppressors since I was born. I have envied the enslaved Landfolk and the others who have been brought here by the slavers, for they might fight, but we must keep faith with our queen. We must live by the oaths of our forebears. I feared that I would grow old like my father then die like my poor grandfather and still my people would be waiting.’
‘We have broken curfew, but we have not broken our oath until we raise our hands to strike down the slavemasters,’ Maya said firmly.
‘Yet Redlanders are obedient,’ Serrik said almost mockingly. ‘And it is important that we continue to be thought so, especially now.’
I wondered exactly when the oath to the Red Queen had first been made, and where, and under what circumstances. It was obvious, too, that many would feel as Serrik did, refusing to act even to save their queen, until Dragon had shown herself to them. And would her resemblance to the first Red Queen truly be enough? Or would she require the sceptre, the whereabouts of which she did not know, to prove herself the queen? And what did raising the dragon mean? Was it merely a poetic statement, or was it the residue of a foretelling of Dragon’s ability to coerce dragonish visions, which the first Red Queen and perhaps all Red Queens had possessed? She would not need a sceptre to use her Talent, but maybe her people thought the sceptre bestowed that ability. Yet she would not be able to coerce dragons unless the block was extinguished.
The more I thought of it, the more vital I felt it was to get rid of the block. Without it I would easily be able to find Dragon, Matthew and Swallow, and I would be able to locate Rushton, for my heart told me I had not been mistaken when I had seen him. And surely this was the moment to attempt it when we were so close.
‘Look,’ said Maya pointing across the infinity.
I turned and saw a light flash.
‘That is my father,’ Maya whispered, sounding relieved. ‘Two flashes mean stay. He will come to us.’
At that moment we heard a shout, stifled. Then silence. Someone called a question from within the compound and two Ekoni hurried from the front of the compound in the direction of the flash of light we had seen. But they soon returned and resumed their places outside the gate.
There was a sound behind us and I whirled to see a small grounp of men approaching stealthily, one carrying a shaded lantern. The man carrying it lifted it and I saw Murrim’s brown face.
‘What happened? Where are the others?’ Maya asked urgently, and only then did I realise there was blood on her father’s face. ‘And who is that!’
‘A Gadfian,’ said one of the men. ‘We had to capture him. He cannot be allowed to report that he saw a group of Redlanders creeping through the city, especially not so near the Prime’s compound. Not with all the unrest in Quarry. There is no telling what the Chafiri would do.’
‘You took a Gadfian prisoner?’ Serrik cried in horror. ‘A fullblood Gadfian citizen is a slavemaster, and we have sworn not to raise a hand against them until the coming of the Red Queen. He will not keep silent about this!’
‘Do not be afraid, for I believe our queen has truly come,’ Murrim said.
‘You have seen her?’
‘No, but Matthew has,’ Murrim said, eyes agleam. ‘Vadim said he foresaw her coming and knew that she would be alone and in danger of being captured by the Ekoni. That is why he left Slavetown in haste. I think, though Vadim does not say it, that some plan involving Quarry was brewing and he wanted to try to stop it until he had found the queen. It may be that he wanted to tell us about it – warn us – when he sent for us just before he rushed off. But that last bit is guesswork. Anyway, Vadim said he refused to ask us Redlanders to act until he found her and he asked Vadim and his network for help.’
‘So it was just another of Mad Matthias’s vision?’ Serrik asked.
‘No, Vadim said Matthew found her,’ Murrim said.
My relief was so great at hearing this that I had to exert an effort of will to stay upright. Murrim continued, ‘Vadim did not see her himself, but Matthew called on another of his network and he had her with him. Vadim said the man was all but gibbering when he got to Vadim’s house with the message. He swore that she is so like to the Red Queen on the wall of the Great Hall in the Infinity of Dragonstraat that he thought he was seeing a ghost, save that she was a mere slip of a girl. A girl!’ He shook his head wonderingly. ‘And it was not only the man that saw her. His bondmate and sister and his own and his sister’s sons saw her. Matthew stayed there until the end of curfew tolled then he set off, telling the man to let it be known he had found her and was taking her to Slavetown to us, presumably, by the secret way. The idiotic thing is that we could have bumped into them.’ He shook his head in wonderment. ‘Rymer and Maginder must be telling her our plans even now. It is a pity this ball is looming, for the gates will be left open tomorrow night. A rare occurrence and most inconvenient, because otherwise we would have been able to wait until the gates close tonight at dusk and present the queen at the Infinity of Hope, summoning the whole of Slavetown to see her. But maybe it would have been too soon in any case, and we will do it the very next night. And the activity about the town tomorrow will provide plenty of cover for us to bring in a goodly number of Redlanders who dwell outside Slavetown to meet her during the day. The main thing is for enough of us to meet her that everyone has either done so themselves or knows someone who has.’
‘But aren’t the Quarry slaves to be marched aboard the emissary’s ships the morning after the ball?’ I asked.
Murrim gave me a startled look as if he had for the moment forgotten about me. ‘It was so, but Vadim told me there is a change. The Quarry slaves will be marched to Redport the day after the ball as planned, but they are now to be shackled in groups outside the city until dusk, so that curfew can be imposed before they are brought in. Of course it is the Chafiris’ attempt to stop any resistance. They are not concerned about Redlanders, but I fear they have got wind of some plot and the Ekoni will be out in rabid force. Not just the main body of them, either, but all of the household Ekoni as well. From Vadim’s hints, the Quarry folk will not go quietly and I cannot say I blame them. But it would be a slaughter, unless we are able to aid them. Before we can do that the Red Queen must be revealed to her people and there is so little time.’
‘Are you sure all of this is real?’ Serrik persisted. ‘Maybe Vadim lies to try to force us to rise so that the emissary will not take his people from Quarry? Or maybe that was Matthew’s plan all along. After all, not a single Redlander has seen this Red Queen.’
Murrim gave her a hard look. ‘Use your brain girl. Matthew strives to find and protect our queen, and while he is not one of us, he has always vowed allegiance to her.’ He turned to Maya and the rest of us. ‘I have accepted Vadim’s offer of refuge until dawn. Since Matthew has taken the Red Queen to Slavetown, Rymer and Maginder will reveal her. I would like to see if we can learn more about what the Quarry folk plan to do, and try to set up a meeting so that we can coordinate our forces.’
‘What of him?’ Maya said, gesturing to the glaring Gadfian man.
‘I will deal with him,’ I said, and they all looked at me.
Maya caught at my arm. ‘You cannot kill him.’
I looked at her, startled. ‘I have no intention of killing him. But let me touch him and I can wipe all memory of this encounter from his mind.’
They all stared at me incredulously, but rather than wasting time with explanations, I pushed through them to a Gadfian man held tightly between two men who looked to be half Redland and half Norse. The eyes of the Gadfian man were full of fury. I set a hand on his bare wrist and he slumped down, his eyes drooping. I bade the Redlanders lay him down and, touching him again, I entered his mind. I saw at once that he was coming from an assignation with a woman, and far from breaking the curfew, he carried a permission token stolen from his Chafiri master, which enabled him to move about. I hunted through his pockets and found it.
‘What are you doing?’ Serrik demanded.
‘Elspeth, we cannot stay here in the open any longer,’ Maya whispered urgently.
‘Wait,’ I said, and swiftly erased the moment when the man had seen Murrim and the others in the lane and replaced it with an old memory I found of him being startled by a dog. Then I tweaked his mind to give him something of a headache and added a memory of drinking something I had seen him ply his lover with, despite her attempt to refuse it. He was a repellent man and I was glad to slip free of his mind.
‘If we leave him here, the Ekoni will discover him,’ one of the boys said.
‘It does not matter for he will have nothing to tell them, save that he will recall a dog leaping out to startle him, and that he tripped and cracked his head.’
Maya regarded me with something like awe.
‘You go to this Vadim,’ I said, ‘Your oath requires that you do not move against the Gadfian slavemasters until the Red Queen is with you, but I made no such oath and I need to find my friends to let them know that Dragon is safe.’ Maya and Serrik began to protest, but I looked to Murrim and said, ‘I have shown you that I can protect myself, and you have not seen all I can do yet.’
Murrim looked searchingly into my face, then he said, ‘Matthew always said that the queen has a great love for you.’
‘You will simply let her walk away?’ asked Serrik. ‘You do not even know what she does!’
‘She is not our prisoner,’ Murrim reminded her somewhat wearily. ‘Moreover she is the companion of our queen and has served her well.’
‘But if she is caught she will speak of us!’
‘I will not speak of you,’ I said directly to Serrik. ‘What I did to that man, I can do to myself, at need, though it would be a dire thing to do, truly.’ I looked back to Murrim. ‘I will make my way to Slavetown when curfew ends,’ I told him. ‘I am as eager to see the Red Queen as you. Give her my love and tell her and Matthew that I am glad they are safe.’
I waited until they had gone before I emerged from the lane and ghosted around the edge of the open area to slip between the compound wall and the buildings that would once have bordered the infinity. Coming to the one nearest the corner of the compound wall, I realised the gap was wider than I had thought, but still not too wide.
‘I would not consider it if I were you,’ said a voice.
I pivoted on my heel, hand reaching for my concealed dagger, my heart leaping painfully against my chest, but it was an instinctive reaction because I knew the voice.




Emerging from the shadows, light-footed and lithe as ever despite her height and bulk, and pushing what looked like an Ekoni hood back from her face, was the dark-haired, dark-eyed coercer, Merret!
‘Elspeth!’ she said. ‘Ye gods! To see you here! I thought I was dreaming. But we cannot stay in the open. Come.’ Without another word she caught my arm and set off, towing me along with her. It was swiftly evident that she knew exactly where she was going, and in a tangle of small streets, she stopped outside a battered door and ushered me inside. Closing the door firmly behind us, she lit a lantern, revealing two long benches against the walls and an otherwise empty room with dark doors leading off it. She turned to embrace me, beaming.
‘It is so good to see you, Elspeth! Yet I ought not to be so surprised. Matthew has oft true-dreamed of you in Redport, and only recently Blyss dreamed of your coming as well.’
‘Blyss is here, safe?’
A memory seemed to wash over the big woman’s scarred face and fleetingly she looked gaunt. ‘For a while there I thought I had lost her. But she is safe and lovely as ever.’
‘I still did not know who aboard the greatships got here safely,’ I said. ‘I dreamed of a storm and a shipwreck.’
‘Our greatship was cast ashore in a truly terrible storm, but amazingly no one was killed and the other three greatships took us aboard. But even with us spread between them they were overloaded and under-supplied and we just managed to reach the Spit.’ She shook her head grimly. ‘Well to cut a long story short, a good many of us wound up here, and though none of us knows how, and despite the fact that every possible thing seemed to go wrong, it seems that we achieved what we set out to achieve, for there is now no talk of Gadfians invading the Land.’
‘You have been here in Redport all along?’ I asked.
She laughed softly. ‘The Gadfians took one look at me and sent me to Quarry to be trained for their slave army. Indeed it was the same for most of us. Not all. Blyss is in Slavetown. I do not see her as often as we desire but she is safe.’
‘How are you here if you were sent to Quarry?’
She chuckled. ‘I assume you have encountered the block that prevents the use of Talents in Redport?’
I nodded. ‘That is why I was contemplating breaking into the Prime Chafiri’s compound. I learned that Ariel stayed there when he is in Redport and it seemed to me that he must be responsible for the machine causing the block, since the Gadfians have no knowledge of Talents, for who else could be behind it?’ I realised suddenly what she was telling me. ‘The block does not affect Quarry!’
She beamed at me in approval. ‘You have not lost your wits, Guildmistress. Once we disembarked we were immediately enmeshed by the block and could do nothing to resist being sent to train for a slave army, save by touching the person we wanted to influence, and that was all but impossible, given we were chained one to the other. Besides, we were dazed and ill from being drugged for the entire trip. Imagine the relief and delight when the Ekoni marched us to Quarry, and we discovered the block did not affect us outside the settlement.
‘By the time we reached Quarry, we had thoroughly coerced our escort and learned a great deal about them, their order and their superiors, and about Redport and how things work here. It was evident that there were not enough of us to wage a war against the slavers, and that Quarry was the perfect place for us. We had no desire to coerce the other slaves there and we were too few to run it, even if it were possible. By its very nature, a warrior training camp is an aggressive place full of passions and strong personalities, not all of them reasonable or clever or kind, so we did what we could to ease the tyranny of the Ekoni and managed our own lives as best we could. Of course there were endless plots hatched, but the problem has always been where to go, for the Quarry folk did not desire to live here in the Red Land and they knew their numbers were not sufficient for them to take over Redport. Again and again there have been plots to steal a ship, and it has been tried many times without success. And what if it were successful? The thieves would then have to sail home over the notorious Clouded Sea, evading Gadfian pursuit.’
She stopped abruptly and moved to listen at the door for a moment, before continuing. ‘As you can imagine, there is a complex relationship between the passive Redlanders and the Quarry folk, because if the Redlanders would rise against their oppressors, there is a very good chance we would prevail, but the Redlanders refuse to act because of their oath to their ancient queen. That has led to a lot of anger and resentment, but once we made contact with Matthew he was able to ease things between the two groups – he arranged for Redlander slaves to work with slaves from beyond the Red Land in both Slavetown and Quarry. Few of them were aware of us then, though they worked with him. But the arrival of the emissary and the ships to carry off the population of Quarry has roused all the old angers, because even now, the Redlanders refuse to rise, and there is trouble in Slavetown because the loved ones of many of the people in Quarry dwell there. The decision has been made to resist, though our numbers are small and victory of any kind far from certain, but it is better than being tamely marched into Redport and aboard ships bound for an unknown land. Many in Slavetown will rise up as well; a good many of them are halfblood Redlanders. There is no stopping it, despite Matthew’s pleas. My visit to the Prime’s compound was yet another attempt to locate the blocking machine, for we stand a far better chance without it, though I do not think it likely that a machine is deliberately causing this block, for whoever owned it must know it does not work in Quarry.’
I stared at her. ‘Are you saying that you were inside the compound tonight?’
She nodded. ‘I just came out. I simply brought two of the Ekoni from Quarry with me, knowing I could make contact and shore up the coercive web of commands I had put in place in their minds. One of them serves the Prime and I made him come to make a report to the main Ekoni and the Prime, saying that the Quarry folk are angry but cowed. While he did that, I and the other Ekoni were left in the yard, and I took advantage of being left alone to transform myself from a hooded Ekoni to a servant woman. I made a thorough search, which included coercing and questioning the other servants, and I am certain there is no machine anywhere, not even in the chamber inhabited by Ariel, which, by the way, is merely a guest chamber and not his in particular.’
‘Whose is this place?’
‘It is one of a number of empty houses all about Redport supposedly in danger of falling down, which are safe houses for slaves. It was Matthew’s idea and there is at least one in each segment of the settlement so that a slave caught outside during curfew or over from Quarry can take refuge. The Gadfians know nothing about them. Which reminds me, Jakoby and Daffyd and Reuvan are here, too, I mean here in Redport with me tonight. But tell me how you came here? The last thing anyone knew was that you had disappeared into the high mountains. Did you do the vital thing Miryum said you had to do?’
‘That is too long and strange a tale for now,’ I said.
Merret shook her head wonderingly. ‘I imagine it is and I long to hear it in full. I cannot wait to see Matthew’s face when he sees you. How long have you been here?’
I stared at her, something beginning to dawn on me. ‘Merret, when did you last see Matthew?’
‘When he visited Quarry a twoday past,’ she said. ‘He serves the Gadfian smith who serves the Ekoni and comes with his master regularly to tend our training weapons. His visits are one of the ways we get news and people in and out of Redport. Most of the Quarry folk have no idea we use Misfit abilities to smooth the way. But this last visit was somewhat fraught because the Quarry folk demanded the Redlanders rise against the slavemasters. Matthew answered as before, that they would not act until the Red Queen returned. It is an irony that a good deal of anger at the Redlanders’ passivity has been aimed at Matthew because he has so decisively allied himself with them, and argues for their right to remain true to their oath. Yet by all accounts he had a very harsh time of it when he first arrived and realised Dragon must be descended from the Red Queen; he wanted her people to rise against their oppressors. But eventually he accepted that they would not act until she came, because they had sworn an oath to that effect, and he has convinced most Redlanders that Dragon is the queen they have been waiting for, and that she will come ere long.’ She looked weary. ‘It is a pity she did not come with us as was planned in the beginning. If she was here it would be a very different matter.’
‘But Merret . . . Dragon is here.’
The coercer gaped at me. ‘Dragon is here?’
I nodded. ‘She travelled here with me. She came into Redport on her own yesterday and I have been searching for her since. I learned that Matthew had visioned of her coming into Redport and mustered his halfblood friends to search for her, convinced the Redlanders would not rise until they see her for themselves. Then, from what I understand, it seems he had another vision that she was in danger and it led him to her. He has taken her to Slavetown.’
‘But that is wonderful news! Ye gods, I must return at once to let the Quarry folk know the Redlanders have their queen at long last. With them, we will have the numbers, and the only danger we need be concerned about are the weaponmachines aboard the greatships anchored in the bay. Even the most volatile man in Quarry knows there is no point in winning Redport from the Gadfians only to see the emissary destroy it. In fact there are some Quarry folk who have argued it might be best to flee across the fallen plain and into the desert, living rough and raiding Redport and the domes, rather than risk the weapons. But with luck, Jakoby and the others will have a plan to deal with them.’
‘They are trying to get aboard?’
‘More like they are seeing how that might be managed,’ Merret said. ‘There is not much time for planning, regrettably, for it is little more than a day until the slave army is supposed to be marched aboard the emissary’s ships. But tell me why Dragon came into Redport alone. Surely it would have been better for all of you to stay together.’
‘It was not planned. I was in Redport trying to find out if any of you were alive and to make contact with Matthew – the block meant I could not farseek him, nor did I discover that Dragon had vanished from her watch atop a dome until I returned to the others hours later. I tried at once to locate her outside the settlement but I could not scry within Redport, so there was no choice but to return. Swallow came with me and as far as I know he is still somewhere at large in the city, looking for her. I went into Slavetown because I had learned by coercing those I could touch that it was where I would find the Redland leadership. My hope was that they had found Dragon or she had somehow found her way to them. Some of the Redlanders agreed to help me search for her and it was through them that we learned Matthew had Dragon.’
‘And you say he has taken her to Slavetown?’ Merret asked.
‘So his friend Vadim says.’ I told her a little of Murrim and Maya and the other things Vadim had said before we had parted.
Merret nodded. ‘I know Vadim, and he is a stout fellow, but it surprises me mightily to hear that Murrim acted without waiting to see Dragon, though I suppose he did not actually move against the Gadfians – it was he and his daughter and this Serrik and a pack of halfblood children by the sounds of it. Well, Dragon will have no more devout champion that Matthew. Rymer and the other Redlanders must have been thunderstruck to be faced with the Red Queen, though! How I wish I had seen it.’ She frowned, knitting her dark brow for a moment. ‘According to Matthew, the Redlanders have all sorts of grand and complex plans for when the Red Queen comes, but my guess is the reality of revealing Dragon to her people and then initiating an uprising against the slavemasters will be more difficult than they imagine. Of course they have Matthew and he knows how to fight, and there are a few younger Redlanders with hot blood, but the majority of them are so passive that I can’t think they will find it easy to act after a lifetime of constraint and caution. I think the halfbloods will truly come into their own now. I wish the others would make haste. We need to get back to Quarry, for there ought to be some sort of meeting between the Redlanders and our people before anything happens.’
‘From what Murrim said, you will have a little grace, for this masked ball will get in the way of the Redlanders being able to immediately reveal Dragon to her people, because as well as the curfew being suspended for it, apparently the gate to Slavetown will be left open,’ I said. ‘Also, from what Vadim said, the slave army is not now to be marched onto the ships at dawn after the masked ball, but will be held outside the settlement until after the curfew bells toll that day.’
‘A delay in boarding is important news, especially in the face of Dragon’s arrival – another reason to return to Quarry in haste. As to the masked ball, that may be a boon because, it will undoubtedly be too dangerous to have any sort of open revelation of Dragon in the Infinity of Hope as they have always planned, while the Slavetown gates are open. But we may be able to use the fuss and muddle of the event to stage a meeting in Slavetown between Quarry folk and Redlanders, and make some joint plans,’ Merret said. ‘But what will you do now?’
‘I need to get out of Redport so that I can see if Swallow has returned to the camp and let Ana and Dameon know –’
‘The Empath guildmaster is with you!’ Merret said, grinning. ‘I had forgotten. Never did I think I would see him again. Nor you, Guildmistress. Ye gods, we have enough of Obernewtyn’s leadership here to arrange a guildmerge! How good it will be to see Dameon and Swallow and little Dragon!’
Her use of my title provoked a powerful wave of nostalgia in me and I asked the question that rose unstoppably to my lips. ‘Merret, I saw Rushton fleetingly in one of the infinities yesterday.’
The coercer gave me an anguished look. ‘That is not possible, Guildmistress. For he was mortally ill when the greatship foundered in that terrible storm. During the time it took the Sadorians to rescue us and spread us among the other greatships, he never truly recovered his strength.’
I struggled to concentrate as she went on to tell me that they had reached the Spit, but that even as the three greatships departed, leaving those whom they had rescued ashore and ready to coerce their way aboard a Gadfian vessel anchored there, there had been an unprecedented invasion by a great horde of darkland mutants.
‘Rushton?’ I asked. My lips felt numb.
Merret shook her head. ‘I saw him on the Spit when the beasts rushed out of the darklands. And then he was gone.’
I shook my head, thinking of my vision of him, lying still under the platform upon which he had been standing. I had heard the sound of beasts snapping and snarling.
‘I do not believe he is dead,’ I said. ‘Maybe he survived and broke free of these mutants. I think I saw him running with them, in a dream.’
Merret gave me a pitying look. ‘Running from them, more like, for they are flesh eaters. They do not take prisoners.’
‘I saw him, in Redport,’ I said mutinously. ‘Mayhap he escaped and got aboard one of the other ships and was brought here, only you do not know it because of the block.’
‘Elspeth, if he had come here he would be a slave and all foreign slaves live in Slavetown, besides which, we check every new slave intake.’ She looked suddenly appalled. ‘Elspeth, forgive me. I am a fool for blurting it out like that, for truly he may be alive. That is the thing to remember. I saw him fighting, not dead. Blyss mourned me as dead, and I her, before we were reunited.’
There was the memory of joy in her voice and it was like salt in a raw wound. For even if by some freak and wondrous chance Rushton lived yet, and did come someday to Redport, I would be gone.
‘I am the Seeker,’ I told myself.
‘What?’ Merret asked.
There was a soft tapping at the door, and the coercer beckoned me to stand flat against the wall behind the door before she opened it to the night. I did as she bade, struggling with a combination of grief and disbelief and confusion at the things she had said about Rushton, for I had seen him and so had Swallow. Jakoby emerged from the darkness, Reuvan behind her, and Daffyd behind him. The farseeker’s face looked haggard and I thought of Gilaine and did not wonder at the weariness in his face, or his interest in the emissary’s ship. But Reuvan looked stronger than I remembered, his blue eyes very alert and both arms marked with tattoos. Jakoby was as striking as when I had first seen her at the rebel meeting in the Land, years before, with her lean height, gleaming skin and black hair tightly plaited and beaded, golden eyes shining.
After their first almost comical astonishment at seeing me, and a babble of questions and answers in which all of us asked and answered questions at once, the others greeted me more calmly. The tribeswoman responded formally, bowing as her people did, then Reuvan enveloped me in a warm embrace. I had a sudden memory of our first meeting, and of him then carrying me out of danger, half suffocated inside his clothing trunk. Daffyd hugged me last of all, and I was glad to feel the sinewy strength in him. We talked more calmly then, and although they were as interested in everything as Merret had been, they fastened at once on the most important news – that Dragon was in Redport and had been taken by Matthew to Slavetown.
‘We must tell the Quarry folk all of this,’ Merret said urgently.
‘Agreed,’ Jakoby said. ‘Let us go.’
‘Wait,’ I said. ‘Tell me what you learned about the ships, for I will not go with you.’
Jakoby nodded. ‘The Secret is now anchored in the middle of the bay, having taken a load of ilthum at the Long Pier earlier today. It will come in to take on more ore in the morning and remain to allow the emissary’s women to come ashore for the masked ball. We have not been able to find out if it will remain moored until the emissary and his entourage return, or if they will be ferried out later by ship boat if it anchors in deeper water.’ Jakoby glanced at Daffyd, but his expression gave away nothing.
‘And the Black Ship?’ Merret asked.
Jakoby’s face grew still and grim, and suddenly she looked older. ‘It has anchored in the middle of the bay in deep water, and we have learned that, as always, Salamander did not come ashore, nor did the ship tie up at the Long Pier to disgorge its slave cargo. There is one oddness, though. Apparently it stood offshore outside the Talons to the south for a day before entering the bay, and in that time, one of the Gadfian ships came alongside and tied up to it for a time. Salamander’s pet giant carried some great chest across a gangplank, then he returned to the Black Ship and the Gadfian greatship entered the bay. A day later, yesterday, the Black Ship arrived in the bay. It is very mysterious but we would need Merret’s skills, or yours, Elspeth, to learn more of it.’
‘I think it must be the treasure promised to the emissary,’ Daffyd said.
‘But why would not Salamander simply bring it in himself?’ Merret asked.
‘Is there anything else?’ I said, puzzled but certain that whatever was in the chest was not the promised treasure. ‘The slaves that came ashore – what happened to them?’
‘They are kept in pens from which individual Gadfians buy them,’ Merret said. ‘We have people checking every lot that comes in, just in case some of our people are among them. There were none in this lot.’ There was pity in her eyes and I knew that she understood I was asking about Rushton.
‘What of Ariel?’ I asked. ‘Is it known whether or not he is aboard the Black Ship?’
‘The folk we questioned did not speak of him,’ Jakoby said. She looked at Merret. ‘What of your quest?’
‘It succeeded in practice but failed in its outcome,’ Merret said. ‘I got into the compound and out again without difficulty, but there was no sign of any machine that might be blocking our abilities. Hearing you speak of the greatships, though, it suddenly occurs to me that this blocking machine might not be in one fixed location. That would explain why no one has ever been able to find it.’
‘You think it is aboard a ship?’ Jakoby asked. ‘It would have to be a Gadfian ship boat, since all the greatships come and go irregularly.’
‘Well, it is a nuisance not to know where it is and no mistake,’ Reuvan said. ‘On the other hand the fact that the Redlanders have their Red Queen must more than compensate, for the Redlanders will rise now.’
‘Yes, we need to get moving,’ Merret said. ‘I am eager to let everyone at Quarry know the news. Elspeth, will you go to Slavetown after you have farsought the others?’
‘I will, and I will tell them we have met and ask about the possibility of arranging a meeting during the masked ball. As for the greatships, I think you will find that Rymer and the other Redlanders see the strategic importance of the emissary’s ship and will be keen to gain control of it before any move is made, and if possible, of the Black Ship as well. If you will give me leave, I will mention to Rymer that this is your desire, too.’
‘Better if both greatships are under our control,’ Jakoby said rather darkly. She looked at Merret. ‘I will not go back with you to Quarry now; I will remain in Redport and see what more I can learn about the greatships. I will come to the ruins just before dawn.’
‘I must stay with you,’ Daffyd told her, and Jakoby nodded.
‘I need to know whether Ariel is here,’ I said.
‘I will find out if he came in on the Black Ship,’ Jakoby promised.
‘Matthew will know,’ Merret told me. ‘He has his people watching for the pale man whenever the Black Ship anchors.’
We left the safe house and went together some distance through the streets, then Jakoby said she and Daffyd would head towards the bay. ‘We will meet you in the ruins on the cliff at dawn, Merret, and you can tell me then how Quarry reacted to the coming of the Red Queen.’
‘Be careful,’ Merret told her seriously.
Jakoby smiled for the first time, and there was a feral glimmer in her golden eyes. ‘I think the time for caution is over. Better to say: Be bold.’
The coercer grinned. ‘I do not think you have ever needed to be told that, my friend.’
Merret, Reuvan and I continued north, and as we came closer to the two towers, we slowed and sometimes stopped altogether to avoid encountering Ekoni patrols or slaves hurrying hither and thither, sometimes with their Gadfian masters or harnessed to wheeled pallets laden with bundles. Merret negotiated the streets as easily as Maya had done, which told me how many times she must have been in Redport. I tried to imagine her life in Quarry, but in truth I felt bewildered at the speed of the events happening around me. I had never imagined that we would arrive in Redport at the very moment an uprising was brewing, because I had thought Dragon would need to present herself to her people. I had imagined our arrival would be the catalyst, not that we would be swallowed up in the rush of ongoing events.
I glanced along a lane and saw a glimmer of water and realised we were closer to the shore than I had realised.
‘I am not convinced by this idea of a machine on a ship,’ Reuvan said softly. ‘I thought Talents don’t work over water.’
‘But we are not talking about Talents,’ Merret said softly. ‘We are talking of a device that blocks Talent, maybe only incidentally. There are many Shambalan devices in use in Redport, and we know they have a paint that blocks Talent.’
‘What?’ I asked.
‘A paint,’ Merret said. ‘It is used to whiten the masks they wear and the face paint some of them affect, but since the white-faced lords’ land seems to know nothing more about Talents than Gadfians, we have to assume the effect is accidental.’
I frowned, remembering being told that the white-faced lords regularly wore masks because it was considered foolish and dangerous to reveal one’s emotions. Those whose control was of a very high level wore white paint instead, and made their faces into masks.
Something touched my shoulder.
‘Another foolish funaga custom,’ the old cat sneered.
I turned with a rush of joy and relief to find myself face to face with Maruman, who was lying languidly along a sill, one paw stretched out to me. ‘Maruman!’ I cried, and scooped him into my arms. He hissed but allowed it with a long-suffering air, his mind spilling into mine.
‘Can it be Maruman?’ Merret marvelled. ‘I am glad he lives yet.’
‘Tell the brainless she-funaga that Marumanyelloweyes is glad she is alive, too, then she will see what a stupid compliment it is!’ the old cat snarled, having taken Merret’s words from my mind.
‘Don’t be so ill-tempered,’ I beastspoke him. ‘She is glad to see you, as am I. But where have you been all this while?’
I rearranged him slightly and he hissed again. That was when I realised with dismay that the hand resting along his flank was wet. I looked at him more closely and was distressed to see he had a deep cut and his torn ear was bloodied, too. ‘Whatever has happened to you?’ I asked.
Maruman regarded me haughtily from his one good eye, and for a moment I feared his loathing of being questioned would silence him, but at last he responded, though it was not truly an answer. ‘Marumanyelloweyes is the Moonwatcher. I have done what needs doing for ElspethInnle.’
‘Are you saying . . . I don’t understand,’ I modified my words quickly.
‘Marumanyelloweyes came to Mornirdragon. We dreamtravelled together, to the hidden door, as the oldOnes commanded. Rasial/Gavyn flew with us/guarded the door, and when the H’rayka came, they/it led/lured it away. Mornirdragon looked at the memories and then said she must go to the place that she had dreamed about.’
‘You . . . are you saying you are the reason Dragon came into Redport?!’
Maruman ignored the question. ‘Mornirdragon came. I/Marumanyelloweyes led her to the dream place. We entered and went seliga.’
I stared at him, wondering if I had misunderstood. ‘You went somewhere in Redport and then you went seliga?’
‘We/Mornirdragon and Marumanyelloweyes,’ Maruman sent. ‘I will show you.’
Without warning, he sent me a violent torrent of images.
I saw a young dark-haired woman walking into a dark sea, the white foam luminous. She was clad in a black form-fitting garb as slick and shining as the skin of a ship fish, some sort of machine mounted on her back. She slapped at the surface of the water and a ship fish emerged beside her. She sank into the water and it towed her from the shore.
I saw a blue-eyed woman with strange, wild red hair beaded here and there, hand resting on the shoulder of a long-haired Cassy. The red-haired woman gestured to a raw excavation in the red earth. ‘I have no body to bury in his crypt, so I ask that, before you leave, you will make his face for me on its wall, that I might visit his dear image. None can remember his face with more love and sorrow that we two can, and I have not your skill to render it.’
‘I will do as you ask,’ Cassy said.
‘When I die, I will be laid to rest in the crypt, too, and he will keep watch over me.’ She moved away, leaving Cassy staring into the excavation, and then it was night and I saw dark water sheened with moonlight and a woman came to Cassy and I saw that it was Hannah. She lifted her hand to point to the moon, now full and riding high in the sky, and I was startled to see that she was pregnant. ‘There is danger, my friend – the Balance of Terror computer,’ she said, ‘capable of activating any and all of the weapons that remain, immortal, deadly, and unreachable as the moon itself, save by one means: Sentinel.’
I saw the old woman from my dream – Sukarni – hold up a long thin Beforetime device of some kind and laugh as the sky about her burst into leaping blue flames and a dragon exactly like the one on the tiled Dragonstraat coiled in the air about her, transparent, so that I could see a gibbous moon through it, pale as a ghost in the daylight sky.
Flowing through the dizzying welter of images, drowning out all but the odd few words or cries, was the sound of rushing water: not waves or water falling as rain, though at different moments I heard those sounds. It was as if I was within the mindstream, and it was coming to the sea. There was no summoning in it now, only a sense of things being drawn together. I knew without question that this was what Ari-noor and Ari-roth had meant when they had spoken of the song of the waves that had carried Maruman’s name across time.
I saw the Red Queen from Dragon’s coma dream – a beautiful woman in the prime of her life, floating, red hair streaming about her like seaweed in red-tinged water littered with broken bits of wood and debris. Beside her, a greatfish rose massively, impossibly huge, shimmering with phosphorescence under a star-dappled sky, moonlight shining on the red-haired child splayed, face down, upon its great back, dead or deeply unconscious, face hidden under the sodden mop of hair. I heard the screaming, insistent cry of a bird and a red feather spiralled down against clouds coiling and roiling. The moon showed through a gap in them for a moment, like a sly eye watching it fall.
I saw Dragon in a red dress and a mask, her hands outstretched to me.
I saw three Agyllian birds, bearing something in a net, flying above white velvet peaks.
I saw Dragon as a child, little more than a baby, lying curled on her side in a small round cryopod, thin arms clasped around a ragged toy cat in her arms, and I heard the howl of a wolf.
I saw Gobor One Ear racing through the darkness, the other wolves loping behind him. I heard a cracking sound like thunder inside the earth and the ground shook and broke open like a vast stony maw. It spat out fire and I saw wolves falling into a molten gold stream. I heard the roaring bellow of the Entina and the cry became the sound of the siren in Habitat.
I saw the moon crack and open like an egg, and a seethe of transparent beasts emerged.
I saw Cassandra as a young woman, arms bare, face serious and sheened with sweat as she laboured at a half-made glass form, honing a dragon. I saw the young Tiban man, Samu, bend down to kiss her and then take up a piece of paper. I saw the words scribed on it: Through the transparency of now, the future.
‘You will use my words?’ he said, smiling.
I saw Dragon clad as she had been when I last saw her in the camp behind the dome. She was coming up a set of steps leading out of the earth into the open. It was a dark night and she did not see the hooded Ekoni looming over her. She staggered and lifted a hand to her brow. He reached down towards her, but at the last moment she seemed to feel his presence and she shrank back. At the same time he struck out at something and suddenly I was far away. But I saw the Ekoni reach out and catch hold of Dragon. I saw him grasp her roughly and then another man loomed up in the shadows behind him and struck the Ekoni a ferocious blow that might well have killed him, for he dropped like a felled tree and lay still.
I heard Matthew’s voice, the soft highland notes in it, though not the words. Then Dragon seemed to swoon, but before she could hit the ground, Matthew scooped her into his arms.
‘Elspeth you must wake up. We have to get away from here!’ Merret was shaking me urgently. I blinked and realised I was lying in a cobbled lane.




‘Ma . . . Maruman?’ I gasped.
‘He has gone. I am sorry about him. I just flung him off to get at you,’ Merret said. ‘He bit me and fled. But whatever happened? You were looking at him and then fell into a swoon and you seemed to be having some sort of . . . vision. You shouted so loudly . . . I feared you would be heard.’ She glanced at Reuvan who was peering out of the lane.
He seemed to sense her scrutiny, for he said over his shoulder, ‘I think you were heard. Some of the Ekoni are running towards the lane where we were when it happened and there is a lot of shouting.’
Merret rose and went to look. She came to me, shaking her head. ‘That is too much shouting and strife over a mysterious cry. Maybe something else is going on. I think we need to get right away from here.’
‘There is another safe house close to the fourth scythe,’ Reuvan said.
Merret nodded. ‘I know it. We had better go to ground there until the dawn bells toll, then you can escort Elspeth to Slavetown while I make my way to Quarry. I will farseek Jakoby as soon as I get out of Redport to tell her what happened and see what she has learned.’
Reuvan nodded, half his attention still on whatever was happening. But he came when Merret spoke his name. I tried to walk but my legs buckled under me. Seeing it, Merret nodded to Reuvan who simply bent once again and took me over his shoulder like a sack of grain. I could do no more than cling to him as he set off at a loping run. Merret had taken the lead and stopped to look out at the end of every lane before we crossed it and entered another. We came to what I now understood was the fourth scythe and waited till a group of Chafiri passed, in deep conversation. As soon as they were gone, Merret darted out and Reuvan followed. Finally Merret stopped part way along a lane and Reuvan lowered me to a doorstep, his face damp with sweat. Merret opened the door and we went inside, Reuvan helping me to sit with my back to the wall while Merret lit a lantern, then she came to squat before me.
I felt sick to my stomach from hanging upside-down during the run, but utterly glad Merret and Reuvan had been with me, else I would surely have been taken prisoner by the Ekoni. ‘Maruman was . . . was hurt . . .’ I said.
‘What did he do to you?’ Merret demanded.
‘I think . . . I think I just got a taste of seliga,’ I told her.
‘Seli . . . what are you talking about?’ Merret demanded.
‘It is a sort of futuretelling that beasts – some beasts – can do. Maruman . . .’ I hesitated, and decided not to try to explain dreamtravel at this moment. ‘He told me that Dragon had a vision and he had shared it. She wanted to see the place of her vision and I think that is why she came into Redport. Maruman led her to the place they had both dreamed of. Then she . . . I think she had another vision while they were there, and that was what he was showing me. It was as if a waterfall was rushing through me. I saw a hundred fragments, some utterly strange. The ground broke open and there was fire inside, then I saw the moon crack open and dragons flew out . . . At last it turned into a memory, Maruman’s memory, Dragon was coming up some steps out of the earth. She seemed weak, and an Ekoni appeared and tried to grab her. Maruman flew at him, but the Ekoni kicked him aside and grabbed her. Then Matthew appeared and struck him down.’
‘I am sorry about Maruman,’ Merret said contritely, ‘poor old fellow. I will go back and look for him when the way is clear. But where did all of this happen?’
I frowned, thinking of the vision. ‘I believe they were on Palace Island.’
‘Rainbow Island,’ Reuvan said, and Merret nodded.
‘It makes sense because it is close to where we came upon Maruman just now. It might even be that those Ekoni we heard running found the fellow Matthew had struck down. He will have nothing to tell, for Matthew would have made sure to coerce away the encounter and replace it with something innocuous. It is necessary because if an Ekoni is attacked, random people from Slavetown are punished.’
‘It was around dawn yesterday when Dragon entered Redport, but it was night in the vision when the Ekoni attacked her.’ I broke off, remembering others of the many tumbling fragments: had Hannah said the Balance of Terror computer was on the moon? That was as strange and fantastic a notion as the moon cracking open to give birth to dragons. Yet the queer little dog had offered me a similar vision.
‘Elspeth?’ Merret said warily.
‘Don’t worry, I am not going to start shouting and raving again,’ I told her. ‘I was just trying to think what Dragon might have been doing between dawn and dusk.’
‘Maybe she hid in the ruins on the island for the day,’ Merret suggested. ‘It is pretty well deserted and though it is not guarded, no one is permitted on the first scythe save for people on approved business, because that is where the slave pens are, and the Ekoni barracks, and no slaves are permitted there save with Chafiri tokens. As to steps out of the earth, there are steps remaining here and there from the palace.’
Suddenly it struck me with the force of a blow that Dragon might have found Luthen’s crypt! Was it possible that was why she had entered Redport? Not to present herself to her people as I had supposed, but because she knew the Seeker needed to know where the crypt was, and had seen it in her dreamtravels and remembered it in reality. Of course she might also have been looking for the sceptre her mother used to carry, for that had been kept in Luthen’s crypt. Yet she had been empty-handed when she had emerged. Was that why she had seemed so shattered? Maybe she had searched unsuccessfully for the sceptre, aware of its importance to the Redlanders, and fearing that her people would not accept her without it.
But Maruman had said she had visioned a second time after he had led her to the place she had seen in her first vision. What had that been about, or had I simply misunderstood?
‘I will go with you into Slavetown,’ Merret said suddenly. ‘I can go back to look for Maruman before we go on.’
‘He was hurt, but not badly,’ I said. ‘Either he will sniff his way to me, or I will search for him later. I wish it might have been possible to have a closer look at Rainbow Island.’
‘It is too dangerous right now, especially if the Ekoni have just found an unconscious man there, even if he does tell them he fell over his own feet and knocked himself out.’ She looked at me. ‘You know we all dreamed of you from time to time after we left the Land – strange, impossible dreams. In one, I saw you speaking with Miryum.’
‘That was no dream,’ I said soberly. ‘We found her in the desert in a Beforetime city, lying trapped in sleep and unageing in a Beforetime machine that kept her so because she was ill and it could not heal her.’
‘A machine! But then she . . .’
‘She lived still when we parted. The machine had been keeping her asleep so she would not sicken, because it is waiting for a govamen computermachine to contact it so that it can get the knowledge it needs to make a special potion. Of course, it does not realise the world has ended and there is no more govamen. The moment she woke, the sickness did, too, but there was not yet any sign of it when we parted.’
‘How strange and sad that you woke her to that,’ Merret said. ‘But Dell told me that Ines had knowledge of many things she could not tell unless a govamen computermachine would contact her and permit it. She said there must have been at least five of them in the Beforetime, one for each of the five great powers because govamen had served all of them, and they had probably been in contact with one another, until the Great White caused them to sleep. She thought all of them destroyed.’
‘And so they may be,’ I admitted. ‘Yet I tried to convince Miryum to allow the computermachine to return her to deathless, ageless sleep in the hope that I or Dell or some other person would find a govamen computermachine that could be woken and made to reach out to other computermachines. She had not decided what to do when we left her in the care of Ahmedri.’ It was a shortened version of the truth, for I could not begin to tell all of it, especially the fact that I, and the others with me, had been laid to sleep in such a machine as well.
‘Ahmedri . . . you mean Straaka’s brother went with you? Is that what became of him?’ She sounded startled.
‘He followed me because he was seeking his brother’s bones to bury and the overguardian of the Earthtemple had foretold that I would lead him to them. And in a way it was so, for I found Miryum and she knew where they were.’ I broke off, thinking I ought to have told this to Jakoby, but there had not been time for thinking about what needed to be told, truly.
‘I should like very much to hear more of your adventures,’ Merret said, shaking her head in wonderment.
‘Would that a day might come beyond all of this, when there is time to tell stories,’ I said.
‘I think it will come very soon, now that Dragon is here,’ Merret said confidently. ‘It will change everything. The Redlanders have waited so long for their queen, and it is strangely right that Dragon, who is so like the first Red Queen that she must carry the same blood, arrives at the very moment when the foreign slaves in Quarry and Slavetown are about to rise against the slavemasters, for it means we will stand together. For that reason, I think the conflict will be over quickly and with as little bloodshed as in the land and the Norselands when we overthrew the Council and the Herders . . . if only we can deal with the greatships before anything happens.’
I wondered if it was true that the freeing of the Red Land would go smoothly. Those other confrontations, though less bloody than they might have been, had nevertheless left people dead and injured, and they had been a good deal more frightening and chaotic than in the retelling and remembering. Nor did I imagine that the Ekoni would go tamely, though their masters might when it was clear to them that they had lost, especially if Dragon and her people permitted them to leave. Though this was problematic, too, for, unlike the Hedra and the Council, the Gadfians had their own land, and it was highly likely they would return in force unless given good reason not to do so. The taking of the emissary’s ship and the Black Ship might solve that, but then there was the problem of the emissary’s people, who were likely to take it ill that their emperor’s envoy had been mistreated, and what of the ships lying off the coast? They were like to have weapons, but would they truly hold off attacking if the Redlanders kept the emissary and his entourage as hostages? Matthew and the Redlanders must have considered all of these things when they made their plans, and as Merret said, now that Dragon had come they would work together.
In truth, I wondered why I was thinking about any of it. My first priority was to learn the whereabouts of Luthen’s crypt from Dragon, or maybe to learn from her what message lay within it for the Seeker, and then I must leave Redport to seek out Sentinel, regardless of whether the Red Queen had won the freedom of her people and her kingdom or not.
This is not my story and there is no ending for me here, I thought, and a terrible weariness flowed through me. I told myself the fatigue that sapped my will was partly the result of the surge of visions Maruman had poured into me and partly the fact that I had become entangled in events in Redport. I resolved, with anguish, to disentangle myself from the Red Queen and her struggles.
Despite my sorrows and anxieties, I was weary enough to drowse a bit against Reuvan’s shoulder, until Merret woke me, saying the dawn bells were tolling. She urged us to make haste, for this was the time the Ekoni changed the guard, so there was little likelihood of us encountering any of them. I thought she was also anxious to get word to Quarry of Dragon’s arrival.
As we slipped from the safe house into the quiet, cool lane, Reuvan pointed out that the looming masked ball might mean a good deal of unusual movement about the settlement, but Merret said it mattered little, for anyone involved in preparations would be busy minding their own business, save the Ekoni, whose business was looking for trouble. But she was right about the streets being empty, at least in the northern part of the settlement, and the bells had only just ceased tolling the end of the curfew when we came in sight of the gate to Slavetown. It was still closed and as we waited in a lane for the Ekoni sentries to open the gates and let out the crowd of slaves beginning to gather inside, I realised that we were lurking in the same lane as Swallow and I had waited in the previous day, for the same reason. Thinking of the gypsy, I prayed he had got safely back to the dome camp. I had intended to go out and farseek him before entering Slavetown, but for the sake of my quest I needed to speak with Dragon. The minute I had done so, I would ensure I contacted him and the others.
And then, maybe, it would soon be time for me to part from them, I thought with a chill.
‘There,’ Merret murmured, and I saw the gate opening. She turned to Reuvan and bade him go and meet Jakoby and then go as fast as he could to Quarry to let them know about Dragon. They must have discussed it while I slept for Reuvan simply bade me farewell, rose, and ran lightly back along the lane. Merret watched him go and then suggested we wait until some people began arriving before we moved. The two Ekoni were soon busy questioning a man trying to enter Slavetown with his arms full of sharpened poles, so we pushed past and made our way directly along the Knife to the Infinity of Hope. Merret knew the residence of Councillor Telluride, saying she had been to meetings there. As we crossed the infinity, I saw Cassy’s statues carved from stone in the full light of morning, and marvelled a moment at their beauty, wondering again if the name of the infinity had been taken from the final stone form, with his wings and radiant upturned face. The moon was still showing, though very palely, and it was in such a position that it seemed the winged boy looked as if he were gazing at it with yearning and hope.
This made me think again of Hannah telling Cassy that the Balance of Terror computermachine was on the moon. It sounded the wildest fantasy, and yet I found myself wondering it if were possible, for I had always wondered why my quest concerned itself with Sentinel, rather than the Balance of Terror computermachine, which directly controlled the ancient weapons of the Beforetimers. And certainly some of the teknoguilders had spoken of humans flying to the moon, though I had always discounted that as an exaggeration. But if it were true, it would perfectly explain Maruman’s loathing of the moon.
‘Elspeth!’ A familiar piping voice called. I saw that it was the Land slavechild, Sheena, who had shared her bun with me. She was sitting on the same stone bench as when I had first seen her, and when she came to me, I introduced Merret as my friend.
‘I thought your friend was a man,’ she said, staring up at the big coercer with slight trepidation.
‘Good day, young Sabra,’ Merret said, so formally and bowing so pompously that the child burst into irrepressible giggles. ‘I am not a Sabra. I am plain old Sheena.’
‘And I am plain Merret, though not so terribly old.’
Sheena giggled again happily and asked Merret if she would like to come to her house and meet her mother.
‘Sheena, I need to visit Councillor Telluride,’ I told her.
‘Hope said you came to her house looking for him,’ Sheena said, looking disappointed, but Merret said earnestly that although I had some serious business to conduct, it was her deepest desire to be introduced to Sheena’s mother. Sheena burst out laughing and caught hold of the coercer’s hand, chattering happily as we made our way through the streets, but her spirits visibly dimmed when we entered the street where she lived, and she muttered that maybe it was not a good idea for Merret to meet her mother, for she was not in a very good mood.
‘It is because of my da being taken away by the emissary.’ For a moment her face was terribly sad, but then she said eagerly, hopefully, ‘I could show you our roof garden. It is not a real roof garden but it is almost as nice as a real one.’
Merret touched my shoulder and farsent to me with painful coercive directness that she would go with the child and meet her mother, and then leave Redport. I nodded and aloud said that there was a very good view of the street from the roof garden. The coercer nodded and let Sheena lead her off, now explaining some terrible misdeed of her brother, Hil.
I turned to knock at the yellow door.
It was answered once again by the enormous Harym.
‘It is you, and alone this time,’ he said in his strange singsong voice. He closed the door and ushered me before him through the building to the same windowless inner chamber where the old woman, Maginder, was sitting alone drinking a mug of some steaming, rather medicinal-smelling liquid.
‘Do you come to us seeking Matthew again? Or do you have news of our queen?’ she asked.
I gaped at her, for a moment unable to take in the meaning of what she was saying.
‘You look exhausted,’ she said, frowning. ‘I am drinking a tisane that helps me stay alert, but you need sleep. Have you slept at all since you were here last night?’
‘I . . . I slept for an hour in a safe house,’ I said, feeling stupid with weariness. ‘But . . . are you saying Matthew is not here? That he did not bring Dragon to Slavetown?’
‘I have not seen either of them and the coming of the Red Queen is not the sort of thing that would remain secret for long,’ she said. ‘No doubt all the fuss connected to this masked ball has made it hard for them to get here, and the gates have only just opened. But fear not, there have been a constant stream of people coming since yesterday who dreamed of the rising of the Red Queen, and two people who claimed to have seen her. None of us doubts her existence, but we cannot do anything until she comes.’
I told her what Murrim had learned from Matthew’s friend Vadim, and then what Merret had said about Quarry and about Dragon. I said nothing of Maruman or Luthen’s crypt, only that Dragon had gone to Palace Island and had been saved from an Ekoni by Matthew, and that they had gone to ground for a time, before setting off for Slavetown. Maginder asked me shrewdly how I knew that, if I had not seen Dragon or Matthew, and lifted her brows when I told her my informant had been a cat.
‘If I had any doubt – that, more than anything you have said would convince me that she is truly the Red Queen,’ Maginder said. She shook her head wonderingly. ‘And of course it is significant that she should be drawn to Palace Island, though she has never been in the Red Land. But your Merret is right in saying a meeting between Redland and Quarry is needful, and it is not only wise but vital that it happen this very night, since the slave soldiers are to be taken aboard tomorrow night, after curfew. It is unfortunate that we cannot reveal the Dragon Queen to a good gathering of her people in the Infinity of Hope after the gate is shut, as we have always planned, for our people will not rise until that happens. It is strange that she should come to us on the one night the Slavetown gate is to be left open, so that she cannot be revealed. Of course she can reveal herself the very next night, though that would be even as the Quarry folk are being boarded, but if enough see her, there is still time to stop the ships, as long as we are ready to act. Of course, she has not even come to us yet, so neither I nor Murrim nor Rymer can swear we have seen her.’
‘Murrim is here?’ I asked. ‘He can tell you of people who have seen her!’
‘He is not here and you need not fulminate at me, young woman. I have told you already that I do not doubt the Red Queen has come, nor do many Redlanders, now. But she must proclaim herself our queen before we can act.’
I stifled a yawn, my weariness growing now that I had stopped, despite my dismay at finding Dragon had not yet come to Slavetown. If only Darga would come, he might be able to track her. And what of Maruman? The old cat had been injured, but after my immediate alarm, I realised his body would heal as mine did. His mood might take longer to mend, however. I yawned again.
Maginder tutted and said, ‘I will have Harym fetch hot water and make you a tisane.’ She went out and I tried to think what to do next. I ought to tell Merret that Matthew and Dragon were not in Slavetown after all, and I needed to make contact with Ana and Dameon just in case, by some chance, Dragon had taken Matthew to the dome camp. I could only pray Swallow was there, too.
Maginder returned, frowning. ‘I have been thinking of the ships and I know Rymer agrees with you about their strategic importance. Indeed it is very ill luck that the emissary’s ship is in port, for while it must be dealt with, we cannot afford to have any harm come to him or his people, for fear of the vengeance of the emperor of the land of the white-faced lords. As it is we will have to find a way to deal with the fact that we are not providing him with an army, but hopefully he will accept that we are not the Gadfians with whom that bargain was made. Our strongest bargaining chip will be the produce of the ilthum mine.’
Harym returned with a mug of steaming water and Maginder thanked him and set it on a tray. Maginder began adding a pinch of this and that to the mug of hot water as she continued. ‘That said, if there is no possibility of taking control of the ships, it seems to me the only thing is to take the emissary and his entourage and hold them hostage. At least that will prevent the emissary’s ship firing on Redport, and if we are clever we can present it to the emissary as a way of keeping him and his people safe.’
I was impressed with her strategic ability but I said, ‘What of Salamander?’
She frowned and nodded. ‘He is a problem and no mistake. It is unlikely we will be able to get anyone on the Black Ship, and he will care nothing for any hostages. But he will only care if the weapons on the emissary’s ship are turned on him. But it may not need to come to threats, for he will be unlikely to come ashore so he will not know immediately what is happening.
‘He has always been a person who knew things he ought not to have been able to know,’ I said.
‘In your Land, but here he can have no means of gaining information, for neither he nor his crew comes further ashore than the pens allotted to him, for the immediate storage of the slaves he brings to offer the Gadfians. They are on the shore near the slave pier and that area is somewhat impenetrable because of all the coming and going from the Ekoni barracks nearby. Nor does he conduct the sale. The Gadfians buy the slaves as a lot, having calculated their value, and then they are led in shackled groups to the Infinity of Obedience near the second scythe, where they are sold to individual Gadfians. Those not sold are returned to the Obedience pens, and remain there until the Gadfians buy them or they are taken for resale on the next Spit-bound greatship.’
‘Are any slaves sold directly from Salamander’s pen?’ I asked, thinking of Rushton, for Merret had said her people kept an eye on the slave intake, but given what Maginder said, she could only have meant those that came to the Infinity of Obedience.
‘Perhaps,’ Maginder said, giving me the mug of steaming liquid and bidding me drink.
I was so fatigued it was hard to think clearly. I took the tisane with thanks, hoping it would wake up my wilting mind. Ahmedri’s tisanes had always been very useful. I sipped and found the taste elusive and delicately bitter, in contrast to the strong scent it gave off. Then I asked, ‘What of Ariel? If he is here, he will be able to get information quickly to Salamander, including a command to attack Slavetown directly.’
The old woman shrugged. ‘I do not know. The pale man may well be here, but I have not heard anything of him going to the Prime’s compound. He may still be aboard the Black Ship or even in the preparation chambers within the slave pens.’
I wondered suddenly if the blocking machine could possibly be located in Salamander’s pens, and made a mental note to mention it to Merret.
‘The other thing that needs to be taken into account are the weapons in Redport,’ Maginder went on, taking up her own mug and sipping at it. ‘Rymer and Murrim have never given enough thought to that matter, in my opinion, and the Ekoni have some very nasty little devices, aside from their knives, which they would not hesitate to use on Landfolk.’
‘Maybe you should try to draw the Ekoni out of Redport so that Merret and the others with Misfit powers can use them,’ I suggested.
‘That is a good thought,’ she approved. ‘But first I think we must persuade Quarry to hold its hand, lest some disaster erupt on the eve of the coming of the Red Queen. Accidents and mishaps can slow the loading of the slaves – Rymer and I have calculated that we can slow it to such an extent that it will take the whole night to load the first batch of warriors. They are supposed to sail on the morning tide, but we could strive to make them miss it. A delaying tactic can only work if some of the slaves will board, of course, to maintain the illusion that all is well.’
‘It means the Quarry slaves will have to trust that you will make sure they are not carried off,’ I murmured, sipping at the cooling liquid.
‘Exactly. Quarry will have to trust that a people they see as meek and spineless will rise.’
‘Maybe the answer is to bring Dragon to the Quarry folk,’ I said. I drank the last of the liquid, grimacing at the bitter dregs and wondering how long it would take to wake my wits, for what I felt like doing more than anything was lying down on the seat and sleeping.
‘That is a good notion,’ Maginder approved. ‘If she comes tonight she can be presented to the meeting your Merret suggested. That might bring them to trust us,’ Maginder said with a sigh. ‘For most of them, the Red Queen seems nothing more than an excuse for our cowardice. Indeed, that is what the Gadfians think, though they imagine we do not know it. To see her, and especially if she looks as Matthew claims, will likely be a shock to them.’
I yawned again and complained, ‘I can hardly keep my eyes open. This tisane of yours has not invigorated me much.’
‘But it was not meant to,’ Maginder said placidly. ‘You are exhausted. You need sleep. Now you will sleep.’
‘No! I need to go and tell Merret about . . . about . . .’ I said, and tried to rise, but my body would not obey me. I tried to muster a coercive net, but I had consumed too much of the potion and it was already working its way through me.
‘Sleep,’ said Maginder gently. ‘No harm will come to you, Elspeth Gordie. Nothing will happen before tonight.’
I fought sleep, but it flowed over me in a soft black wave that reminded me of the inexorable power exerted by the cryosleep machine. I tried to draw on the black spirit power, but it was too late. I slept.
I dreamed of fumbled movements in the red-tinged darkness, the smell of smoke and the distant sound of explosions. Someone coughed.
‘Are you sure about this?’ I recognised the voice, but it was not until a light flashed that I saw in the brief startling brightness the dark, gleaming face of the Beforetimer Cassy, a young Cassy, though not as young as when I had first seen her.
There was another flash of light and I recognised the room she was in as part of the govamen complex at Inva, which I now knew bore the name Hegate. Cassy had been in it before with one of the white-coated teknoguilders of the Beforetime – Doktaruth, the woman with a mannish manner and short hair whose project had concerned the freezing alive of beasts in cryopods, and who had known Erlinder who went to Eden, who had known and corresponded with Kelver Rhonin.
The connections dizzied me.
But there was no sign of Doktaruth now. There was only Cassy and whomever she was speaking to. But even as I thought this, it seemed to me that there were other people moving about in the darkness, moving closer. Then the light flickered momentarily, and I was shocked to see Hannah was with Cassy. The older woman lifted a blood-smeared hand and even as the red light winked out, something she was holding glowed warmly to life – a ball of light akin to the lightsticks Ana had taken from the storages in Midland, save it was soft and golden.
‘I am not sure of anything, Cassy,’ Hannah said, ‘except that we cannot survive in any other way. It is fortunate there are still a few human-sized pods here.’
‘You said you dreamed of us looking for Sentinel,’ Cassy said. ‘How can that be when we have just seen its destruction?’
‘We saw the destruction of the computer in which the prototype of the Sentinel program was developed, not the final version of the program with its closed and impenetrable link to the BOT computers on the moon!’
‘I know there is a state-of-the-art super computer in some remote secret base, all ready to be programmed with the full and finalised Sentinel program, but Sentinel’s destruction means it can never be relocated,’ Cassy said.
‘A cloned and completed Sentinel program already be loaded into that supercomputer in its secret base,’ said a man’s voice, rich and musical. I recognised it at once as Ishmael, the old black man who had gone with Cassy to free the flame bird.
‘But the tests have not been completed yet!’ Cassy said, looking appalled.
‘The cloning and installation were done before this final round of tests began. They were just for the holovids, girl. After months of testing with not a glitch in sight, everyone felt Sentinel was perfect.’
‘But that is outrageous!’ Cassy said. ‘Well at least this other Sentinel is not active, and even if it were, it can’t link to BOT, since BOT was linked to the prototype.’
‘The Balance of Terror program is designed to seek a certain signal. That is what Sentinel sends out, but when the prototype broke connection, BOT was designed to start searching for that same signal and to go on seeking it. Were Sentinel activated, and it will be, the Balance of Terror program will immediately respond and engage, the result being what their makers intended – a full, closed link between the two programs,’ said Hannah.
‘But the Sentinel prototype didn’t sever the connection,’ Cassy protested. ‘It was sabotaged.’
‘A destruct will look the same as a shut-down to Sentinel Two, kiddo,’ said another voice, young and female but hard-edged and harsh. I had heard it before, too. Violet.
‘Look,’ Hannah said to Cassy, ‘this is not something we can think about now. But console yourself that the remaining Sentinel program can’t be activated remotely and the handful of people who have the authority and know its location are like as not dead.’
Cassy looked confused. ‘Are you saying Sentinel cannot be woken?’
‘I am saying it should not be possible,’ Hannah said gently. ‘I thought that we were making it impossible because I made the mistake of thinking there was only the prototype. But I know now that the terrible destruction I foresaw was not this holocaust, awful as it is, but a future and more terrible destruction that will leave nothing in its wake. Yet there is hope, too, because my dreams tell me that it can be averted. Not by us, but by one yet to be born.’
‘Is it the girl you dreamed of? Cassy asked. ‘The one whose face you showed me in my dreams?’
Hannah nodded. ‘I dreamed of her and I understood that she would be born with an extraordinary array of paranormal abilities that will give her the potential to reach and access Sentinel and shut it and the Balance of Terror program down once and for all. I thought it was the prototype she would be able to destroy, if we failed. But it was Sentinel in its remote base, now sleeping, that she must ensure can never wake. Yet she cannot succeed without our help, and we cannot help her if we do not survive.’
‘A child,’ Cassy said dubiously. ‘And you have not said how Sentinel is to be activated?’
‘You were very young when you came to me first,’ Hannah said. ‘And the Seeker I have seen will not be a child when she faces Sentinel. I have seen her as a woman, clad in a red gown speaking the name of Sentinel. But as to how Sentinel is to be activated, that I have not seen. I only know it will happen if the Seeker fails.’
‘Even if we live through this crazy cryopod scheme of yours, this country will be poisoned for generations to come,’ said another voice.
Hannah said, almost dreamily, ‘Our world and all of its foolish false divisions is passing away. Much of the land and water that remains will be damaged beyond redemption for unthinkable centuries to come, but there are places in the world too remote and unimportant, too small and insignificant, to have been targeted, and people will survive there as well. It may even be that some of them will find their way to those places designed by the people of our world with courage enough to have vision: habitats that will preserve or restore life, like the Whelmer Dam project or the Pellmar Quadrants, or Eden. That I have not seen either, but I have seen that the Seeker will be born in a place that is uncontaminated.’
‘Have you seen that we survive this cryosleep?’ someone asked.
Hannah lifted the lightball and looked around at the anxious, dirt-streaked faces I now saw too, most as dark as teak, a few pale and ghostlike. ‘I have told you that I had seen that we will find our way to one of those clean places and live and work and prepare the way for the Seeker who will come, capable of ending the threat that is Sentinel.’
‘But how can she do that if the base has defences and is designed to resist human interference . . .’ someone began.
Hannah looked in the direction of the speaker. ‘Thanks to Masterton’s greed, there is a secret back door into the program which he had his tame programmers introduce so that his arms manufacturer friends could manipulate the final test, causing Sentinel to attack. We were able to prevent it, but that caused Sentinel to destruct and the Balance of Terror computer to retaliate, as much as it was enabled to do. But that back door exists in the cloned program as well, and it will provide the means by which the Seeker can reach Sentinel’s vulnerable core and shut it down.’
‘What about BOT? Won’t it just start looking for another signal?’
‘It will, but we have the hacker’s key Masterton had Ulrik make, and if our Seeker manages to shut down Sentinel, she can then use it to ping BOT and manually instruct it to shut itself down.’
‘She would need a chamber prepared to enable that communication, and what about the perimeter defences?’
‘We could easily generate a second hacker’s key made to the same specifications, but calibrated to interface with the perimeter defence program,’ said the pale-skinned, spike-haired Violet. ‘But your Seeker would need a computer and she would need a way to power it and be capable of using it in order to create a unique identification code that would enable both keys to serve as access codes. How is she going to do any of those things in the world that you have foreseen where the knowledge of such things is all but lost?’
‘You got to leave her them hacker’s keys, a computer and detailed instructions,’ said Ishmael, glancing down at something cradled in his arms.
‘How is a primitive to understand even the most explicit directions? And given the picture your dreams have painted of the time to come, there will be no fusion generators. Even if you find some way to power a computer, how can we leave your seeker any message or a computer, when we don’t know what state the world will be in, let alone where she will be?’ asked a woman.
‘I know where she will be and we will go there, Lavender, all of us, when we emerge from cryosleep,’ Hannah said calmly. ‘And the answer to how she will manage her task – our seeker’s abilities will help her bridge the gap between this lost world, and hers.’
‘If we sleep in cryopods and wake when the world is safer, we will still need messages that will stand the test of time, if she is to be born far in the future,’ Cassy said thoughtfully.
There was the muted sound of an explosion and then a long wailing cry. A red light played over all of their faces.
‘It is now or never,’ Hannah said. ‘We have been safe in here, but I have foreseen that it will not last, and once the protection is breeched it will not be long before we are contaminated. If we are going to do this, it must be done now.’
Cassy drew closer saying, ‘If we do not submit ourselves to the cryopods, we have no future. That’s what you’re saying, isn’t it?’
‘Yes,’ Hannah said. ‘But more – if you do not live, my dear Cassandra, the world will have no future. Where there is life, there is hope.’
‘Let’s do it then,’ Cassy said, her voice echoing slightly. She moved forward and climbed into something and I realised they were in a chamber with cryopods! I recognised them from Midland and from my dream of her, waking in this very cryopod.
‘Will you take him?’ asked Ishmael, looking at Hannah. ‘He suffered something terrible and he deserve to live. You know somebody got to close up the last one, Hannah, an’ it better be me. But you do this one thing. Take him.’
Cassy had lain down in a pod but now she sat up looking distressed ‘But you . . .’
‘I will go down with the ship, Cassy girl. That be fitting ’cause I bear some responsibility for all of this mess, even though I meant no harm,’ Ishmael said, watching Hannah enter the cryopod next to her. ‘It right that I do this and I am glad to have the opportunity to atone. Only, this little guy . . .’
‘I don’t know,’ Hannah said doubtfully. ‘The cryopods are made for humans and the drug doses are configured for humans. He may get nothing or he will receive a human-sized dose. He may never wake.’
‘He might die if he goes with you, but he surely die if he stays with me,’ the man said.
‘Give him to me then,’ Hannah said, holding her arms out, and the man placed a tiny bundle of fur into the pod. I saw mottled fluff the colour of smoke with a dash of sulphur yellow, a bandaged head, and a tiny drooping tail.
‘I called him Merimyn before the doctors were at him,’ Ishmael said. ‘He was such a lively, courageous little mite. I felt bad seeing him all limp and bandaged up like that. Funny thing is, I was going to sneak him out of here and home with me today an’ I would have forgot all about him if Cassy didn’t insist on freeing that flame bird. Only this poor little man don’t have no wings.’
‘Hush little Merimyn,’ Hannah said softly. ‘Sleep now and let us share this long dream.’




‘Elspeth!’ a voice called urgently. ‘Wake! Wake up!’
I struggled against sleep. Someone shook me gently and then I was hauled into a sitting position. A hand slapped me lightly. Irritated, I jerked away and forced my eyes open. Swallow was peering at me, his eyes searching. ‘Are you awake?’
I nodded, but in truth I felt groggy and disorientated, my mind full of the Beforetime dream of Cassy and Hannah and the Beforetime Misfits entering cryopods. I had guessed it, but to have seen it was astonishing. And Hannah had lain down with Maruman! It could only be him! I licked dry lips and found my mouth and throat drier still. Swallow reached away and brought me a mug of something steaming. Dimly and then with clarity it came to me that it was Swallow who was tending me!
‘It’s fine. This will wake you. The old woman made it . . . Maginder?’ I flinched, but he made a soothing sound. ‘She meant no harm by putting you to sleep, and from the sounds of it, you badly needed it. I would have let you sleep, save that Dragon bade me tell you she knows where Luthen’s crypt is, and I want to go to Ana and Dameon to tell them what has been happening.’
‘Dragon!’ I cried, shaking my head hard to clear it. ‘Where is she?’
The gypsy pressed the mug into my hand and I sipped the hot liquid gingerly. This time it had an odd, sharp, but not unpleasant flavour, and my mouth tingled. Feeling my wits sharpen, I drank again as he continued. ‘I cannot say where she is at this moment; I met her and Matthew last night.’
‘But didn’t they come here with you?’
He shook his head. ‘Merret told me Matthew rescued her from an Ekoni, which was something of a surprise because neither of them mentioned that. It was in the Infinity of Dragonstraat that I spotted them. I went there when you did not meet me. I guessed you had been locked in at Slavetown, and since I must wait for you, I wanted to see the vision of the Red Queen on the wall of the Great Hall for myself. Despite it being after curfew the place was full of activity and I simply used the aura of people to guide me away from anyone likely to challenge me. I spotted them as I was leaving. Matthew was trying quietly to convince Dragon to come to Slavetown to make herself known to the Redland leaders, but she said she would decide when and how it would happen.’
‘You said she mentioned Luthen’s crypt? Is that why Dragon came into Redport when she did?’
‘She did not say so. When Dragon bade me tell you she knew where the crypt was but that it was hard to find, I assumed it was because she had to find the queen’s sceptre and had been unable to do so.’ Swallow frowned. ‘She cannot possibly be the daughter of the Red Queen, since the last one died generations ago, but there is no doubt she is descended from the first Red Queen. I have seen her face carved on the wall of the Great Hall in the Infinity of Dragonstraat, and it might be Dragon in ten years time. I thought she must have been guided to the crypt by past-dreams, but then Merret told me Maruman had brought her there. She would have caused a sensation had she not been wound about with draperies, for as I said, they were just coming from the Infinity of Dragonstraat. As it was, I did not even see her at first. It was Matthew who caught my eye.’
‘But where did they go after that?’ I demanded. ‘How could she be such a little fool as to not come here directly?’
Swallow gave me a stern look. ‘You might remember that is a queen you are calling a fool, Elspeth, and these Redlanders are not likely to take kindly to it. Mind you, they might be getting more than they bargained for in their little Dragon Queen. I don’t think they have really thought of her as a person so much as an ideal and a symbol.’
I nodded, soberly. ‘You are right and I will mind my manners, at least aloud. But you have not said where they went.’
‘That is because I do not know where they went after we parted. Dragon had some notion, which Matthew did not like, which came from some dream she had in which she saw you in a red dress.’
‘Me!’ I was taken aback.
‘So she said, but I did not get clearly what she was trying to say to Matthew before she broke off and began to tell me to tell you that she had found the crypt and that you must go there with her once she has proclaimed herself queen. She wanted to know where you were and I told her you had been trapped in Slavetown when the gate closed at dusk. That was what I thought. I told her I was coming to find you as soon as the Slavetown gates opened.’
‘What did she mean by saying she would proclaim herself . . .’ I said, beginning to feel apprehensive.
‘She means to reveal herself as the Red Queen.’
‘Of course,’ I said impatiently. ‘But how does she mean to do that if she will not come here? Didn’t Matthew tell her the Redlanders have a plan to present her to her people here in the Infinity of Hope?’
‘Matthew asked exactly that and Dragon told him haughtily that it was not his place to question her if he would have her as his queen. I thought he would snarl at her, but he said that he spoke out only for the sake of the Quarry folk who would to be carried off in two days by the emissary’s ships to fight in an unknown war, unless the Redlanders rise against the slavemasters, which they could not do until she took her place as queen.
‘Dragon said that he had told her all of this and that he had also told her the gates of Slavetown would stand open tonight because of the masked ball, which meant the Redlander council could not present her to her people until tomorrow night. Of course, this was true, but he said that they would work out what to do. She said that it was not for him or anyone else to decide what was to be done,’ Swallow said.
‘Ye gods,’ I said, somewhat astounded.
‘I think it is as you said some while ago. She has not forgiven him for his treatment of her in the past. Her manner to him is brusque and very cold. I wondered that he endured her high-handedness, but he was deferential even when he argued with her and he was not suppressing anger or I would have seen it in his aura. There was no anger or outrage in his spirit. Only an overwhelming humility.’
‘The block does not affect you?’ I asked.
He shrugged.
‘And all of this talk took place after curfew in the Infinity of Dragonstraat?’
‘Some did, for the place was full of activity as I said, but we did not remain there for long after I came to them. Matthew suggested we take refuge in a safe house he had established nearby and I said I would welcome a place to get a couple of hours of sleep before dawn. Dragon agreed and I think Matthew was utterly relieved. I gathered he had brought her to the infinity at her insistence. She had wanted to see it and the image of the Red Queen, but she did seem utterly mesmerised by those queer towers, which truly seem to be nothing more than strange giant statues left over from the Beforetime. She kept talking about her mother and the missing sceptre, which you are supposed to be going to help her find, and those towers. It was as if she was remembering something, only it can’t be a memory, of course. Perhaps she drew in some of the memories of her ancestors and mine, during the period she lay in deepsleep in a coma.’
I was fascinated by how he was knitting together a tale from disconnected bits of truth, and it was likely Matthew and the Redlanders had done the same, never guessing that Dragon was truly her mother’s daughter. I might have told him about my vision of the child on the back of the great fish and then curled in a small round cryopod, because he had seen Miryum wake from one in Midland, but it was too complex a tale to tell now.
‘Did you say those towers are from the Beforetime because you guess it or did Matthew say it?’
‘I heard it first from some Gadfians passing through the infinity just before I met them. There is a good bit of talk about them because apparently there is a similar set of towers in the emissary’s land, or so he told the Chafiri Prime, which might explain why the placatory gift-giving celebration is happening in the infinity.’
This bit of information was so startling as to silence me for a moment, then I said, ‘So you went to this empty safe house together?’
‘Matthew brought us both to the home of two Gadfian men whom he has coerced to regard him as a dear and valued friend, though he says he needs to make contact regularly and coerce them anew to keep them obliging and open handed. He said it was better than the network of safe houses because there was food to be had and fire for cooking and water-heating devices, courtesy of the land of the white-faced lords. Clothes, too. He did not say so but I think he was worried Dragon’s attire was too eccentric and that it and her filthy face and hands might draw attention to her. Twice as we were passing out of the infinity he had to make contact with passersby when they showed too much interest in her.’
‘Matthew truly seems to have developed full coercive abilities,’ I said.
‘He spoke of that when Dragon agreed, very reluctantly, to bathe. It seems it started with dreams when he was very ill and another time when he was badly injured. He has a limp as a result. But if I am not mistaken, he was guided and instructed by your Agyllian friend, for the voice that guided him ceased abruptly, I suppose when she died.’
That the Agyllians would involve themselves with matters in Redport was strange, but before I could ask any more questions, Swallow continued. ‘While we were eating, I said I would come to find you once the curfew ended so that I could get into Slavetown. Matthew said that there was a way to get in during curfew, and he would show me if Dragon would agree to go with us. She saw his ruse for what it was and bade him go with me, if he desired it so. Of course he had no intention of letting her out of his sight. I saw that in his face and in his aura. He said he would stay with her and she spent a good bit of the night asking questions, then she and I slept for a time. Matthew stood watch because the block erodes any coercion that is not constantly tended, and he needed to keep an eye on the men whose house it was. Finally we parted and I came here to seek you out. Matthew told me how to find this place. He got a mask from our hosts and bade me wear it, for this day the Chafiri have decreed that all Gadfians, even halfbloods, must wear masks until the unmasking tonight as a way of honouring the emissary. He had one for himself and for Dragon, too. Though the Chafiri have not commanded it, most Redlanders will wear them as well, as a tribute to the queen who will come. Of course, most of them have no idea that she really has come.’
‘But what did Matthew and Dragon say they were going to do next?’ I asked. ‘Are they still in the safe house? Where is it?’
‘It is not far from the Infinity of Dragonstraat but I doubt they would be there now,’ Swallow said. ‘They were preparing to leave, too. Matthew had slipped out for a little while we slept and had obtained some finery for Dragon. The last thing I heard was Dragon telling Matthew that she would reveal herself to her people as her mother had done.’
‘What did she mean?’
‘I do not know, nor would she explain. But whatever she had in mind, it showed – it made her spirit blaze like fire,’ Swallow said.
The apprehension I had felt at discovering that Dragon had not come to Slavetown sharpened; there was something in the gypsy’s words that sent a frisson of dismay through me. I got up too quickly and my head spun until Swallow helped me to sit.
‘Why is my life full of headstrong impetuous women?’ he muttered. Then he chided me. ‘Maginder said you ought to take things quietly for a bit, until one tisane has a chance to defeat the other in an honourable war.’
I wanted to snap at him to stop his nonsense, but truly I did feel odd. ‘You mentioned Merret? When did you see her?’
‘I had just come from the Knife into the Infinity of . . . I can’t recall the name. The large one close by.’
‘The Infinity of Hope,’ I said.
He nodded. ‘Yes. I saw her there with a pert child who took one look at me, blushed to the roots of her hair and dashed away. It was immediately clear Merret had known I was in Redport, which told me that she had seen you. I explained that I had spent the night in a safe house with Dragon and Matthew. She told me that far from being trapped here you had been out and about in Redport all night. She showed me here and then left.’
Some of my anxiety faded at the knowledge that Merret knew Dragon had not yet presented herself to her people.
‘A golden giant admitted me and brought me to the old woman and after I had told my tale to her and then to a stern man called Rymer, he wanted immediately to send someone called Murrim a-hunting for Dragon with his tattered little army of Redlander halfbloods, but Maginder said they must wait, for the queen had her own plan and it was not their place to seek her out, since clearly she knew they were there in Slavetown ready to serve her, but had neither come to them nor summoned them. Then the one called Murrim turned up and said she was little more than a child, and Maginder said a queen was a queen before she was a child.’
‘She sounds frighteningly sanguine,’ I muttered.
‘She is, and when they started arguing about what that plan might be, Maginder said rather dreamily that many folk had dreamed of the Red Queen of old emerging at the end of the masked ball wearing her mask and finery and crossing to the centre of the Infinity of Dragonstraat to unmask, raise her sceptre and proclaim herself the queen.’
‘Are you saying . . .’
‘I am not saying anything.’
‘To show herself as the last Red Queen did, and there, would be a bold stroke and far more dramatic and efficient than if she had let Maginder and the others trot her out like a prize in Slavetown.’
‘It is a pity she cannot do it tonight, but she does not have the sceptre yet, nor will she be able to raise a dragon coercively because of the blocking machine, and getting into the infinity would be impossibly difficult,’ Swallow said. ‘On my way here, I passed it again and there are now barricades set up at the end of every street leading into the infinity. That was what was going on last night, though I did not realise it. There is only one way in and that leads to the entrance to the Great Hall, and it is already heavily guarded. The slaves carrying food and drink in were stopped and searched and then escorted in and probably out as well.’
‘But there are a hundred doors that open onto the infinity as well as all the streets,’ I said.
‘Most have been boarded up and every one of those left open is guarded,’ Swallow said, ‘presumably so the guards can escort people from the building in and out of the infinity, because there is no other way in or out. From the talk of people milling about, the barricades are supposed to protect the emissary from any sort of attack by halfbreed Redlanders and Landfolk who have relatives in Quarry. And even if Dragon did get into the infinity, maybe by means of Matthew’s coercion, the Ekoni would soon overcome him and take her prisoner.’
‘But that is the whole point of her showing herself,’ I said. ‘Her people would not allow her to be taken. No matter how passive they have become, the sight of Ekoni manhandling their long-awaited Red Queen is like to rouse them up in a single moment, and far more effectively than speeches.’ I imagined the spectacle. ‘Yet how could she get into the infinity and show herself to enough people before being captured or killed by the Ekoni?’
‘Perhaps Matthew could coerce some of the Ekoni to escort her into the infinity. But what of the Black Ship and the emissary?’
‘The emissary and his entourage would be at the ball with no idea of what was happening outside,’ I said. ‘The shipfolk aboard his ship will have no idea what is happening either, and even when they do, they could not fire on the settlement and risk killing the emperor’s envoy. It seems to me that the Black Ship is a good deal more of a threat.’
‘Surely he will not fire his weapons if Ariel is in Redport,’ Swallow said. ‘Merret told me about the treasure the Black Ship shuffled onto a Gadfian ship, and I can’t see Ariel not being there to take credit for it.’
‘Except I don’t think that is the treasure,’ I reminded him. ‘I think Sentinel is what has been offered to the emissary.’
‘But you don’t know that for sure,’ Swallow pointed out. ‘You don’t even know if Ariel is here. Dragon dreamed of Ariel having a conversation with an emissary who may not even be the one who came here, and he offered a weapon that would be better than a slave army. For all we know that thing transferred so stealthily from the Black Ship was some sort of weapon.’
He was right, of course. I got up again and this time my senses remained steady. ‘I need you to find Jakoby and see what she has to say about the emissary’s ship and about the Black Ship. I asked her to find out if Ariel was aboard. And if Merret is there or one of our coercers or farseekers, they will be able to contact Ana to let her know what is happening.’
‘What will you do?’
‘I will try to get onto Palace Island, for if Dragon found Luthen’s crypt, then I might manage it as well. It might even be that Maruman is lurking somewhere, and I can get him to lead me to it.’
‘You are seeking Cassandra’s message,’ Swallow said soberly. ‘It is queer, but for the moment I had almost forgotten your quest.’
‘That was always the danger in coming here,’ I said.
‘Well, you will need an escort,’ he reminded me. ‘I will go with you to Palace Island and then I will seek out Jakoby.’
Harym was sitting on a stool in the hall and he rose, blocking the way to the door when we approached, and saying I must speak with Maginder before leaving. Swallow’s eyes narrowed, but I bade him wait and I would go up to speak to the old woman. Harym directed me to the roof terrace.
I slowly mounted the steps he had pointed out, thinking of the long Beforetime dream I had experienced under the influence of Maginder’s potion, trying to remember all of the things that had been said about Sentinel, for surely it was vital to know that the two keys hanging about my neck were almost certainly the hacker’s keys referred to by Hannah and the Beforetime Misfits, and that they served different purposes, despite having wound together. One key was to let me interact with Sentinel, to prevent it from ever waking. The other had something to do with the Balance of Terror computermachine. My mind still boggled at the idea that it was on the moon and had once and was even now sending out its endless siren call to Sentinel.
I shivered at the thought.
Stepping out onto the roof, I was dismayed to discover it was much later than I had realised. The sun was already sinking towards the Talons. Maginder was intent on watering some small plants in pots, but hearing my footfall she looked up, eyes very alert. Seeing me, she heaved a sigh. ‘I meant no harm in giving you the tisane, young woman. You needed sleep. You spoke with your handsome gypsy?’
I nodded. ‘We are going now.’
‘You will seek out the queen,’ she said. ‘Rymer has sent Murrim to rouse Matthew’s halfblood network to search harder, and Rymer has been meeting all day on and off with groups of the Redland halfbloods in Slavetown, begging them not to do anything until we find the queen.’
I asked about the meeting with Quarry, and whether or not a decision had been taken about the ships. The old woman told me that there would be a formal meeting between Redland and Quarry at midnight, when the attention of the Ekoni was well and truly centred on the Infinity of Dragonstraat and the Great Hall. She added that both Rymer and Murrim were uneasy, fearing that, despite the meeting having been arranged, there might be some mishandled attempt to take the ships that would lead to the destruction of the settlement. The fact that the slaves were already beginning to be moved in groups from Quarry to Redport did not help matters. Luckily they were moving slowly, shackled ankle to ankle, and so far there had been no trouble. That would certainly come on the morrow when they were marched into Redport and boarded.
I wondered if there were Misfits distributed among the shackled slaves, or if all of them were watching from the cliff ruins, where they would be safe and free to use their powers. To allow the slave warriors to be taken into Redport would require great faith and trust in the readiness of the Redlanders to disrupt and delay the boarding process. It sounded to me as if Matthew had been the linchpin between the two groups, only now he had vanished and they were uncoupled. The moment the shackled groups entered Redport would be decisive, I thought.
Maginder went on to say that a large body of Ekoni were divided between the Infinity of Dragonstraat and the shore of the bay. It struck me that they were probably spread thinner than they liked, and as a consequence, those charged with patrolling the streets, and particularly the shore area, were likely to be more aggressive and quicker to violence than ever and a good deal more suspicious. I wondered aloud if the High Ekoni had tried to convince their superiors to do things differently, and she answered that Murrim thought that they planned to use the occasion to flush out dissidents once and for all, and to build a case for getting rid of all foreign slaves and breeding up more passive Redlanders. She grimaced at the thought.
‘Do the Ekoni have any fear at all that the Redlanders might rise in defence of the Landborn and other foreign slaves?’ I asked.
‘I think they cannot imagine it,’ she answered. ‘A lack of imagination is the greatest flaw of tyrants, and not only of tyrants. Rymer and Murrim suffer from it as well.’
Something in her tone caught me. ‘You don’t think they should be out looking for Dragon?’
She answered obliquely. ‘Murrim fears that if the Landborn fight their captors, there will be a great deal of blood, for many of the halfbloods cleave to them in love and loyalty, and they will not suffer their friends and family to be taken away without a fight. The coming of the Red Queen is nothing more than a story to most of them. Rymer fears that the Ekoni will be ferocious if the Landborn dare to act against their masters. Their greatest fear is that our queen will perish in all of this, without ever revealing herself to us.’
‘There is reason for that fear,’ I said, somewhat amazed by her calmness.
‘They would catch the queen like a bird and put her in a golden cage,’ Maginder said. ‘But she is not a bird. She is a dragon and they should listen better to what she has said, and use their imaginations.’ She chuckled. ‘Like as not they will get their fingers singed.’
‘They fear for her and so do I,’ I said.
Without warning, the ground shook and the building with it. Maginder dropped to her knees with an agility that belied her age and a calmness that told of the frequency of these quakes. It did not last long and as I was helping the old woman to her feet, the Entina gave its dreadful roar.
‘Some say it roars thus because it does not like the ground to quake, but oft I wonder if it roars in anticipation, like a beast locked up, seeing a gate opening,’ she said, more to herself than me.
Yet her words sent a shiver of ice through me. Before I could speak, Swallow came bounding up the steps, his expression alarmed. ‘I do not mean to intrude but the ground quaked,’ he said in apology.
‘Strangely we noticed that,’ Maginder said with amusement. Then she turned to me again. ‘You say Maginder and Rymer fear for our queen and that is so, but it is not our place to fear for her. If she is our queen, it is our place to hear and to serve her that she may serve us better. Yet she is not your queen, Elspeth Gordie, nor the queen of this handsome fellow,’ she leered a little at the startled Swallow before returning her sobering gaze to me. ‘Matthew said that it was you who found her in the ruins and brought her to this Obernewtyn where your people dwelt long in secret, before they joined the rebels and took over the Land. He said you have been as a beloved older sister to her.’
‘That is true, but you have reminded me that she is no longer a child in my care. She is a queen come to her own land and her own people,’ I said. I wished her well and said we would leave if her giant allowed it.
‘He will let you out now that we have spoken. But do not think that you and the queen have done with one another yet. Raise the Dragon,’ Maginder said devoutly.
I was pleased to be able to farewell Murrim and Maya, who were arriving as Harym let us out. They greeted me warmly and I introduced Swallow to them. Like Maginder, they assumed I was going out to search for Dragon, and warned me the streets were somewhat chaotic, and the scythe south of the infinity was clogged with Gadfians wanting to secure a good place from which to watch the arrival of those attending the masked ball, though there would be a good many more people out at midnight, spread through all the surrounding streets, for when the ball ended, the Chafiri would come out the other end of the Great Hall into the Infinity of Dragonstraat for the honouring of the emissary. There were to be fire displays, martial displays by the Ekoni, slave dancers and some performance by the women of the emissary, though this last might be no more than one of the many rumours abroad.
‘Of course they will all have to watch from outside the barricades,’ Murrim said. ‘No one will be permitted into the infinity, for the Ekoni are terrified some attack will be made on the emissary, thereby drawing down on Redport the fury of the emperor’s ships, anchored outside the bay. For this reason, you had better steer clear of any Ekoni, for they have taken a good many Landborn and halfblood Redlanders prisoner already, partly out of suspicion gone mad and partly to frighten others out of any misbehaviour.’
‘It is the fact of the masks that has got them so unnerved,’ Maya said. ‘It is impossible to tell whether a person is a fullblood Redlander or otherwise once they have a mask. They are unmasking people at knifepoint if they see the slightest thing that rouses their suspicion.’
‘I have the mask Matthew gave me, but you will need one, too,’ Swallow realised.
‘You can buy cheap ones in the Infinity of Hope,’ Maya said. She reached into her pocket and drew out a few little greymetal coins, waving away my thanks and asking if I was not the woman who brought them their queen.
‘Do you think there is any suspicion among them that the Red Queen will rise?’
Maya shook her head. ‘There are whispers, of course, because our search has given rise to excitement and hope, and inevitably the Gadfians have heard of it. But though they emulate her masked ball and her sacred walk for the amusement of the emissary, they would think nothing of our excitement, for what can anyone expect from superstitious folk like us who would imagine the mystical rising of our long-dead queen?’
I nodded and bade them farewell again, and Maya hugged me and whispered, ‘Raise the Dragon.’
We made our way to the Infinity of Hope, and I bade Swallow buy me a mask from a stall selling them, giving him Maya’s coins. I looked about as I waited, wishing I had examined the row of statues in bright daylight. It was busy and the scent of food was already floating about, making me hungry. I had told the gypsy I had changed my mind about him going to the ruins, and explained my reasons, and we agreed that he would escort me to the island and then we would leave Redport together. If it was not dark enough to cross the plain, I would farseek Ana and bid the horses come for us as soon as it was dark.
‘You are assuming you will have whatever it is that Cassandra has left for you, and that you will be able to leave and continue on your quest, but what if you do not have it?’ Swallow asked when he returned. ‘What if you need Dragon?’
What if she needs me, I thought, remembering his message about the sceptre, blinking away a hot wash of tears at the memory of the filthy and feral girl child I had lured from the ruins in the Westland, and the knowledge that I might never see her again.
‘It seems all of Slavetown is planning to make use of this suspension of curfew, and not just the Redland contingent,’ Swallow muttered, as we approached the gate. ‘No wonder the Ekoni are nervous, for the Landborn can take no pleasure in seeing the emissary honoured.’
He was right, for although the majority of people streaming along the Knife in our direction were Redlanders, there were many Redland halfbloods and some foreign slaves as well. Ahead the gate was clogged with people, and as we slowed to a stop behind them, I heard one of the Ekoni command someone to make sure their wrist was bared at all times during suspension of curfew, for any slave stopped and found to have concealed their slavemark would be fed to the Entina, and it already had a feast awaiting delivery to the ilthum mine.
‘I wonder that the Ekoni did not insist the curfew stand, at least for Slavetown folk,’ Swallow said softly to me.
‘There are too many Redlanders living inside Slavetown and too many Gadfian masters and mistresses wanting their minions this night,’ grunted a man standing beside him, putting on a monstrous green mask with slitted eyes and a small central horn.
Swallow gave me a look, reached into his pocket and wordlessly passed me two masks. The first was round and white and featureless. ‘It is an emissary mask, so Matthew said,’ Swallow told me. He took it and I was startled to see the remaining mask was shaped like a cat’s face, for the mask lent to me long ago by Rolf’s sister had been a cat mask, too, though that had been an exquisite work of art.
I looked up to see that Swallow had put his on and I shivered at the strange blandness of a mask that showed nothing, then I put on my own mask.
Moments later, we were outside the gate. For a time we simply let ourselves be carried along with the crowd of people moving towards the towers, allowing them to guide us. Swallow pointed out that to move away from the main stream of people was to risk being stopped and questioned by Ekoni, and neither of us bore slave tattoos. That everyone was masked gave the procession a truly dreamlike strangeness.
Swallow’s idea had been that we would come to the scythe that ran close by the nearest tower, and then peel off and make our way down it towards the bay, criss-crossing from lane entrance to lane entrance as we went, if it was empty. He did not have to say that getting to the island might be impossible, given the area was taboo even on normal occasions and we could not hope for the luck we had had before. I expected we would have to leave the scythe before we reached the end of it and wend our way through smaller streets and lanes until we came to one that brought us to the cobbled first scythe that ran around the bay, close to the island. We would enter one of the residences that faced the island, coerce anyone within and wait until the masked ball was underway to leave and cross to the island to search it, for presumably most of the Ekoni would be drawn away at that time, aside from the ones keeping watch of the makeshift camps of shackled slaves to the north of Redport.
The tower rising up above us shone blood red in the fading dusk light, and I wondered if there truly were other such towers in the land of the white-faced lords, and what they signified there. Then I thought of Gilaine and wondered where she was, and then, where Daffyd was. The thought of Rushton came to me then, and I recalled that one brief glimpse I had of him with such a weight of yearning anguish that my steps faltered.
‘There is a strange atmosphere here,’ Swallow said softly.
I swallowed hard and collected myself, glad his attention was turned outward in that moment. I looked around and found that despite the laughter and vaguely festive air of people in their finery talking and chattering in anticipation of this extraordinary event, under it was a darker thrumming tension. Was it resentment that the Gadfians were usurping a Redland tradition or the fact of the massing of Landborn slaves for transport, I wondered?
We were beginning to move down the scythe when the sun set, and as night fell over Redport, all about us torches and lanterns were lit. It was an easy moment to leave the main crowd and make our way down the scythe towards the water. Just as I had feared, there was almost no one at the end of the street. Seeing a large Ekoni patrol enter the scythe and begin marching towards us, we entered the labyrinth of smaller streets. They were empty and it was very quiet away from the press of people bound for the area between the two towers. The few people we saw were intent on their own business and no doubt uneasy at being out in the night, even though there was no curfew. It was a good hour before we came along the same street we had entered from the cobbled shore scythe the previous day, but I saw at once that there was no point in trying to get onto the island, for there were four ship boats pulled up on the other side, and people wandered about them as well as making their way across the island and over the stone bridge to where a number of closed chariots waited, harnessed up to muliki wearing lavish trappings. There were a good number of Ekoni standing about.
‘It is the emissary’s party,’ Swallow murmured. ‘I can see ship boats coming towards the island from the Black Ship, too. Both ships are anchored in deep water and I do not see how anyone could get aboard without a ship boat, and how could that happen with so many Ekoni guarding the bridge?’
I could see nothing of the greatships but the odd glimmer of light and its oily reflection on the water. I watched some black-swathed figures passing over the bridge, and it seemed to me that I could hear strains of music. I wondered if some sort of entertainment had been provided for the visitors as they crossed the small island from shore to shore. All of the people wore flowing black clothes and white masks similar to Swallow’s, though he had removed it when we left the scythe, not wanting its whiteness to catch someone’s eye, but when they passed a lantern hung at the end of the bridge, I realised they were not wearing black clothing after all, but hooded red cloaks that covered their clothing and flowed along the ground behind them.
‘We can wait,’ Swallow said. ‘Once they have all gone to the ball, most of the Ekoni will follow them up to the infinity. ‘
I shook my head. ‘It is no use. There is too much risk here, and as you said, I might find nothing.’ I did not know whether to be glad or apprehensive at the realisation that I would have to find Dragon.
‘Are you sure you do not want to wait?’ Swallow said. ‘It is likely to be worse rather than better tomorrow when all attention will be concentrated on the shore and the ships. Unless you mean to try in daylight.’
‘I must try to find Dragon,’ I said. ‘Let’s get back to the scythe. I can’t think in this narrow tangle of streets.’
‘Look,’ Swallow said, nodding up at the second-floor window of the building we were passing, where a red flag fluttered. ‘Merret told me they are a signal that means Raise the Dragon.’
I frowned, thinking of Murrim telling the child in the cellar at the end of the secret tunnel from Slavetown that it was not yet time to raise the red flags. ‘I think it might mean something more than that,’ I murmured.
‘Maybe it is an alert like, Watch! or Listen!’
Listen, I thought, and in that moment, I seemed to hear Maginder, saying in her cracked voice, ‘She is not a bird. She is a dragon and they should listen better to what she has said, and use their imaginations.’
I drew in a swift breath and stopped. ‘Tell me what Dragon said again,’ I commanded urgently.
Swallow shrugged. ‘Only that she had found Luthen’s crypt and would show it you once she was queen, and something about being unable to find the sceptre. Or maybe she meant she could not get it.’
‘Not that part,’ I said. ‘The part about proving herself the Red Queen?’
He frowned, ‘Dragon told Matthew that she would reveal herself to her people as her mother had done.’
‘And her dream about me?’
‘That you were in a . . . Elspeth, what are you thinking?’ Swallow asked looking truly startled so that I wondered what he saw in my aura.
‘You told me that she dreamed I was wearing a red dress, and those people we saw coming from the emissary’s ship wore red, and, my dream of Gilaine and the women to be gifted to him tonight all wore red dresses as well,’ I said. ‘Dragon is going to reveal herself in the Infinity of Dragonstraat tonight. That is the meaning of the flags. It is the signal that the Red Queen will reveal herself, and if I am not mistaken, they are Maginder’s doing. She figured out what Dragon meant to do from what we told her. I bet the flags were originally meant to summon people to the Infinity of Hope in Slavetown, but the Redlander leaders would never have been so stupid as to let anyone know the location in advance. They would have sent out messages today if Dragon had come. But she didn’t.’
‘Then the Redlanders will take the flags . . .’
‘As meaning the most obvious thing, that the Red Queen will reveal herself where all Red Queens have done so, and at the end of a masked ball. That is why the crowd feels odd. Ye gods, I dreamed of Dragon in a red dress!’ I said.
‘You really think she means to get into the Infinity of Dragonstraat tonight of all nights?’ Swallow said incredulously.
‘Especially tonight of all nights, and Swallow, it occurs to me only now that if she were killed in front of her people’s eyes, she would still have fulfilled her purpose for having revealed herself: the Red Queen would have risen and thereby freed them from their vow of passivity.’
Swallow nodded bleakly. ‘You are right. And if she is killed, the Redland might rise but your quest will fail.’
I nodded. ‘I must find her.’
‘We have until dawn to do so, but where to begin? We don’t have any idea where she is.’
‘No, but we know where she will be at dawn, and I know how I can get there.’
‘If you are wrong, you will be trapped . . .’ Swallow said worriedly, looking doubtfully at the unguarded compound gate.
‘I’m not,’ I told him. ‘Dragon will come to the infinity tonight and I need to get there, too, and this is the only way. But we won’t go in here,’ I added. ‘In fact, you won’t come in at all. I want you to go out of Redport, contact Ana and Dameon and make sure they are safe. Tell them what has been happening and stay with them. If Merret contacts you, tell her about Dragon and also that I think the blocking machine might be in the slave pens reserved for Salamander.’
‘This feels too sudden,’ Swallow said.
‘Isn’t it always the way that the most important things come suddenly and take us unawares?’ I said. ‘Tomorrow, if Dragon can reveal herself, this will all be over and she will be queen. Then she will bring me to Luthen’s crypt and I will go on with my quest.’
‘Can a settlement be overthrown in a night?’ Swallow asked.
It was not truly a question and I did not answer it, for of course it would be more complex than that, but the aftermath of Dragon’s rising to her throne was not my concern. No matter what was happening, I would have her bring me Luthen’s crypt and I would go on with my quest. Unlike Swallow, I did not feel dismayed at the turn of events. I felt relieved to have a clear course of action.
Swallow embraced me. ‘I will return as soon as I have contacted the others,’ he promised. ‘At least I can escort you to the infinity.’
I made my way round to the lane where a row of buildings backed up against the compound wall and to the door Nareem had brought me to the first night I had entered Redport. I knocked and waited. Seeing a black cat dart from shadow to shadow through a pool of lantern light, I thought of the little kitten that had been put into Hannah’s hands in my Beforetime dream, with its bandaged head. I had seen it before, in a dream where Cassy had been an adult dreamplaying with a little girl and the kitten. It had stuck me as a queer coincidence at the time that it was like to Maruman in its colour and markings and even its name – Merimyn. I had wondered if it could possibly be an ancestor of Maruman’s, but the truth had been far stranger. The damaged kitten Hannah had taken at the last moment into the cryopod had been Maruman himself.
The door opened a crack and the Landborn slave Cora looked out. For a moment she blinked at me in bafflement, then I lifted the mask and saw recognition creep into her eyes. ‘You,’ she said. ‘Saba Nareem is not here.’
‘Gretha?’ I said.
‘He has taken her with him to the house of the Chafiri he serves, to prepare his wife and daughters for the ball. They left more than an hour past and I do not know when they will return, for they will accompany her to the Great Hall as part of her entourage.’
My heart sank. I had not imagined they would be gone! How was I to inveigle myself into the Great Hall without their help? A passing man cast me a frowning glance and I bade Cora let me in so we could talk without drawing attention. She hesitated a moment then opened the door just enough for me to squeeze through into the large chamber I remembered from my previous visit. The tables were covered in clippings and scraps of cloth, most of it red. Keely, the younger Redland woman, was folding up swatches of cloth while Demet was seated at one of the tables sewing some small and intricate thing. As on the first occasion they all stared at me.
Before any of them could gather their wits to speak, the door at the back of the room burst open and two boys came in, jostling one another in rough horseplay. I knew from Nareem’s thoughts the door led eventually into the yard surrounding his residence. The boys were so intent on their battle that it took them a moment to register my presence, then they both stopped, alarmed. The plump younger boy recovered first, drawing himself up and demanding to know who I was.
‘The master sent her, now go back into the house,’ said Demet calmly.
‘My father likes us to come here,’ said the younger boy pugnaciously, and now I saw Gretha’s look about him.
‘I am sure he does,’ I said calmly. ‘Indeed he has spoken of you to me.’
The boy’s eyes widened. Then he giggled and elbowed the other boy.
‘Of both his sons,’ I said, lest a new war break out. The bigger boy puffed up and put on a pompous air.
‘I am the elder so I am more important,’ he announced.
‘Neither of you is important,’ snapped Keely waspishly, taking each of them by the ear. They both howled in protest as she led them to the door through which they had come. ‘You are both halfblood slavesons and never forget it,’ she said, releasing them.
‘Yet our master loves you dearly, which is why you do not want to displease him,’ said Demet smoothly, kindly, and bade the boys go back into the compound. They obeyed resentfully, then all three women turned to me.
‘Why are you here?’ asked Cora. ‘Do you still seek Mad Matthias? Or your love? Rushton, you said was his name.’
I swallowed a rush of pain. ‘I seek the Red Queen,’ I said.
‘You said you had dreamed of her coming here, and suddenly there is a rumour that she will reveal herself this very night as the Red Queens of old,’ said Keely.
‘Perhaps it is more than a rumour, Keely. Red flags fly all over this city,’ Demet said softly.
‘Perhaps they are your doing,’ Keely accused me.
‘I think they are my doing,’ I admitted. ‘Instead of seeking out this Deenak, as you advised, I went to Maginder and Murrim and Rymer, for I wanted to tell them that I had come to Redport with the Red Queen, and it seemed to me that story would be of more interest to Redlanders than Landfolk.’
‘You said you were looking for your man and for Mad Matthias and they are Landborn, that’s why I sent you to Deenak,’ Keely said defensively. ‘And now you say you are looking for the Red Queen, though you told Maginder and the others that you had come to Redport with her.’
‘I did say that, and all of it is true,’ I told her. ‘When I came here, she was outside Redport waiting for me to bring back news of this place and of those loyal to her. I was seeking my friends to ask their help. But before I could find them and return, the Red Queen entered Redport herself. She found the one you call Mad Matthias and he sent a message to Maginder and the other Redland leaders that their queen had come. She means to reveal herself this night in the Infinity of Dragonstraat – that is what set the red flags flying.’
‘That is the rumour running like fire through the whole of Redport, yet it seems to me from what you say that none of the Redland leaders has set eyes on this dream queen of yours,’ Keely said shrewdly. ‘Is it not a ruse to force us to break our oath and rise to prevent the emissary taking the Quarry folk?’
‘But if Maginder and the others believe . . .’ Demet said to her.
‘Seeing is believing. Isn’t that what the oath says?’
‘Maybe it is,’ I snapped, weary of her suspicion, which I thought was more a habit than the truth of her heart. ‘But you will see nothing if you close your eyes tight.’
Keely flinched. ‘My eyes are open and what I see is a Landwoman with a dream that turned into a queen that no one has seen.’
I turned to Demet, who asked mildly, ‘Why have you come to us?’
‘Because you did not betray me,’ I said. ‘Because at dawn the Red Land will have its queen, but I need your help to reach her before she reveals herself.’
‘Why would the Red Queen want you with her, Landborn?’ Keely demanded.
‘Because we travelled a long hard road together to get here, and because we have been as sisters for many years,’ I said simply and without resentment, for I knew I could coerce them if I must. ‘And because your people cannot help her until she proclaims herself, because of your oath. But I can.’
Yet how well, I wondered, thinking of the Ekoni bristling with weapons and aggression, patrolling the infinity, the block preventing me from using my abilities properly, and Dragon revealing herself, all alone. I was suddenly vividly reminded of something I had seen through Matthew’s eyes, long ago: Dragon standing up to soldierguards and Herders, furious and defenceless. Yet surely the farseeker would never stand aside and allow her to be harmed.
Keely exchanged a glance with Demet, who said, ‘What can we do even if we wanted to help you? We are here alone, a pack of women and two unruly boys.’
Cora added resentfully, ‘We cannot go out without a man, though the emissary is to be entertained with flame and music and dance in the Infinity of Dragonstraat. Nareem would not arrange an escort because he fears some violent display by the supporters of the Quarry warriors to be gifted to the emissary.’
I caught a look pass between the two Redland women that told me they had already decided to disobey Nareem. Doubtless they had arranged with Redland men to escort them when Cora and the household slept.
‘The women of the emissary are to fight one another,’ Cora went on sulkily. ‘It is a tradition among their people. The wife of the Prime spoke of the matter yesterday when Gretha and I were making adjustments to her gown. She said Shambala must be a very queer land, for there, people care about hiding their faces and their emotions but not their bodies. She does not approve of women fighting, but Nareem says the Chafiri are looking forward to the freakishness of it.’
‘Have you heard if Ariel is here?’ I asked.
‘How you do harp on that one,’ Keely sniped.
‘I have not heard he is here in Redport,’ Demet replied calmly. ‘It is said among the Chafiri that he is seeking the treasure he promised the emissary in some distant land. But you have not said yet what you want of us.’
I gathered my wits. ‘When I was here last, I saw in Nareem’s mind that Gretha would accompany his Gadfian mistress to the ball as part of her attending entourage.’
‘That is true,’ Keely said. ‘She was moaning about it this morning because she will be trapped the whole night in some poky little antechamber in the Great Hall waiting to oil her mistress’s arms or massage her neck while every other person in Redport will be celebrating a night without curfew and witnessing whatever spectacles occur.’
‘Not that we are going to be able to enjoy it, with no man to escort us,’ Cora pouted.
‘I wonder that you would wish to go and watch a celebration for this emissary who will carry off your own people as slaves,’ Demet said rather coldly to the younger Landwoman, who wilted.
‘What would you have of us?’ Keely reiterated.
‘I need to get into the Great Hall, for that is the only way I can see to get into the Infinity of Dragonstraat, and I cannot do that without help. I had hoped to accompany Gretha.’
‘You would never be admitted because you are not a Redlander,’ Cora said. ‘No foreign slave is permitted to serve any Chafiri, for they do not trust us. Especially tonight when the emissary will come there with his women before leading away the Quarry slaves, almost all of whom are foreign slaves. As are most of the women he will be offered,’ she added.
‘Not that anyone would know her as Landborn, so long as she was masked,’ Demet said almost casually.
Keely gave her a sharp look. ‘Would you have us help her?’ she demanded bluntly.
‘I know you have your doubts, but if our queen rises this night, as I dreamed last night she would, it might be as well for her sister to be with her, and for that sister to have some special power to aid her.’
Keely’s eyes widened and returned to me, and this time the suspicion had given way to something more ambiguous. ‘I will take you,’ she announced, decisively. ‘I have a man’s attire prepared, and a bowl of ash for a beard in case I am unmasked. I will turn myself into a man and escort you to the Great Hall. Demet, she will need a dress and something that has been forgotten, which she is to bring to Gretha. It must be something important.’
‘But what?’ Demet fretted when Keely had run out. Absently she rummaged in a pile of clothes and then handed me a simple voluminous shift of green sandsilk, saying it was loose enough for me to pull over my shirt and trews, if I rolled up the legs a bit, and not too fine for a slavewoman to wear.
‘The red cloak!’ Cora cried. ‘The one rejected by the Prime’s woman! It is magnificent and no one seeing it could doubt that it was created for tonight. Though you might have told me you meant to go out,’ she added reproachfully.
‘Yes,’ Demet said, and hastened away. She returned with the same great swathe of gauzy red that Nareem had brought out the last time I was here. Demet shook it out and for a moment we all gazed at it, exquisite in its extravagant cut and the way it caught and played with the light.
‘You can say it is for the wife of our Chafiri,’ Demet continued. ‘A gift ordered up by her friend the High Chafiri’s wife, to please the emissary because it is the colour worn in his land for important ceremonies. It was forgotten by Gretha in the haste of getting the other clothes ready.’
Keely nodded, having returned clad in men’s trews and a split tunic. She handed a bowl to Cora and bade the Landwoman give her a beard. Cora set about her task with sparkling eyes, her sulk forgotten.
‘If anyone asks, I will be Nareem’s son and you shall be his halfblood daughter,’ Keely told me. ‘No one will know any better.’
Demet carefully folded and wrapped the red cape, then she produced two masks, saying that she had made them for the night.
I told her I had my own mask. ‘But I thank you for your help, all of you, for myself and for Dragon, from the bottom of my heart. That is her name, your Red Queen.’
‘Dragon,’ Demet echoed wonderingly. ‘My mother said that is what people called the last Red Queen. The Dragon Queen.’




‘It seems to me you have done this before,’ Keely said, looking at me. I was startled to see that her eyes were bright with relish and anticipation. She saw my expression and laughed softly.
‘Do you believe the Red Queen will rise tonight?’ I asked her.
‘I do not know, but after being tame for so long, I find I am ready to be wild,’ she said. She fastened on her mask and bade me do the same.
It was very dark now, and I wondered if there were clouds covering the moon. There must be, for it was not yet darkmoon. The mask made it hard to see well, though both of us carried lanterns Cora had pressed into our hands. I was carrying the folded cloak under one arm, praying it would serve to get me where I needed to go.
‘Look,’ Keely said in a voice she had deliberately deepened, for there were people moving about us. Most carried lanterns but I saw two men and a woman carrying lightballs that looked exactly like the lightball Cassy had carried in my most recent Beforetime dream. They must have come from the emissary. ‘Look,’ Keely repeated impatiently, and I realised she was staring ahead of us some way, to where the vast Infinity of Dragonstraat glowed with light. There was a great press of people in the streets between us and the infinity, but we were on higher ground, having deliberately come around wide to the south, so we could see over the heads of people to the open space where a double continuous row of lit torches now stood in metal brackets all about the infinity, a wall of fire within the barricades set up between the buildings.
‘We are not far from the scythe that will bring us to the entrance of the Great Hall,’ Keely said, her voice slightly muffled by the mask. ‘That is the closest the Great Hall comes to the outer edge of the infinity. There are barriers there, but they will be left open to allow the guests to arrive. That is the way it was done when a new Chafiri arrived to be welcomed by the Gadfians. Of course it will be guarded.’ For the first time she sounded uncertain.
‘Do not be afraid,’ I said. ‘I can coerce anyone who gives us trouble, so long as I can touch them.’
We moved about the infinity, and for the first time, I saw the Great Hall from the side. It was only one level high but long-sided, its roof flat. In place of windows, the length of the wall was a lattice of sculpted stone beasts, many of which I had seen before only in Beforetime books, for thousands of kinds of animals and birds had perished forever in the Great White. There was a blank wall behind the lattice, but there must be recesses for the beasts were lit from behind as well as by torches set all along the side of the wall, and the shiftiness of the light made them seem to quiver with life. It was an extraordinary sight, but I could not see the frieze of the first Red Queen.
‘It is around the other side,’ Keeley said, and I remembered my dream of Matthew looking up at the carving soon after he had come to the Red Land as a slave. He had been hauling stones in a basket across what I had then taken for an open square, when he had glanced up and the blood had drained from his face. That had been the moment when he had understood that the raggedy little girl we had found in the Beforetime ruins in Westland – the same despised urchin who had adored him and trailed after him until he had struck out cruelly at her – must be related to the Red Queen, and that she must be the queen her people were waiting for, that they might rise and overthrow the slavemasters who occupied their land. How it must have delighted his heart to find himself in a tale about a lost princess.
I imagined Dragon standing before that same enormous carving, proclaiming herself the Red Queen, and my heart lifted, for surely seeing her stunning likeness to the first Red Queen her people would know at once that she was the one they had waited for, even if she lacked the sceptre and would be unable in that moment to coerce dragons.
‘You had better speak for us,’ I said, as we approached the barrier to the back of the Great Hall.
There were not so many people here, because the majority of the guests had entered and the watchers had obviously moved away to find positions that would give them an unobstructed view of the infinity. There was a wide entrance, through which the closed and open chariots now lined up in ranks must have passed to disgorge their passengers. But there was also a gate where slaves and lesser folk were lined up.
‘They will be waiting to get in and serve their masters and mistresses,’ Keely said softly, but still keeping her voice pitched low. ‘They will have tokens from them, but you will have to coerce us in.’
‘Wait!’ I cried, and reached through a slit in the side of my tunic to the pocket in my trews. I felt for the token I had taken from the man I had coerced when I was with Murrim and Maya.
Keeley’s eyes widened and for a moment all of her suspicions returned. ‘Where did you get that?’
‘I stole it,’ I told her. ‘Will it serve?’
She shook her head and suddenly grinned. ‘It will serve beautifully, though the man who lost it would have been whipped for failing to return it.’
‘I think he filched it from his mistress,’ I said.
‘Well, it will get you in, but not me, although that will not matter. I would only escort you there anyway, if you were really bringing a forgotten thing to Gretha for our master.’
Two Ekoni guarded the gate we were approaching, and there were more lined up inside the barricade, illuminated in the leaping flame-light cast by the torches. I noticed there were still people arriving through the wider gate on foot – Gadfians, masked and clad in magnificent clothing, predominantly red or black or grey, though the great majority of masks were white and strangely sombre. Each walking party was accompanied by a bevy of slaves burdened with baskets and bundles.
As we approached the front of the queue, I told Keely softly that she must do something to draw attention to herself so that I could make contact with at least one Ekoni and coerce him, in order to have an ally if something went wrong.
‘Ekoni,’ Keely said gruffly, when it was our turn, ‘this foolish slavewoman forgot to include an important cloak in the bundle that my father, Saba Nareem, delivered this night to the wife of our High Chafiri master. It would not matter save that it is a gift to her from the wife of the Prime. I would have this slavewoman take it to the slavewoman Gretha who tends our master’s mistress. I have given her a token from my master.’ It was smoothly said and she must have thought it out as we walked. The Ekoni scrutinised Keely closely, and no wonder, for she was small and slight, and in the daylight no one would take her for a man. The other Ekoni had turned away to answer some query, and I took advantage of the moment to push forward and open the bundle, revealing the costly red gauze with its fine delicate stitching, partly as proof of her story, partly as a distraction and partly because it allowed me to brush the hand of the Ekoni. I slipped into his mind and coerced him to think that Keely was small because he was a stripling and full of boyish dignity and pride, then I tweaked the memory of the man so that he thought of his own youth and how often he had been sent on errands that mortified him.
‘All right lad, you wait and she can go in,’ he said tolerantly.
Keely obeyed and I guessed she would slip away as soon as she got the chance and return to her home so that she could lead Demet and maybe Cora to the infinity to await the rising of the Red Queen.
I edged through the people making their way up the broad steps that ran round the whole of the Great Hall, and attached myself to a huddle of slavewomen following a High Chafiri and his wife. When he stopped to speak with another Chafiri, I followed his wife into a side chamber. The room was enormous and full of groups of slaves fussing about their mistresses. It did not take me long to find Gretha who, like all of the slave women, wore no mask. I had removed mine and she saw me at the same moment, and gaped in astonishment.
‘What are you doing here?’ she whispered.
Rather than trying to explain I drew her to sit on a bench and asked where her mistress was.
‘She has gone in already,’ Gretha said. ‘But what are you doing here? And how did you . . .?’ She stopped, her eyes falling to the green dress as I shrugged off the enveloping cloak I had taken from Riyad’s husband. ‘You have been to the house? My son . . .’
‘Both boys are fine,’ I assured her. Rather than wasting time on words, I unwrapped the gauze gown, and under its folds, closed a hand around her wrist. Her astonishment increased as I simply poured into her mind the memory of all that had happened since I had knocked at Nareem’s door. Apologising to her inwardly, I coerced her to want to help me. ‘The Redlander Queen is truly here? Here?’
I nodded. ‘She is or she will come here ere midnight, for this is the only way she could enter the infinity, what with the guards and barricades. If she can establish herself as the Red Queen this night, with so many watching, the Redlanders will rise and overthrow the Gadfian slavemasters.
‘What will happen to the Gadfians?’ she asked.
‘Perhaps she will offer them to the emissary as slaves in place of the Landfolk,’ I said, thinking this would be an expedient and elegant solution to the problem of the Gadfians as captives. The Redlanders would certainly eschew keeping them as slaves, but could not risk allowing them to sail back to New Gadfia. I saw the look on Gretha’s face and remembered that no coercion would hold firm while the block was active. ‘I do not think harm will come to men like Nareem or any of the Gadfian halfbloods who have done no harm to Redlanders. But tell me, how is it inside the hall? Will I be able to get through it and into the infinity easily?’
‘Not until midnight when the main doors open, and everyone goes out for the festivities and displays. When do you think she will do it?’
‘I would have thought before the people in here go out, for she would be very visible being all alone in that great space. Otherwise she will be lost to sight.’
‘Maybe she is out there already, pretending to be an Ekoni.’
‘She is very small and slight and I do not think anyone would take her for a lad, let alone a man. Yet Matthew – Mad Matthias – will surely be with her. He would never pass for an Ekoni, though he could coerce anyone he can touch into seeing him as anything he wishes.’ I thought of the dreaming glimpse I had of Dragon, clad in red and reaching out her hand to me, smiling eagerly. ‘I think she is here somewhere.’
‘It will not be easy to find her here, for there are many guests and all of them are masked,’ Gretha said. ‘And you will not be permitted to enter, as a servant.’
‘I have a token,’ I said, showing her.
‘That will not do, here. No personal servants are permitted into the hall because the Chafiri fear for the safety of the emissary. They are waited on by Gadfian attendants this night.’ She looked down at the red cloak I had laid in her arms and frowned, stroking the cloth absently. ‘The only way to get into the hall without being stopped, will be to go through the Great Hall as a guest. You will have to wear this. You would never get away with it in normal circumstances, but tonight, you can wear a mask. But not that one you came in – it is too plain and ill made.’
There were smaller chambers and she led me to one and helped me into a plain shift and then the red gauze cloak. She went away and returned not with a mask but with a basket and bade me sit and swiftly pinned and plaited my hair so that at a glance it would look like the complex towering confections affected by Chafiri women. She fretted at my lack of hair jewellery before deciding that the plainness could be seen as an affectation. Then she smeared red and gold colour from a little pot over the cat mask until it looked like a spill of flame, trimming it to increase the effect. She fitted it onto my face and then dabbed colour around it onto my bare skin and lastly onto my lips. Finally she dusted my neck and arms and hands with a glittering red powder.
‘Will I pass?’ I asked, resisting the urge to wipe the paint from my lips.
‘You actually look rather wonderful,’ Gretha said.
I cared nothing for that; all that concerned me was that the clothes and mask and paint would render me invisible in a vast hall filled with women and men in exotic flowing clothes and masks. Only a few had painted faces, but Gretha had insisted it was necessary because otherwise my skin about the mask would look too pale.
No one paid me any attention upon re-entering the side chamber, but when I made my way across the room, I sensed eyes following me. I felt dangerously exposed but I stiffened my back and lifted my chin haughtily, telling myself that it was only the striking red cloak and the mask and paint they saw, not me. Heart beating fast, I moved out of the smaller chamber into the large main chamber that must give the Great Hall its name, and was relieved to find myself quickly enveloped by a multitude of extravagantly clad men and women. I had supposed the women would be subdued, but here it seemed they were allowed to speak and laugh and talk openly and animatedly to men and to one another. It suggested that Gadfian culture might not be as uniformly oppressive as it appeared to outsiders. I was far less noticeable now, but as I moved back and forth across the chamber, always working my way forward, searching for Dragon’s slight form, several men cast bold and offensively explicit glances at me. This reminded me that Gretha had warned me to move quickly so that no one would have time to notice that I was alone, since all of the Chafiri women were accompanied by men.
The hall was suffocatingly hot beneath the great branching lights that shone down on tall tables piled with food and on the walls hung with tapestries. Heat, apprehension and the mingled odours of exotic perfumes, spices, lantern oil, food and sweat made me feel ill. A haughty-looking Gadfian lad passed with a great glass urn on a tray, filled with water. There were no mugs but he offered me one of the tubes running from it. I was so hot and thirsty and nauseous that on impulse I accepted. I put it gingerly to my lips and he somehow made liquid rush into my mouth. I swallowed and choked, for it was not water but some sort of fiery ferment. I tried to stifle my coughing, which was drawing attention, but it was impossible. I coughed and gasped and strove to regain my breath.
A Gadfian woman in a dress of overlapping shades of blue to complement a mask painted skilfully to resemble flowing water came to ask if I was ill. Her strange way of speaking reminded me that I would not sound Gadfian if I spoke. I pretended I could not speak and she looked about, presumably for my escort. I saw the man she had been standing with moving closer, frowning.
Fortunately in that moment there was a commotion and a burst of clapping and when the woman and the man turned towards it, I slipped away and moved through the crowd until I was out of sight. Then I looked back to discover what had caught their attention. I was startled to see a man and woman, clad from head to toe in black paint, save for their white painted faces, begin to move about one another in a graceful, darting, acrobatic display that was as much battle as dance, though they did not lay a hand on one another. It reminded me of coercer displays, and the fleeting thought came to me that Merret would have loved to see it.
Relieved that the attention of the crowd was focused on the dancers, I eased my way through them, still looking for Dragon. The dance must have ended – perhaps it was only a sample of what was to come after midnight – for there was an appreciative cry and some more clapping. Then a heavy hand fell on my shoulder and a big, red-faced Chafiri man with an enormous belly demanded loudly to know where my husband was. A moment later another man asked the name of my father. I dealt with both expediently by coercing them into feeling a sudden terrible need to relieve themselves. But the next person to accost me was a tall, querulous-looking woman dressed dazzlingly in red and purple with a sneering mouth and an apoplectic air I thought natural until her words revealed that she was the wife of the Prime, and had recognised the cloak I was wearing.
‘How dare that tailor sell a thing that was made for me,’ she said, her eyes glittering with envy and outrage and a sort of cruel satisfaction as she hissed, ‘I will have his hands for this.’
Her voice was piercing and I saw at once that she would not be satisfied without making a scene. So before anyone did more than glance towards us, I reached out and grasped her hand. Her eyes bulged with outrage, and then grew dull. I erased myself from her mind, tweaked her senses hard and sent her staggering off with the beginnings of a headache that would force her home early. In desperation, I coerced the next man who approached me and made him my companion.
It was with immense relief that I reached the great doors that were the front entrance to the infinity. They were closed fast, but to my delight, there was a side door standing open.
I dispensed with my dazed companion, whereupon, obeying my coerced command, he went unsteadily a little distance from me then tripped over his own feet with a cry that drew all eyes, managing to haul over one of the tables piled with food. I had been waiting for it, standing against the wall beside the door, and now I simply stepped through it, without any need to coerce the young Ekoni who had been guarding it, for he too had been distracted by the accident.
I was startled to realise the door had not brought me outside onto the steps, but into a luxurious chamber a good deal smaller than the one where Gretha waited for her mistress. It, too, had walls hung with cloth, but in this case, it was embroidered silk curtains and tapestries, and there was a thick soft rug upon the floor. Several women sat on ornate stools, while others stood about in groups. I stared, for every one of them wore a red veil that covered her from head to toe. It took me a moment to realise that they were all still, arrested by the sight of me.
‘Who are you?’ asked one of the women in an authoritative voice, drawing off the veil. She was a Redlander, maybe thirty, tall and very voluptuous with dark hair running to yellow at the ends and pale blue eyes. She wore no mask and her face was utterly unblemished above a gown of red Sadorian sandsilk. We had never met, but I knew her face, not from life but from a dream in which I had seen her combing Gilaine’s moon-white hair.
‘She is no Gadfian!’ said another woman, drawing off her veil with an impatient sweeping gesture to reveal another face I remembered from my dream. A Land face, vividly beautiful and framed by a great wild mass of curling brown hair, restrained at the temples by two jewelled combs that flashed red fire as she moved. She wore a red silk dress too, but of a different cut from the other woman’s.
‘Who are you?’ reiterated a third woman curiously, drawing away her veil to reveal Redland colouring and strangely contrasting white hair plaited about her head in an intricate cap wound through with pearls.
Another of the women with close-cropped hair and a gown cut low about her shoulders to accentuate a long and lovely neck, having unveiled herself, too, stepped forward without a word and plucked the mask from my face.
‘We should not unveil ourselves,’ said one of the other women.
‘I am suffocating in the stupid thing,’ said yet another woman, dragging off her veil. She was a Landborn beauty with hair like a fall of black silk and long pointed nails stained gold at the ends, whom I remembered from my dream as tormenting Gilaine. She turned to the first woman who had spoken, crying, ‘Is not this emissary satisfied with having decided to claim us all rather than choosing among us? Is this another who has caught his fancy?’
‘You are a fool,’ said the big blonde Redlander. ‘She is not one of us. Look at her clothes!’
‘Neeve,’ I murmured, and the Landwoman reared back in alarm.
‘How do you know my name?!’
‘I dreamed of it,’ I said. ‘Of all of you. With Gilaine. Is she among you?’
‘Poor little Gilaine was taken by the emissary days ago,’ said the woman who had combed her hair.
‘The emissary wanted a woman for his use before tonight. He chose her. The Ekoni who took her away said he had asked for one who would not chatter. He said she was to go aboard the Secret. That was a few days ago. Perhaps she is dead,’ she added without regret. I remembered then that she had been jealous of Gilaine’s friendship with Matthew.
‘Elspeth, I knew you would come! I dreamed it!’ said a voice I had longed to hear, and I turned to see a slight veiled figure emerging from a door I had not noticed.
‘My queen,’ said the big woman and then caught herself. ‘It is better if you stay in the dressing chamber.’
‘Dragon,’ I said, as she tore off her veil. It was as I had seen her in my dream, clad in a red dress and coming towards me, hand outstretched. Then she flung herself into my arms and hugged me.
‘You revealed yourself to these women?’ I looked about, seeing no threat in any of their faces.
‘It was necessary,’ Dragon said. ‘But I need your help.’ She looked about at the women and said imperiously, ‘Give me privacy.’
To my astonishment all of the women moved away, even the Landborn, though they kept their eyes on us.
Dragon caught up my hands. ‘Elspeth, I need to get out of here right now, and your coming will make it possible. You must give me your mask and clothes and take my place here, so that there will be no fuss about one of the slavewomen going missing.’
‘What!?’ I cried. ‘But you must reveal yourself to your people . . .’
‘And I will, but not yet. There is a thing I must do.’
‘You can’t leave and come back!’ I said incredulously. ‘That both of us got here is a miracle!’
‘I will come back, but I must go. I have been desperate, trying to think of a way. And then you came. You are the answer to my prayers.’
‘Dragon, dear one, listen to me. If you go and do not manage to come back, people will die! Landfolk from Obernewtyn who came on the four ships. Redlanders too – your own people! And what could possibly be important enough to risk that?’
‘It is Matthew,’ Dragon said, brokenly. ‘He brought me to the Prime’s compound and coerced everyone so that I could be one of the slavewomen to be given to the emissary. But he made me angry and I sent him away. I bade him go and tell the Redland leaders that their queen would reveal herself at dawn today; that they must summon their people to bear witness.’
‘He did not come to Slavetown,’ I said.
‘I know, but I am telling it all wrong. Before I came to Redport I fell asleep when I was on top of the dome. Maruman came into my dream. We dreamed of my mother, but then a monster chased me and it turned into a nightmare of Matthew in danger. I knew that I alone could save him, so I came to the island. Maruman was very annoyed but he helped me. But when I got to the island, there was no one there. Maruman told me I must sleep so that we could finish dreaming together. I did what he wanted for I was tired and afraid, and I knew you would be angry. I dreamed of the crypt then, and I found it, but it was dark inside and I could not see properly. Then I heard a shout and I came up the steps out of the crypt and a man grabbed me – an Ekoni. Maruman attacked him and the Ekoni kicked him so hard he screamed. I wanted to help him but the Ekoni kept hold of me, and then Matthew came and he saved me.’ She sounded outraged. ‘It made me so angry because it was only my trying to help him that got me into trouble. I supposed my dream had been false and Matthew said he would bring me somewhere safe and then look for Maruman and he would find you. It was not until we were in the safe house with Swallow that I remembered I had dreamed of this, and of what I must do. I made Matthew help me – but I have told you that – then they brought us here hours ago, and I fell asleep for a little and dreamed the same dream of Matthew in danger! Only this time, I knew it was happening now and that if I would save him I must be quick. He was calling to me, Elspeth! Please, stay here in my place so that I can go to him. They count us every little while and once you wear my red veil over the top of what you are wearing, no one will be the wiser.’
It was a sign of her agitation that she did not ask how I had come by the dress or how I had got into the Great Hall. ‘Tell me what you saw and let me go and help Matthew,’ I said. ‘For the sake of your people . . .’
She shook her head frantically. ‘It must be me because of where he is being held!’ There was uncharacteristic hysteria in her voice. ‘Elspeth, he found the machine that is blocking our powers! If I can free him, he can shut it down.’ I realised abruptly that there was no use in arguing with her. And perhaps her dream was true – it must be true for her to risk so much. And if the block was shut down, I would have the full use of all my abilities without needing physical contact to exert them. And not only me: Merret and Daffyd and the other Misfits among the Landborn as well. And Dragon would be able to raise her coerced dragons.
‘Very well,’ I said, hardly able to believe I was agreeing. ‘Give me the veil and take the mask. But no matter what, you have to return in time to show yourself to your people at dawn.’
‘Do not fear, for I have seen it in my dreams and it is hours away,’ Dragon said, momentarily exultant. Then her expression sobered and she turned to beckon to the big woman with the blonde-tipped hair. I was startled to see how she came at once, her expression anxious, reverent.
‘My queen?’
‘I need you to fix my hair up so that I will not look like a slave,’ Dragon said, gathering a handful of the springing mass of red-gold curls.
I expected the woman to argue or ask questions, but she merely produced a comb and called out to one of the other women who brought a handful of pins. In a very short time, Dragon’s hair was piled high and then she bade them fix the mask in place. She noticed the colour from it streaked on her hands and bade them smear it onto her face so that someone looking at her would not notice her skin was too pale for a Gadfian.
‘Dragon, are you sure this is the right thing to do?’ I asked, bidding them take the paint off my skin to darken hers.
‘You must not question the will or wisdom of the queen,’ the big woman said, though her own expression was anxious.
‘I am not the queen until I am revealed to my people and raise my dragons,’ Dragon told her solemnly. ‘But I will be soon and I will remember all of you for the help you have given me.’ She spoke aloud now and the other women came forward to watch as she embraced me. Then she embraced each of them, even the Landwoman Neeve, and I saw how she had won them.
‘I will need a male escort,’ Dragon told me with her new imperiousness.
I nodded and moments later, I cried out. An Ekoni entered then looked alarmed to see one of the slavewomen lying motionless on the floor, but when he leaned over her, I reached out and touched his hand, entering his mind. A few minutes later he left, wooden-faced, and returned with a young Chafiri man, whom I also coerced. Dragon left with him and the Ekoni looked confused to find himself standing inside the chamber with us, with no memory of having entered. He counted our heads, and then, looking relieved, went out to take up his post again.
‘We are officially the property of the emissary now, even though we have not been handed over,’ the big blonde woman told me. ‘Given how rigidly the white-faced lords view these things, the Chafiri are terrified that something will happen to one of us before we are handed over.’
‘For myself, I want no reward for helping her, save that I do not have to be taken away from this land on a ship,’ said the black-haired woman. ‘It was bad enough coming here as a child on a ship. I never want to go anywhere over the sea again.’
‘She promised that we Landborn may stay or go as we choose, and have places of our own here and husbands, but only if we want them,’ said Neeve.
I said nothing, feeling stunned by the turn of events and bewildered that I had allowed Dragon to go. I wondered if she had not unconsciously exerted coercion over me when she embraced me.
‘You had better let me take your hair down so that the veil will sit properly,’ said the big Redlander. ‘Different Chafiri and High Chafiri and their wives come to inspect us every other minute as if we were exotic beasts gathered for their entertainment. They like to speculate about the gruesome use that is like to be made of us. Oh, it will give me pleasure to see them herded aboard the emissary’s ship, though he may not want them.’
There was a movement outside and the Ekoni stepped in and held aside the curtain that hung from the roof, which had hidden us from view from the Great Hall. I expected a Chafiri man and his wife to enter, given what had been said, but instead, the Ekoni commanded us to come out. The other women silently formed a line and I joined it at the end, heart thumping. I had no idea what was happening and dared not draw attention to myself by reaching out to the slave in front of me to ask her coercively.
To my horror, all of the people in the Great Hall had moved back, forming a space at the centre, into which we walked, a line of women red-veiled and anonymous. I noticed a very small slender woman wearing a black mask and clad in a full-length tubelike purple gown so narrow that her legs seemed to be swaddled. She moved forward in tiny shuffling steps and, at the same time, she raised her arms to reveal great sweeping sleeves that fell to the floor, painted in fabulous hues.
‘Stop,’ she said.
We stopped.
She turned and bowed to a man who stepped out from the crowd. It was the diminutive golden-skinned old man I had seen speaking to Gilaine in my dream. His silver-white hair was drawn back tightly into a glossy queue and shone as if oiled, the harsh style accentuating his narrow slanting eyes, the bones in his cheeks prominent over the gaunt hollows of his face. His long drooping moustache had been waxed to hang in stiff shining icicles either side of his expressionless mouth. I was no longer in any doubt that he was the emissary because he was not masked. Instead his face had been painted white and it was utterly motionless and expressionless as he surveyed us. The plainness of the painted face contrasted oddly with the glittering cloth of gold of his tunic, the gorgeously embroidered trews and the jewel-crusted slippers he wore beneath them. He lifted his hands and pressed them palm to palm, one atop the other, elbows held high and stiff, and I noticed with a little shock that his nails were long and curving and had been sharpened into points and dipped in silver so that they looked like little echoes of the great silver-tipped metal sword he wore at his waist.
He made a slight but precise gesture with the forefinger of his upper hand, and eight women moved into the open from among the goggling crowd of Gadfians. They wore plain white silk tunics cinched tight with purple sashes at the waist, and loose silken trews above bare feet. Thrust into their belts were smaller versions of the same curving sword the old man wore, and like him, their faces were painted white.
‘Which one,’ said the emissary, and there was none of the music I had heard in his voice in my dream. It was hard and implacable.
Another man stepped out to stand beside him, a slender, extraordinarily beautiful man clad in matt black trews and a tunic that set off his pale flawless skin, his hair falling down over his shoulders like a mantle of silken moonlight.
Terror flooded through me, for it was Ariel.
He moved towards me without hesitation and reached out to drag off my veil, then he grasped me by the arm, hauling me out of line, his fingers biting hard into my flesh. Despite my shock, I was ready and I tried at once to enter his mind, but only then did I realise he was wearing gloves. They were so thin and pale and he himself was so pale that I had not realised it, and they prevented me from being able to use my abilities. He laughed and lifting his hand casually, he slapped me across the face as hard as he could. My head snapped back and my ears rang. I tasted blood and was dimly aware of shock in the faces of most of the watchers. But the face of the emissary and of his countrywomen, those in white and the one in the purple tunic, showed no emotion.
‘This is she, Chodan Sangmu,’ Ariel said. ‘The woman who would keep me from fulfilling my destiny as the man who gave your emperor the power to conquer his enemies.’
Ariel turned to me then and leaned close, his lips curved into a knowing, sickeningly intimate smile. ‘Did you truly think you could oppose me?’ he whispered. ‘I told you that you would come to me.’
He was astonishingly handsome seen so close, and yet his eyes glittered with madness and his smile was a humourless rictus. My heart felt like stone, dragging at my chest, and drearily I wondered how long ago he had futuretold this moment, how many years he had gloated in advance over it. Had he foreseen Dragon’s coming, too? I had no doubt the monster that had chased her into a nightmare about Matthew was the Destroyer.
Would it have made any difference if Atthis had lived, I wondered? Would the old bird have warned me in time to prevent this? Or had I made some other vital mistake that I would never comprehend?
As if my despair was a feast laid out for him, Ariel licked his lips, his eyes alight with cruel relish.
He had known, I thought sickly. Known he would need gloves so that he could touch me without the risk that I would coerce him. I ought to have been pleased, for it must mean he feared my strength, but even as the idea came to me, and I lifted my bare hand to touch his face, he released me and stepped back out of reach with a soft laugh.
‘Where is Dragon?’ I croaked.
‘I will have her soon enough,’ he said. ‘I laid the perfect bait after all, one I knew she would not be able to resist. I set a trap for the man she loves and she goes to him now, even though she knows he does not love her. Pitiful is it not? Pitiful behaviour for a queen, but of course she never will be a queen, and when she is dead, the bloodline of the Red Queens will have ended once and for all.’
How I loathed him, but even as my rage and fear for my friends mounted so that I could have flown at him regardless of the cost, two of the emissary’s women stepped forward and took hold of me. I discovered then that the paint they wore truly did prevent me reaching their minds as effectively as demon bands, though they were touching me with their bare hands. As they shackled my hands behind my back I looked at their master, the emissary, who watched impassively.
‘You have allied yourself to a madman,’ I began.
Ariel’s fist flashed out and he would have struck me full in the mouth if I had not turned my face aside at the last second. Nevertheless, the force of the blow tore me from the grip of the women and hurled me to the ground. I could not lift my hands to protect myself and my chin hit the floor with a force that made my ears ring.
‘A woman does not speak unless bidden by a man to do so,’ Ariel said silkily, as the women lifted me to my feet with astonishing strength. He grinned gloatingly at me. ‘I would cut out your tongue here and now for your insolence, but that would deprive me of the pleasure of hearing you scream.’
I looked at the emissary who had not moved a muscle. ‘You are a fool if you think you can trust him. Ariel will betray you and your people even as he betrayed the Herders and the Councilmen of the Land. His blood runs with treachery. Ask Gil –’
The emissary gave the slightest nod and instantly, one of the women holding me pressed a device to my arm. It was as if lightning had struck me. I felt the burning savaging pain of it in every part in my body, and I smelled it as I fell into bone-quaking darkness.
I woke to find myself being transferred from a ship boat to the Black Ship by Salamander’s men. My whole body ached as if I had been savagely beaten and I had a headache that was so terrible I could not see straight. It seemed only a little more terrible to see Salamander waiting on his deck, slender and tall and swathed in black as ever, and if he gloated as he summoned the enormous mute man who was his body servant to take me to the hold, I could not see it. His eyes were utterly cold and remote. Before I had the wit to realise I could no longer feel the block, Salamander leaned forward and snapped a demon band about my throat. Then his giant carried me down into the hold in his great muscled arms and deposited me with surprising gentleness on the black-tarred floor of a dark cell. With a grunt he fastened my shackled hands to a chain attached to a thick ring embedded in the floor, and set a bucket of water and an empty bucket beside me. Then he went out and the door clanked shut.
I listened to his footsteps thudding on the hull until they faded out of hearing, and then I laid my face down on the reeking floor and wept. The pain of knowing that I had failed in my quest was greater than the pain of my body, the pain of knowing that Matthew was in Ariel’s hands and perhaps by now, Dragon as well. I tried to believe that she would realise what had happened and get away, reveal herself to her people and that they would rise against their oppressors, until it occurred to me that it did not matter. If my quest had failed, then the world was lost.
I lay awake a long time, fleeing waking nightmares and fearing life and what I would be made to do. Unable to escape my mind, I fled into it, into sleep, and then down through the layers of my mind until the mindstream shimmered and sang beneath me. I hung there, trying to think what to do, but whether it was the shock of the weapon that had been used on me or the terrible shock of seeing Ariel – knowing he had anticipated everything – I could not seem to formulate any course of action. I felt helpless in the face of his malevolent omniscience.
When I did muster the will to draw a thread from the stream, I could not get free of my mind to let it pool into a spirit shape that would enable me to escape the prison of my flesh, the prison in which my flesh now lay.
I looked down into the mindstream and for the first time in a very long while, I was tempted to listen to its siren song, which offered release, freedom from life and pain and terror, release from a quest that I could now only fail. If I died, Ariel could not get to Sentinel, for he did not yet know what I knew. After all, I could feel the wing-shaped token against my breasts, and the memory seed was still in the pocket of my trews. The rest was in my mind. The only thing I did not have was the stone sword, which remained with Ana and the others in the dome camp.
I felt sick again at the thought that he must know of the camp and of the others, even as he had known of Matthew. He might have slain them, but knowing his love of pain, I doubted it. He would torture them to learn all they knew, and that was almost everything that Cassy and Hannah had left me. Then he would come for the things I carried. Or maybe he knew about them already and cared not, for in having me, he had them.
Was that where I had gone wrong, I wondered bleakly? Without Atthis to guide me, had I told everything to my companions when I ought to have remained silent, keeping it all locked away, even from them? Was that what she would have told me, had I not used up her strength and the last of her life in saving Rushton? She had warned me that there would be a price to pay for saving him, and I had said recklessly that I would pay it.
It is not you who will pay, she had sent and I had later taken it to mean that I would pay the price by having to manage my quest without her guidance. I had deeply regretted her death but I had not regretted the saving of Rushton’s life. But maybe when she had said I would not be the one to pay the price for her untimely death, she had meant that the world would pay the price. Had she hoped in those last second, that Astyanax would come and take her in quickly enough that she would still have time to tell me what I needed to hear? I would never know.
I did not know if there was comfort or bitterness in the knowledge that, in my deepest heart, I could not have done anything differently. I could never have let Rushton die. Thinking of him, I became aware of a golden light, and was astounded to discover it was emanating from me. But when I looked down, I realised it was not coming from me, but from a thick golden cord running away from my centre. I dipped my hand into it and felt Rushton, felt his lips on my neck and my mouth, heard his voice whispering my name. The memory of those few wondrous hours flooded through me and the cord glowed ever more brightly.
He lives, I thought, and realised that I could reach out to him and warn him about Ariel, bid him find Dragon and save her. I tried to flow along the thread to him as I had done before, but I could not escape my flesh. I ought to have been able to escape the constraints of the demon band in spirit-form, so it must be the block. I could feel it. I had been wrong in thinking it was not working when I had boarded the ship, wrong in thinking my mind was free for a moment before the demon band had been fastened on my neck.
In rage, I drew on the black spirit power and threw it against the block. To my surprise, it seemed to push hard against me for a moment. Puzzled, I ceased to attack and tried to examine it more closely. I pressed gently at it, and again, it pressed forward as if echoing my movement.
Then the golden cord seemed to pulse with life and for a second I saw Rushton. He looked around, as if he had heard someone call his name, and there was longing in his expression. I saw his lips shape my name and then he was gone. I cried out in frustration, but seeing him, I was reminded of my plea to him to live. And somehow he had done what he swore to do, and had lived and was here, somewhere.
And if he lived, then so must I.
I willed myself to wake and then lay very still, for I could hear someone moving stealthily across the chamber. I bit back a scream, realising that anyone creeping about on the Black Ship was more likely to be a friend than an enemy. Then I thought I heard the distant sound of an explosion and the person in the hold moved and I heard the faint but distinct sound of metallic beads clicking together.
Without thought, I whispered, ‘Jakoby?’
There was a quiet intake of breath and then soft yellow light bloomed. I saw the tribeswoman standing over me then, her tight black braids capped and cuffed here and there in silver and gold, glinting. She was holding one of the circular lights and by its glow I could see her skin was wet, her clothes saturated. Water dripped and trickled from her braids, lying in puddles on the floor of the hold.
Somewhere I heard the sound of another explosion.
‘What is happening?’ I asked.
‘Dragon happened,’ Jakoby said, coming to unfasten the chain from my shackle, so that I was able to stand up.
‘She came riding into the infinity in a red gown on Gahltha, holding up a flaming torch. She looked magnificent and terrible and people scattered in terror thinking Gahltha was some sort of demon beast. He cleared the barricade in one fantastic leap and reared and pranced and whinnied until every eye was on them. Then he held himself still while she stood up on his back and shouted out to everyone watching to see her and hear her for she was the Red Queen come to claim her land, and then she coerced a dragon. Ye gods, the screams! And no wonder. You have never seen such a terrifying beast! The size of it! If it was real it would have taken half the city in one snap of its dreadful maw. People fainted and screamed and vomited and trampled over one another. Half of them were convinced it was the Entina escaped from its lair.’
‘But then how are you here?’
‘Ariel and the emissary and his people slipped away in all the fuss of Dragon’s appearance. They went to Palace Island and took the ship boats tethered there out to the Secret, because the Gadfians had taken all the ship boats. Then they left. There was no tide, and yet the ship moved out through the Talons as if it had created its own tide.’
My heart sank, for if the emissary had allied himself with Ariel, he had an entire flotilla of greatships ready to attack. The irony was that the only defence Redport would have was the Black Ship. ‘You swam to get aboard?’
‘As soon as I saw the emissary’s greatship heading out, I swam beneath the surface of the water so none would see my approach. That was Merret’s idea based on your Garth’s experiments. She had a sort of bladder full of air ready and I think she was not sorry that I insisted upon using it. I emerged close enough to the hull that no one aboard would see me and climbed the anchor rope.’ She frowned. ‘The thing is that no one is aboard, and from the look of it, the weapons have been disabled.’
‘Salamander and his crew must have rowed across to the Secret, but why would he leave his ship?’
‘Because it could not sail against the tide, maybe,’ Jakoby said, but she sounded dissatisfied.
‘But why leave me alive? And wouldn’t he just wait until the tide turned? No one would dare to board him. Salamander would never leave his ship . . .’
‘Salamander never leaves the Black Ship,’ Jakoby said, in a suddenly normal voice that sounded very loud. She seemed to rise taller and square her shoulders as she looked around slowly, her eyes narrowed, measuring. Almost to herself, she said, ‘He did not leave it though we are meant to think he did.’ She raised her voice. ‘Come out, Salamander! I know about the hidden place, for all Sadorian ships have them, just as Gadfian ships do. I know you are there and I know who you are. Come forth and face me.’
There was a long intense silence, and I was about to ask Jakoby to free my hands, which were still shackled behind my back, when there was a faint noise. Then the wall seemed to move and a section swung lightly and soundlessly aside to reveal a deep low chamber. Out if it, sword in hand, stepped the black-swathed Salamander.
‘He would have me leave my Black Ship, for the sake of his plan, but I never agreed to that,’ the slaver said in the hard, strange, whispering voice I remembered from the great sea caverns under Saithwold. ‘I care for nothing in the world but this ship. I will never leave it, now get off or I will slit your throat. Take her. I owe him that much.’
‘I came for my sister,’ Jakoby said.
I stared at her incredulously, then remembered her story of her tragically damaged sister, born so because their mother had insisted on immersing herself in tainted isis pools. Her sister had disappeared after fleeing the Earthtemple. Did Jakoby believe Salamander had her aboard? He had said already the ship was deserted. Why didn’t she just do what Salamander told her? But why would he let us go, and what had he meant by saying to take me because he owed it to
him? To Ariel?
There was something going on here that I did not understand. The air was thick with it.
Salamander moved, quick as a striking snake, and pressed the cold edge of his sword to my throat. ‘Leave, else this one will die.’
‘Let my sister go with me,’ Jakoby said.
Even in my terror and helplessness, in my fury at being prevented from defending myself by the demon band, I wondered that she would speak in such a gentle, pleading way to a despised slaver. Especially one whom she seemed to believe had her sister in thrall.
‘Your sister is dead,’ Salamander rasped. ‘Leave my ship now. I will throw this one over the side and you can fish her out. Or stay and she will die.’
‘You would have to kill me as well,’ said Jakoby gravely.
‘I will, have no fear of that,’ said the slaver, yet for the first time, it seemed to me that his voice wavered.
‘You could have killed me on the Clouded Sea, but you held your fire. I am sure the pale man did not thank you for that.’
‘I did not let you escape,’ said the slaver.
Instead of answering, Jakoby took up a pouch, loosened its strings and reached into it, then she held the light she carried over her outstretched palm and tilted it so that Salamander could see what she had. I recognised the tiny sandcat brooch I had found in the lavish feminine bedchamber on Norseland.
Was it that Salamander’s woman was Jakoby’s sister?
Salamander did not move, did not breath, but the edge of his knife had left my throat. ‘What do you want?’ he asked at last, his voice barely audible.
‘I want my sister back,’ Jakoby answered.
‘There is no going back,’ said the slaver.
‘The overguardian of the Earthtemple bade me end the life of the slaver Salamander. He cannot leave this ship. But my sister need not die,’ said Jakoby. ‘She can go back with me.’
‘There is nothing for her there,’ Salamander said implacably. ‘All she has had in this life is what I have given her.’
There was a shout overhead and the sound of boots on the deck. Then moments later, Merret and two men I did not recognise came thundering into the hold. They froze at the sight of Salamander facing Jakoby.
‘Take Elspeth out,’ Jakoby said. ‘I will deal with Salamander.’
Merret came forward warily and led me out.
‘Time to die,’ whispered Salamander and leaped towards me brandishing the sword. One of the men reacted instinctively, hurling a dagger. It struck hard and true, bedding itself deep in the slaver’s chest. He fell and was utterly still. Someone called out overhead and the men looked in puzzlement at one another then ran out. I bade Merret go and I would follow.
When we were alone, Jakoby came to kneel beside the dead slaver.
‘Your sister,’ I said.
‘My sister is here,’ Jakoby said hoarsely, lifting the black swathed head into her arms.
Pity filled me as well as a sick anger at the waste of it. Here was the murderer of Idris and so many others, the taker of a thousand lives and the foul slaver. The child whose mother had given it to a temple full of terrifying deformed strangers.
‘Go,’ said Jakoby thickly. ‘I will come . . . later.’
I met Merret coming down the hold steps to fetch me. ‘It’s Matthew, he had come to fetch you,’ she said apologetically, producing a key and freeing my hands. Her eyes shifted to the closed door behind me with puzzlement.
‘Matthew . . .’ I prompted. Then a burst of joy went through me. ‘Matthew is alive? How, when Ariel had him?’
‘He will tell you. But he says come. He wants to take you to Dragon – the Red Queen,’ Merret said, somewhat chaotically. Then she grinned. ‘She is asking for you.’




I went up the steps onto the deck rubbing my wrists and blinking at the brightness of the sky, only now seeing that the whole dark, fraught night had passed. The air was cool and sweet with the smell of salt and morning in it. When my eyes had adjusted to the light, I gazed over the milky water of the bay to Redport, half veiled in a gauze of light and sea mist, wondering at the strange and unexpected events of the night. I had thought I could hear explosions when I was in the hold, but the settlement seemed utterly tranquil and very beautiful – pink rather than red, and from this direction, the two towers had a golden sheen about their bulging heads.
I heard a shout and turned to see Matthew climbing up onto the far side of the deck. Then he was running towards me, limping slightly, barefoot and bare-chested with wild matted brown hair that hung past his shoulders and a dozen old scars.
I had seen him in dreams, but now as he embraced me and lifted me off my feet and swung me round, I saw that he was truly and in all ways a man grown.
‘Elspeth!’ he shouted joyously, and my heart felt as if it would crack open like an egg as I threw my arms about him and hugged him back and wept and laughed, and for a time neither of us could say a sensible word. Then, when the first mad joy of our reunion ran its course, we stepped apart and looked at one another properly.
‘I forgot how beautiful ye are,’ Matthew said, his highland accent unaffected by his years in the Red Land.
I looked down at the poor once-lovely gauzy cloak, ripped in a dozen places, the green dress under it shredded, and burst out laughing. ‘Beautiful?’
‘Well, ye’ve shrunk a bit though,’ he grinned. Then suddenly serious again he said gravely, ‘I am so glad to see ye, Elspeth. I have missed ye so terribly.’
I sobered too. ‘You were the first true friend I had in the world and it broke my heart when you were taken away.’
Matthew’s eyes dropped to the demon band and he deftly unhooked it. Fortunately it was not the sort that locked with a key. He dropped it with a curled lip and then he was pouring images into my mind as he spoke. ‘To begin with, all I thought about was gannin’ back to th’ Land. Then I came here an’ . . .’
‘You saw the Red Queen on the side of the Great Hall,’ I said, seeing it with him, feeling his wonder and astonishment. ‘I dreamed it.’
We were silent a moment then, for there was so much to tell that had happened in the years since we had seen one another. So much sorrow and beauty.
‘I dreamed of you here,’ I said.
‘I dreamed of you often, and then once when I was badly injured and near to death, the bird flew into my dreams and told me I must live and that you would come with the queen. Elspeth, it taught me so much and then one day it said you were coming and then it spoke no more. But I had so many strange dreams about your journey, then a few days ago, I dreamed you were here and that she – the queen – was in danger.’ His face darkened. ‘I dreamed sometimes of Ariel, too. I feared fer ye when they said he’d disappeared, for I thought he’d taken ye with him.’ He reached out and touched my cheek and I winced, for that was where Ariel had struck me. ‘One of the women that was to be given to the emissary said he knocked ye to th’ ground.’ His expression was bleak now. ‘It would have been better fer all of us if I had gone after him an’ killed him when he fled th’ Teknoguild caves after torturin’ ye all those years back.’ I saw Cameo in his mind for a moment, a pale, sweet ghost. ‘But ye thwarted him again an’ again in th’ Land and he dinna count on th’ Red Queen visionin’ of him gloatin’ over me an’ recognisin’ that I were in a tidal cell.’
His mind showed me the tidal cell and I felt a surge of terror at the realisation of how near he had come to being drowned by the incoming tide, even as I marvelled at the strength of his mind.
‘The queen knew exactly where I were an’ she knew the trick of the lock to free me,’ he said.
His face shone with reverence and for a moment I saw there the thin limping boy I had met at the maze gate at Obernewtyn year before, yearning for heroes. How strange that the greatest of his heroes was a slight girl he had once spurned.
‘How did he catch you?’ I asked, for there was much that was not yet clear.
‘I was a dolt,’ Matthew said bluntly. ‘I heard a rumour that there was a machine in the slave shed by the shore, an’ we had been huntin’ for it for moon upon moon without the slightest idea of where the machine was. I ought to have questioned it, but I were thinkin’ of th’ queen and worryin’ about her that I walked into it like a fool. Salamander’s people were waitin’ an’ they trussed me up and he questioned me.’ He paused bleakly. ‘I was determined nae to speak of ye or the queen, but th’ bastard kenned ye were both here. He knew so much. His questions were pointless. The point was pain . . .’
I opened my mouth to tell him the point was that his pain had summoned Dragon, leaving me in her place, easily taken, but I closed it again, thinking there were a number of thorny reasons it would be better not to speak of that.
‘I am glad you saved Dragon from the Ekoni . . .’
‘Maruman an’ I,’ Matthew said, smiling. ‘I dreamed of him, sometimes, too, but I could hardly believe it when I saw him. I dinna believe it, until Dragon said it was he, truly. An’ that Darga an’ Gahltha were here, too. Swallow told me of the computermachine that laid you an’ the queen to sleep. I kenned it but I dinna ken what I were seein’. He told me about Miryum, too. And withal, I think I have heard the smallest part of yer adventures. The queen told me of yer quest, but the bird told me of it, too. She said it would bring ye here and that ye would bring the queen wi’ ye because she were part of it.’
‘We will speak of that later,’ I said, feeling a residue of reluctance to speak of it openly, now that Ariel was near.
‘Yes, fer now the queen awaits ye,’ he said. ‘We can talk more on th’ way.’
Despite the limp he climbed lightly down a ladder into a waiting ship boat and I followed awkwardly after him, my shoulders and arms cramping from having been pinned back all night long. Once we were seated, Merret untethered us and Matthew shipped the oars and began to row us away from the ship in long fluid strokes.
‘What about Merret and Jakoby?’ I asked, as Merret lifted a hand in farewell before disappearing from sight.
‘They will stay aboard th’ Black Ship wi’ a few Redlanders until th’ queen decides what to do about it,’ Matthew said. ‘There is some talk about tryin’ to fix its weapons so we can defend th’ bay against th’ emissary’s ships, but strangely th’ flotilla has nae made a move in our direction. Nor has th’ Secret gone off to join them. It is anchored only a wee way from th’ Talons. It sickens me that Ariel got away yet again, an’ that once again he allies himself wi’ powerful and dangerous folk that mun do us harm. But Merret has Blyss up on yon cliffs keepin’ watch, an’ the Redlanders had some means in the ancient times to block the Talons that mun be repaired.’
I thought about Salamander, but I could not bring myself to speak of the strange scene in the hold. That was Jakoby’s tale, if ever she chose to tell it. Instead I asked him how he had known I was on the ship, for there had not been time enough for Jakoby to send word that I was there.
‘I kenned it because the queen visioned it,’ he said cheerfully.
‘She never used to have so many visions,’ I murmured. A thought struck me. ‘It is strange that Ariel saw so much, but he didn’t see you getting free or Dragon riding into the city on Gahltha and rousing up the Redlanders.’
‘Ariel’s nulls did th’ greatest part of his futuretellin’, and he did nae have access to them when they might have warned him. He kept a special chamber stocked with them in Salamander’s pen, an’ he took anyone with Misfit abilities that he could gie his hands on to make more nulls. Nae that anyone but we Misfits kenned it, an’ he seemed to delight in comin’ here wi’ one trailing dead-faced after him, that had once been one of us. But I dinna ken where he made them into nulls. Aboard the Black Ship mebbe, though Merret said there were nae any Zebkrahn machines aboard.’ He frowned. ‘The wonder is that he dinna see me all this time. I guess I was nae important enow, until I saved th’ queen. The thing that worries me now is that I have no doubt Ariel is coercin’ th’ emissary to bring back his whole fleet to attack Redport.’
I wondered if he was right. No matter what he had told the emissary, Ariel wanted Sentinel and he believed that he needed me to acquire it. Had he taken me prisoner at the masked ball, believing I knew where Sentinel was, only later realising his mistake? That might be why he had left me behind. If I was right, then the emissary might be lying offshore in the Secret, waiting for me to continue my quest before attacking the settlement, because Ariel would not want to risk me being killed in an attack. Was it possible they were simply waiting for me to leave Redport? I would warn Dragon and bid her resurrect the ancient defences of the bay as quickly as possible, and maybe Ana could be brought in to look at the weaponmachines, for her machine empathy might enable her to fix them.
‘What happened to the Quarry people being held outside Redport until they could be got aboard the emissary’s ships?’ I asked.
‘A large force of Redlanders an’ various halfbloods were mustered and marched north from th’ settlement led by Murrim. It were a deliberate show of strength intended to make the Ekoni think twice about attacking, but still it was something of a shock when the majority of them up an’ fled. One lot have barricaded themselves in the dome closest to Redport, an’ another lot crept around the settlement to enter from the south, and have joined the Chafiri who have barricaded themselves into their compounds with hostages. Merret an’ some o’ the other coercers will deal wi’ them, by an’ by, now that th’ block is gone. But the Redlanders reckon it is better to let them calm down and then try to parley so that no one is hurt.’
‘I supposed most of the hostages are Redlanders,’ I murmured. ‘What caused the block? Was it a machine?’ I asked.
‘That has always been my own belief, but the fact is we dinna ken,’ Matthew said. ‘We went outside the settlement so I could call Gahltha after Dragon rescued me, only suddenly the block was gone. So I farsought Gahltha an’ he came. We thought you would be there in th’ Great Hall, an’ Gahltha went mad when we found out Ariel had taken ye. I questioned some of th’ Ekoni we took captive, but they knew no more than that ye had been taken away. It was nae until Dragon visioned of ye that we kenned ye were on the Black Ship. The Ekoni that have been captured are penned up in th’ Infinity of Obedience or in shore pens near th’ curst Ekoni barracks, an’ as for the shackled slave army, it were unshackled an’ unceremoniously disbanded. Most have already moved into Redport to live wi’ friends or family in Slavetown, or they have taken up th’ offer of homes wi’ Redlanders. Some few chose to gan back to Quarry. When things settle down, th’ queen has said she will arrange greatships to return anyone to their homes if they want it, includin’ Gadfians.’ He frowned at this. ‘Fortunately that is like to take a good long while fer th’ only greatship we have is th’ Black Ship an’ we will need that to defend the Talons if the emissary decided to attack.’
I noticed suddenly that he was rowing us towards Palace Island, rather than to the shore of the mainland. There was a man standing on the shore where I had seen dark birds diving for fish, and we were close enough for me to see that it was Daffyd. But he was not looking towards us. He was gazing out towards the Talons, and I guessed with a sickening heart that he was thinking of Gilaine. The thought of Gilaine aboard the Secret with Ariel chilled me. Matthew turned to see what had caught my attention and heaved a sigh. ‘Somehow even now, he has nae lost hope, fer he kens the Secret is just on th’ other side of th’ Talons an’ it is said the Shambalans are peaceable.’
‘Except for their emperor’s desire to possess an army to crush the land adjoining his,’ I said tartly, but at the same time, I thought of my dream of Gilaine, smiling at the white-faced emissary, his gentleness towards her, and prayed she would not be harmed.
We were a little distance from the shore when, without warning, Matthew laid down the oars and rolled out of the ship boat, but instead of sinking into the water, he seemed to land on it and then he straightened and walked along it, drawing the ship boat after him by its tether rope, until he reached the shore, whereupon he stepped into the water up to his knees. I leaped out and helped him haul it up onto the sand.
‘The third bridge,’ I said.
He grinned at me. ‘The tidal cells are part of it and are only visible and accessible from it.’
We walked up the shore and I squinted my eyes against the dazzling morning, trying to catch sight of the top of the round dark bulks of the mounds, but we were at sea level, and the whole settlement rose up between us and the domes.
‘What of Ana and Dameon?’ I asked, remembering my fear that Ariel had taken them captive. I was shamed that I had not thought of them sooner, but Matthew said with a grin that he had farsought Dameon and that Swallow was with him and Ana.
‘I could hardly believe it when I realised he had come wi’ ye,’ Matthew grinned. ‘I canna wait to see him after all this time!’ Matthew said that the others had elected to remain where they were for the moment, because Gavyn and Rasial had gone wandering and they wanted to wait for their return.
We were now making our way along the side of the island that was not visible from the shore and I saw that there was more of the palace standing than I had thought. What I had taken for a creeper-covered mound was, from this side, a wall and part of what had once been a walkway. This must be the garden of the palace.
‘The queen says that there was once a system of pipes that brought water up from a subterranean lake, nae just here but throughout th’ whole city, but th’ art of workin’ yon mechanisms that drove them is lost lang ago,’ Matthew said.
Somewhere within the settlement there was a distant muffled crash.
‘I thought I heard an explosion before,’ I said. ‘What is that?’
‘There is some fightin’ gannin’ on,’ Matthew said. ‘At least, some of th’ Chafiri compounds in th’ south have weapons, courtesy of th’ emissary. Fortunately nothing very forceful, as it transpires.’
‘It seems impossible that so much happened while I slept,’ I said. ‘The whole battle for the Red Land feels like a dream to me.’
He laughed. ‘It sounds very grand when ye call it a battle but it were nowt as immense or bloody as th’ rebel battle to wrest control of th’ Land from th’ Council an’ th’ Herder Faction, I hear. Essentially Redport is one immense city an’ we had a good long while to figure out an’ perfect plans over th’ years. They only wanted th’ queen to come. Though in the end she is not inclined to fit into anyone’s plans.’ There was pride in his voice, and for a thrilling moment, I saw Dragon in his mind, riding into the city on Gahltha and coercing her dragon. Truly she looked magnificent, even allowing for Matthew’s romantic embroidery.
We reached the end of the path where there was an entrance to what must once have been a long and lovely pavilion, sunken into the earth. Again this was not visible from the mainland. Matthew stopped and made a little flourish. ‘Here is the parlour of the Red Queen.’
I went through the broken doorway. The roof of the pavilion was gone, but most of the pillars that would have supported it remained standing, though they were entwined with creepers. The floor was an exquisite gold and green mosaic and at one end was a dais flooded with morning sunlight. Sitting on the edge of it was Dragon, talking with Rymer, Maginder and the big slavewoman with the yellow-tipped hair, whom I had seen brushing Gilaine’s hair in a dream.
As we came towards them, I saw that Dragon was wearing simple loose green trews and a sleeveless vest worked in ship fish and her feet were bare. Her hair was loose, a shining red-gold flag of brightness tousled by the salt-scented breeze flowing in from the sea. She had never looked more beautiful, and I could not help glancing at Matthew, but his expression was open and calmly purposeful.
Dragon noticed us and turned.
‘My queen, here is Elspeth Gordie,’ Matthew said with a formality that startled me.
‘Elspeth.’ Dragon ran lightly across the mosaic floor and threw her arms around me. I embraced her for a long warm moment, thinking how small she was to be a queen. Yet it seemed to me that there was something new in her face when she looked up at me. ‘I am so sorry I left you in the Great Hall. I was so afraid for you when my Redlanders told me that you had been taken away by Ariel. Yet now here you are, and we have taken Redport. Most of it anyway.’
‘You have done well, Queen Dragon.’
She laughed. ‘My subjects are insisting on calling me that, which leaves me nameless, but perhaps a queen does not need a name.’ Her gaze shifted to Matthew and she thanked him courteously for bringing me so promptly. There was none of the highhandedness that Swallow had described, but just the same, they were not at all natural with one another. Dragon had already turned back to the Redlanders, suggesting they go with Matthew and he would explain what had been happening in the harbour. He bowed and ushered them out.
When we were alone, Dragon gave me a slightly shamefaced look. ‘Matthew inspired my people. He forced them to believe that I would come and he planned this uprising. I have no doubt that without him, many would have died needlessly today. Instead there have been few deaths or injuries. I ought to be grateful. I am grateful. But he has been so very formal and reverent with me, insisting on pledging to serve me and calling me “my queen” every other minute. He even kneeled to me when I came to get him out of the tidal cell! It makes me want to bite him.’ Her eyes flashed and for a moment she looked very much the feral child I had found in the ruins in the Westland.
‘I told you that he was ashamed of how he treated you when you were in the Land and no doubt he fears that you may think he treats you differently now because he learned that you are a queen.’
‘He does treat me differently because I am queen!’ she cried.
I wanted to say something soothing, but as ever, talk of emotions discomforted me. And what would I say in any case? I thought Matthew had come to love Dragon, but he had not seen her for years and they had both grown up, so who was it that he loved? A creature of his imagination, knowing Matthew. And what did Dragon want? One minute she was high-handed and cold and withdrawn and the next she was wanting Matthew to be natural with her. But she was also conscious that she was a queen and his queen.
Suddenly I understood exactly why human emotions so confounded and irritated Maruman’s sensibilities. ‘Have you seen Maruman?’
‘Matthew told me he was with Dameon when they talked.’ Her face changed. ‘But I must show you Luthen’s crypt! Maruman said it was terribly important that you see it, for the sake of your quest.‘
‘Is it nearby?’ I asked, my heart beginning to gallop.
‘It is here.’ She look my arm and led me across the mosaics to a stairwell going down into the earth. ‘Maruman made me hide and sleep down there, and then he took me on the dreamtrails, and the palace was still standing and my mother was there, waiting for us. She showed me the trick of getting into the crypt and she told me our sceptre is there. She said I would need it to wield my true power as a queen.’ Dragon gave me a wicked, delighted smile, adding slyly, ‘She never knew I would not need the sceptre to raise a dragon.’
Dragon pressed her fingers into a groove in the short, broken wall that formed a dead end at the bottom of the stairwell, and pushed. The wall opened like a door to reveal more stone steps going down.
‘Twelve steps,’ she said as she preceded me into the darkness. ‘There are more, but they don’t go anywhere but to a collapsed cellar. We stop at twelve. It’s funny, I was sure my mother never brought me here in life, but since coming here the first time, I can remember her counting to twelve and I think she did bring me, just the once. I was very young and half asleep on her shoulder. She probably thought I would not remember, and I didn’t. And then I did. I remember I asked her why no one else was coming with us. There were always people following her around in the palace, but here we were alone. She said that no one was allowed to come here except a Red Queen. I said I wasn’t a Red Queen and she said that I would be some day, and so it was the same thing. Then she said that only one other person was allowed to come here, and that was the person who would find the treasure hidden here for them to find. I think she meant the sceptre and maybe you, because you will be able to find it.’
She gave me such a child’s look of expectant hopefulness that it ached me ‘What does the sceptre look like, then?’ I asked.
Dragon knitted her brows. ‘I can show you. I don’t remember much about the crypt and it was very dark when I was in there with Maruman. He seemed to think I would be able to see and it made him cross that I couldn’t. I remembered being frightened when I came with my mother, because it was so dark. She lifted me up so that I could see the top of the Red Queen’s sepulchre; she was buried there, too, when she died. There was a carving of her lying asleep. The sceptre is carved on it beside her.’
Dragon had reached the twelfth crumbling step. She waited until I had got to the step above her then she turned to the wall and pushed on it until it opened to reveal a passage. She stepped into it, carefully lowering her head and warning me to do the same.
‘It is very awkward but it is only a few steps long,’ she said.
Bent over, she set off along a passage that almost immediately concluded in a wall. Removing from her pocket one of the lightballs the emissary had handed out, she squeezed it and the soft golden light it shed revealed a carving of a ferocious dragon. As far as I could see, it was the same dragon picked out in tesserae in the Infinity of Dragonstraat, and the same terrifying creature that I had seen Dragon summon up in Matthew’s memories.
It was also the same form her spirit had taken when she had sunk into a coma.
I said as much to Dragon, who nodded and said she thought the crypt might be the origin of her coerced dragons. ‘The night my mother carried me here, the light from her lantern showed this, and I thought it was real. That memory is like a fever dream.’ Her voice was distracted as she studied the carving, but suddenly she reached out decisively and pressed her fingers to several scales on its hide. With her free hand, she pushed at the wall and it swung open to reveal a chamber that appeared to contain nothing but a single sepulchre. The roof was level with that of the passage, but the floor of the chamber was a good bit lower, and there were steps leading down into it. I followed Dragon down them and thought it no surprise that she had been frightened of the place. Doubtless the strength of her fears had fed her dragonish visions, giving them full emotional impact.
I glanced around, noting the walls were carved in panels showing many kinds of beasts and birds and fish, and that they bore an unsettling resemblance to those panels Cassandra had carved and which had come to be incorporated in the first doors to Obernewtyn. The door panels had contained all of the clues that would lead me to the things Cassandra and Hannah had left to help me disable Sentinel, and I wondered if these panels might not contain the final instructions I would need to find Sentinel and complete my quest.
Moving closer to examine them I felt sure Cassy had not carved the panels. For some reason, this made me wonder yet again why, coming to the Red Land as they had, Hannah and Cassy had not then made it their business to locate and destroy Sentinel. They must have known it was in this land, and how much simpler for them to do what was needful. That they had not done so could only mean there was something they had lacked. After my most recent Beforetime dream, I felt sure it was connected to the period in Cassy’s life after she had allowed Gadfian pirates to take her from the Land and before her rescue by the Sadorians, as an older woman. That was the one period of her life about which I had never dreamed, but it was after it that she set up the small computermachine in the amethyst chamber in the Sadorian Earthtemple, which powered it just long enough for me to get the message she had left in it for me, and to put my voice and Maruman’s into the memory seed. Perhaps she had got those things wherever she had gone after she was taken from the Land.
‘Have you found anything?’ Dragon asked.
I realised I had been standing for some time lost in thought, but now I shook my head and asked her to show me the carving of the sceptre. She led me to the sepulchre and pointed to the top of it where the first Red Queen had been carved lying in endless sleep. ‘The Red Queen lies here who was Luthen’s sister,’ Dragon whispered, going to the sepulchre and laying a hand on the carved sceptre that lay alongside the sleeping form. It was a long thin rod with an ornate coil at the top that was shaped like a seashell, or maybe it was a seashell, and carved knobs that on the real thing might be shells or precious stones.
‘I have pressed every bit of this carving and on every bit of the wall carvings, but nothing moves and I can find no rims or cracks that might show there was a secret niche. The only thing I can think of is that the sceptre is buried under the floor.’
‘Hard to imagine two women digging up this hard earth, one of them pregnant, but I suppose they might have had help. Not Luthen of course, since this was his memorial crypt, but some of the Beforetime Misfits that travelled with them. But your mother called it a hidden treasure, didn’t she? Not a buried treasure. Perhaps . . .’ I glanced at the other end of the crypt and caught sight of the very stiff and stylised carving of a man.
‘Luthen,’ Dragon said. ‘I pressed everything on that, too.’
I bade her bring the light closer and she did, asking eagerly, ‘Do you see something?’
‘I’m not sure,’ I murmured. I ran my fingers along a shallow slot-like groove between the fingers of the carved man. There was no hidden knob yet it suddenly struck me that the fingers were shaped to hold something. I went nearer to examine the awkwardly clasped hands. ‘Here,’ I muttered. ‘I thing the hand is meant to be holding something. Something has been removed.’
‘The sceptre!’ Dragon said.
I went back to examine the sceptre carved on the top of the sepulchre and then returned to the flatly carved man. There was nothing of the dominant vivid personality that showed itself in the statue I had seen outside Saithwold. ‘No. The shape is wrong. Whatever went here is big and wide. Heavy too, if it is stone like the wall. I ran my fingers long the groove again and this time noticed some small indentations around the edges. ‘This must be . . .’ I stopped and sucked in a breath. ‘I know what it was. A stone sword!’
‘A sword?’ Dragon asked, sounding bewildered, and it struck me that I might never have shown the stone sword to her.
‘Dragon, in the Earthtemple in Sador I was given a stone sword and bidden to keep it with me until I was able to return it to its rightful owner. I could never understand what use a stone sword could be, but the overguardian called it a stone key.’
‘How can a sword be a key?’
‘The Beforetimers called anything that unlocked or enabled something a key, whether it was a device or code words,’ I said. ‘I would wager my life that if the stone sword I was given was set into Luthen’s hands, it would fit and it would reveal the sceptre hidden in this crypt. He is the rightful owner to whom I was meant to return it. Cassandra must have taken it with her when she left here and it ended up in the Earthtemple, though why she took it and how she could have kept it all that time I can’t imagine. It’s big and heavy and unwieldy.’
‘Unless she carved a place for it and created the sword much later, when she was in Sador,’ Dragon suggested. ‘But it can’t have anything to do with the sceptre, since my mother was able to get it when she needed it and that was long after Cassy left Redport.’
It was a good point.
‘Where is the stone sword?’ Dragon asked.
‘It is in our camp beyond the dome. Matthew said the others will come in when Gavyn and Rasial return, for they have gone a-wandering. They will bring the sword in with them, when they come. I only wish we knew what had happened to the wolves.’
‘They fell into an underground river of fire,’ Dragon said. She saw my look and said, ‘It was when I was dreaming with Maruman that I saw it. Not all of them fell.’
I had seen that dream of fire and wolves, too, I thought grimly.
‘Let’s not wait,’ Dragon said impulsively. ‘Let’s go to the camp and get the stone sword now. I am longing to see what it will do, and I want to see Ana and Dameon anyway. And to say thank you properly to Gahltha,’ she added, as we climbed from the crypt chamber onto the steps, shut the door and went back up into the sunlight.
We walked together across the island to the stone bridge and then crossed it to the cobbled first scythe, where I was elated to find my mind unfettered. I asked Dragon how the block had been overcome, and surprisingly she replied that neither she nor anyone else knew how it had been stopped, nor what had caused it in the first place. It was generally accepted that it must have been some unexpected effect of a machine that had an entirely different purpose, yet it seemed impossibly fortunate that it had ceased just in time for Dragon to be able to coerce a dragon to secure the hearts of her people. I could see that Dragon was inclined to accept it as wondrous luck, but something about it made me uneasy. For one thing, if it had been accidental it would have affected Ariel, too, and surely he would not have welcomed any limitation of his powers. If it had been one of Ariel’s machines, or the emissary’s, why stop it and allow us the advantage of our powers, and if they had been unaware they were causing the block, why had it stopped when they were still at the Infinity of Dragonstraat?
‘I will summon Gahltha,’ I said. ‘It will be quicker if I ride to get the sword.’
Dragon sighed a little as I closed my eyes and formed a probe. On impulse I shaped it first to Maruman’s mind and sent it spinning out in search of the old cat. It would not locate. I tried Gahltha then and found him grazing in the cliff ruins with Faraf and Sendari, a herd of small grey ponies and muliki, and Brunt. I asked him worriedly about the Ekoni, but he said such humans as he had seen had paid no attention to him, save to gape. But he complained about the shaking of the ground the night before, and I realised I had not felt it on the ship. I asked him if he would come and carry me to the dome camp so that I could bring the stone sword to Dragon.
‘I will come, ElspethInnle,’ he sent. ‘Show me/Gahltha where you are.’
‘I will walk out to meet you on the outskirts, for I have a feeling that you are like to cause a sensation if you come into the settlement,’ I sent, smiling. ‘I am sure half Redport has given you wings in the retelling of your gallant delivery of the Red Queen to her people.’
I felt his rush of smug delight, but then, more seriously, he asked if I minded.
‘Minded?’ I laughed. ‘Why should I mind? She saved the day, with your help.’
‘I am the Daywatcher, bound to serve ElspethInnle in her quest, not to risk myself in other/dangerous ventures. Yet when the beastspeaker summoned me at the bidding of Mornirdragon’s Daywatcher and then she signalled to ask it of me, I carried her and . . .’
He must mean Matthew when he spoke of Dragon’s Daywatcher, I thought with surprise. It was not a term I had thought existed save to describe Gahltha’s relationship with me, connected to my quest. But thinking of the Daywatcher led me to the Moonwatcher, and I asked him if he had spoken with Maruman. He offered me a picture of the old cat curled up in Dameon’s lap and told me that Maruman and Darga had left the settlement after Maruman had been hurt. Darga had sought Maruman out, and had remained with him until his body had recovered. I wondered what Maruman would say if I showed him my dream of Hannah and the bandaged kitten. Did he remember anything of what had happened to him in the Beforetime?
‘Marumanyelloweyes remembers many things,’ Gahltha sent, rather enigmatically. I caught a glimpse of his mind and realised he was galloping hard. I withdrew so as not to distract him while he crossed the perilous broken ground of the fallen plain and then noticed Dragon watching me wistfully.
‘He is coming,’ I assured her. My stomach growled and I pressed it, saying I could not recall when I had eaten last. It had been aeons ago when Maginder had given me some food in Slavetown. Dragon said she would command a meal, but I bade her wait until I had the sword.
Dragon nodded rather absently, saying, ‘My mother had the power to speak with beasts, both those of the sea and of the land. That was an ability all Red Queens are said to have had but which I lack. I think it troubles some of my people. But then they say it must be because I was born of generations of Red Queens who never lived in the Red Land. I tried to say I did, but they only smile at me and tell me I am the queen and that I may say what I like.’ She scowled at the cobbles and I thought I must tell her the truth of her past before I left Redport. Matthew had said she wanted to muster up an expedition, but somehow that did not feel right to me.
‘Perhaps it is not a power the Red Queen needs,’ I told her. ‘After all, you have powers your ancestors did not have, maybe because they are the ones you needed to reclaim your kingdom.’
‘Perhaps,’ she said pensively.
Dragon said she would walk with me to the edge of the settlement. I wondered aloud if that was wise, given the settlement was still full of Gadfians and there were Ekoni free as well, none of them with any reason to feel warmly about her. ‘Maginder and the others are letting people know that they may stay and belong here, if they choose it and will abide by the same laws as my people, or they can return to their own land when I have the means to send them. That will make them less angry and violent, I hope. But I have a protector.’
She jerked her head and I turned and was startled to see Matthew following us at a distance. It was absurd that he did not catch up and walk with us, but I did not voice the thought. Dragon gave me a wry smile. ‘He is guarding me. I have the feeling he is going to be very tedious about it.’
I suppressed a smile at the memory of my own impotent fury when Ahmedri had insisted on accompanying me everywhere. But the tribesman had proven his worth over and over and I had come to value him very deeply and to feel genuine sorrow at our parting. Fleetingly, I wondered how he and Miryum and Tash were managing, and how the three of them fared with God, and if the computermachine had relented and had agreed to release the Speci. Somehow I doubted it, yet it was still possible I would find a govamen computermachine. I felt a little surge of excitement at the possibility that I would find one at Eden, and that it might be made to reach out to God and authorise the release of the Speci as well as producing the ingredients for the potion that would heal the sickness Miryum carried.
Then I remembered my quest was not to wake and use Sentinel, but to destroy its potential to ever be used.
‘You are thinking of your quest,’ Dragon said. ‘All that has happened here has got in the way, I know, but I promise you I will muster all my people and their resources to find Sentinel and you shall have anything you need to help you in your quest. Only it will take a little while for everything to calm down here.’ She sighed then. ‘I fear that ruling Redport will be a lot harder and less exciting than becoming its queen.’
We both turned to the sound of hoofs, and I felt the same rush of delight and awe I always felt at seeing the black horse trotting towards me, his long silken mane and tail drifting in the slight breeze, his dark lovely gaze fixed on me. He greeted Dragon very affectionately, after he had touched his velvety muzzle to my nose and let me kiss him and lay my cheek against his for a moment. Then he gave a soft neigh, his eyes on Matthew, and stamped out an imperious summons until the farseeker looked up. He joined us then, and greeted Gahltha.
‘I could ride with you,’ Dragon said, as Matthew gave me a leg up. ‘It would be like when we crossed the white desert looking for the shining city.’
‘I think your people might not like to see you leave so soon,’ I said gently. She looked crestfallen but I promised I would return as soon as I had the stone sword and then we would discover its secret together.
As Gahltha turned away, I heard Matthew asking Dragon deferentially what sword that was.
Gahltha broke into a smart, high-stepping trot as we passed through the streets for the sake of the startled and amazed onlookers, telling me that he had a reputation to maintain. I laughed but was relieved somewhat to reach the plain. As was his wont, Gahltha broke into a headlong gallop without any warning. My body reacted instantly. I leaned over his shoulder, my knees clamped hard against his heaving ribs. I refused to worry about the fissures and holes passing under us, for Gahltha was surefooted and sharp-eyed and the light was good and clear. Even so, my heart was pounding, and only partly from excitement and exertion, when he dropped back to a walk. I had asked him to circle wide to the south of the mounds because of the Ekoni but the dome was looming up before us now. I farsought the others but I was not surprised when I could not reach any of them.
Heat was radiating from Gahltha’s body and I was sweating and covered in dust, my poor silk and gauze finery turned to rags. Fortunately I had sensible clothes in my pack and I would change into them before I returned to Redport. I needed a bath too, but that could wait until after I had discovered the secret of Luthen’s crypt. If I did, I resolved to leave Redport on the morrow. That would give Dragon the chance to muster the defence of the Talons and me one precious stolen night in which to locate Rushton. Matthew had not mentioned him at all, which meant he knew no more of the Master of Obernewtyn’s presence than Merret had done. I did not allow myself to wonder why he had not come forth. I fastened on to the fact that I knew he was alive because of the golden spirit cord that connected us, knowing it would give me joy and anguish in equal measure to see him. As soon as I returned to the settlement, and had found whatever Cassy left for me, I would scry tirelessly until I located him. Swallow would probably insist on going with me, and that meant Ana would come too, for I doubted they would be parted. Darga would come, and Maruman and Gahltha of course, and perhaps Gavyn and Rasial.
If the latter had returned to the dome camp, I would ask them about the wolves. I would suggest Dameon stay in Redport with Matthew and help Dragon to be a good wise queen. But perhaps he would return with Rushton to Obernewtyn, the place he had fought so long and hard to build; the place where we had met and lived and worked and strived together, and where we had learned to love one another. How wonderful if someday I should vision of him as chieftain there. He had scarce been confirmed in that role before he had set off for the Red Land. I did not dare to hope that a day would come when I could return to him and Obernewtyn, because the futuretellers had foreseen that I would never go back there, and I knew that once I had fulfilled my quest, only death would keep me from it.
‘You are very morbid,’ Gahltha sent, gravely.
I sighed. ‘It is not morbid to accept that you must die.’ I frowned, for a bird was coiling and wheeling wildly in the air to one side of the dome. I squinted and said, ‘If I am not imagining things, that is Fey. Rasial and Gavyn must have returned. But how can she be flying in the daylight?’
‘Birds fly if their nest is attacked, be it day or night,’ Gahltha sent and broke into a trot.
The ground close to the dome was too broken for a gallop but the moment we rounded the mound, my unease turned to fear, for I saw Gavyn lying on his back, arms outstretched, and beside him, Rasial. The boy might have been sleeping save for Fey spiralling overheard in mute distress. There was no sign of anyone else, though our packs were piled in the same place beside the pit fire over which a pot hung, a dribble of black smoke drifting from it.
Rasial lifted her head and howled.
I slipped from Gahltha’s back and ran to the boy, my heart seizing in my throat at the sight of a terrible wound in his chest. My senses told me that he was alive, though the pulse of his life was faltering.
‘What happened?’ I beastspoke Rasial.
Instead of responding, for perhaps she was not capable of it with her soul so merged with the dying boy’s, Rasial sent a stream of images to my mind.
I saw Ariel and a dozen men converging on the camp – Salamander’s shipfolk by their black-swathed forms. Behind them was a wheeled cart piled with bundles and drawn by the same elegant little grey ponies I had seen days before in Redport, pulling a closed Chafiri chariot. Beside it a slight, cloaked figure stood looking away from the camp in apparent disinterest or distaste as a vicious struggle ensued between Swallow and some of the men before he was struck unconscious. Ana flew at the men, shrieking curses and striking out with her hands and feet ferociously, but for all her strength and courage, she was outnumbered. I saw the terror in her face as she was held and bound, and then one of the men lifted her up and threw her over his shoulder, laughing.
Then I saw Ariel approaching Dameon very slowly, a taunting smile on his beautiful face. The empath’s blind eyes stared unseeing before him, his expression fixed, intense, and I guessed that he was empathising as hard as he could, striving to use his formidable talent to turn the emotions of their attackers against them. But it was not working. This realisation seemed to come to Dameon as I watched, and I saw anguish replace the still concentration in his face, as two men caught hold of him and bound him. He struggled hard, but he could not fight and there were two of them, hard muscled and powerful. Then Ariel leaned close to whisper into his ear. I did not hear what he said, but as he turned away, he laughed cruelly, and I saw Dameon’s lips move. Ariel did not react, as if the word had been too softly said for him to hear, but I had seen Dameon’s lips shape my name, and felt as if my heart would break.
Then Ariel whirled and raised his hands as Fey flew at him and Gavyn appeared out of nowhere. He hurtled towards the man holding Ana, leaping onto him, snarling and clawing and biting. I saw Rasial close on the men holding Dameon at the same time, belly close to the ground, snarling lips drawn back to reveal sharp white teeth in her red maw. The men released Dameon and backed away, reaching for their daggers, but before she could attack them, the man Gavyn was on threw Ana roughly down, plucked the boy from his back, and drove a dagger into his chest.
Gavyn screamed and Rasial reared, coiled, and howled terribly as she turned to go to the boy, flung down into the red dust like a pale rag beside Ana’s still form. Then all of the men froze and I realised the ground was shaking when several of them staggered. They looked up in terror and I knew Entina had given its terrible howl, then Ariel was shouting and the men bent to their tasks once more. The one who had thrown Ana down bent to scoop up her limp body and two others caught hold of Dameon again, another pair lifting Swallow between them, then all of them made their way around the side of the dome and vanished from sight. Only the slight cloaked figure had not moved and Ariel went to take the reins of the ponies. When he led them off in the wake of the others, the cloaked figure followed.
‘Where?’ I asked Rasial. ‘Where did he take them?’
She sent me an image of the dome and I wanted to fly after them, but it was clear that Gavyn was mortally wounded and I could not simply abandon him. I bent over his chest, appalled and helpless.
‘Go,’ Rasial sent. ‘There is nothing you can do ElspethInnle. I/we are together. You go. Save the funaga.’
I looked up at Fey who was still wheeling and circling overhead then I laid my hand on the white dog’s paw, where it rested on the boy’s arm. ‘Hold him, Rasial. I will summon help.’ Then I rose and tried to reach out to Matthew, to warn him and to summon help for Gavyn, but the block had resumed, and Redport was impenetrable. Desperate, I shaped a probe to Blyss and found her at once.
‘Elspeth!’ she cried in delight, and then I felt her recoil from the fear that filled me. Unable to moderate my emotions, I simply showed her what I had been shown and bade her have someone go to the settlement to warn Matthew and Dragon that Ariel had not got away on the emissary’s ship after all, and to come to the dome camp, for the sake of a dying boy who might yet be saved.
Then I withdrew and farsent Sendari, bidding him go and carry Blyss to the dome camp.
‘The Moonwatcher is not here,’ Gahltha beastspoke me urgently.
‘I know, I don’t think he was here, nor Darga either, for they were not in the visions Rasial gave me.’ I showed him the images Rasial had shown me as we rounded the dome. There was no sign of anyone but I could see the hoof prints of the ponies crossing the rail running into the first dome, and around past the entrance to the second dome, and I wondered with a sinking heart if he had taken them into the mine commandeered by the Ekoni. But then I saw that the hoof prints ran into the next to last dome in the row. I was about to enter it when the ground shook, and moments later I heard again the hideous howling cry of the Entina, louder than ever before. And I realised with horror that it was coming from within the dome.
Yet surely Swallow had said it dwelt in the dome closest to Redport. He had assumed that because that was the only one he had not looked inside. But the Ekoni had taken refuge there, which they would never have done if it housed the Entina.
I had stopped at the sound of its howl, my blood turned to ice, but now I forced myself to enter. In layout, it was exactly the same as the first dome I had entered with Swallow to steal a food hopper.
The hoof marks ran alongside the twin rails that cut through the crops, and I followed them, utterly puzzled as to why Ariel would enter any dome, let alone the one that housed the monster. As before, daylight was diffused through the surface of the dome, and it was a rich, peaceful vista of plenty, but there were no people working in the fields, nor loading hoppers nor pushing mine carts. Obviously no one had come because all usual work practices would have been suspended with the fall of the Gadfians who had established them. It was utterly quiet but for the soft hum of insects and an occasional hissing sound that frightened me until I realised it was coming from a device that looked and moved like a very slow metal spider, flinging intermittent bursts of water in airy arcs. The rails ran around the crops closer to the rear of the dome, but the ponies and the wagon had diverged, gouging a clear path diagonally across a tall yellow crop, which showed me exactly where Ariel and his men had gone.
I set off along it, but Gahltha butted at me and bade me mount up, for if there was danger ahead, he could use his hoofs to repel it and get me away faster than I could run on foot. Once mounted, I could see over the head-high crop to the edge of the dome and a cluster of low buildings near the rails. I could not see any movement about them. I bade Gahltha go slowly and quietly, so that I could hear if anyone spoke or moved before they saw us. It was hard to think because of my fear for my friends. They had been alive in Rasial’s vision, but they could all be dead by now. I tried to farseek them, but I could find nothing.
I did not have to wonder why Ariel had not left Redport by ship, but had troubled to make it seem he had, even to the point of removing the machine that caused the block. He wanted Sentinel. The only thing that made no sense was why he had not brought me with him, for I had been his prisoner. Unless he had not known there was something yet to be acquired when he had taken me captive. It might be that he had imagined I had all he needed, only to discover that there was one last thing. The cloaked figure, whom I had seen in Rasial’s memories and who might be one of his infamous nulls, may have told him so.
So he had left me behind, making it seem he had left with the emissary, knowing I would be rescued and would continue my quest, believing he was no longer any immediate danger. The emissary must be waiting for him to return with the promised weapon, never knowing the extent of treachery he was capable of offering to any ally. It might even be that he had warned the Chafiri of an uprising and had bidden them take refuge in their compounds until he had dealt with the threat.
And I had done exactly as he would have hoped. I had entered Luthen’s crypt in search of Cassandra’s final clue – the key to the darkest door. Only I had found nothing. Unless, once set in place, the stone sword would reveal something more than the Red Queen’s sceptre.
Was that why Ariel had taken the others? He thought to use them to force me to give him what I found. I felt sick at the knowledge that I must complete my quest, no matter what. Or did he think to threaten to free the Entina? The threat would be a dire one if he were capable of freeing the beast. Yet I could not allow it to stop me completing my quest. As soon as I knew what Ariel was doing in the dome, I would ride straight back to Redport, warn Rushton, use the stone sword and leave.
All at once, I saw a figure ahead, rising above the crops, one arm outstretched. Too high. It must be standing on something. I farsought, but found my way blocked by a familiar static. Whoever it was wore a demon band. It was not until we came to the end of the crop that there was a fallow field and I could see that the person I had seen from afar was not standing on something, but had been bound to a wooden frame, one arm stretched out. Closer still, I saw that it was Ana, and although she had been tied to the frame, the outstretched hand was held in place by a dagger, driven through her palm into the wood. Her face was a mask of agony, running with sweat and blood and streaked with tears and red dust. Her hair and clothes were wet with perspiration.
How long had she been there?! I had assumed Ariel had only just left the camp because of the smoking pot, but seeing Ana, I realised it must have been burning for an hour or more.
Perhaps I made some sound, for she opened her eyes and they were full of terror, then they settled on me. ‘Elspeth . . .’ she groaned, and it broke my heart to hear hope in it.
I leapt from Gahltha’s back onto the frame and looked in horror at her mutilated hand. Anything I did would cause her further agony. I removed the demon band fixed around her neck with hands I willed to be steady and told her that I would render her unconscious before I pulled out the dagger.
‘No’ she rasped. ‘Wait, first I must tell you. He ordered his men – Salamander’s men – to carry Swallow and the others into . . . into the mine tunnel, and to lay them at the mouth of the beast’s lair. They did as he bade them and then returned. He . . . he said it was a lesson to you . . . not to think you had won before . . . before the end of the game. He said to tell you that you and the Red Queen would . . . would grovel and beg at his knee ere all ended. Then he did this to me . . . so that I could point the way . . . then he left.’
‘When?’ I asked.
‘Hours, I think. I don’t know, I kept fainting . . .’ She opened her eyes and looked at me. ‘Gavyn?’
‘I . . . I think he is dying,’ I said.
‘Free me . . . I have . . . medicines in my . . . my pack,’ she said. ‘Do not make me sleep.’
Aghast, I said, ‘It will be unthinkably painful to pull out the dagger!’
‘I don’t care. I am no use to anyone unconscious . . . Free me and . . . use your powers to keep me awake. Then go and help the others. Do it now . . . quickly.’
Oh there was such courage in her!
I swallowed my tears and clenched my teeth and reached into her mind to hold her conscious and then I gathered my courage, closed my hand about the hilt of the dagger and heaved at it with all my might. I chose speed over agonising gentleness but it did not come free at once. She gave several terrible screams and sobbing shrieks of pain, and when her hand was free, I had to fight to hold her awake, absorbing the waves of pain with her, until she could muster her own potent will. Only then, did I draw back. She collapsed to her knees, whimpering, and bade me go.
On the verge of obeying, I heard the Entina roar. Inside the dome, the sound was crushingly loud and I staggered to my knees until its shuddering, roaring cry ended.




Freed of the need to be careful by the news that Ariel had left, I ran lightly down the sloping passage to the mine, determined to save the others from the Entina, if they lived. Of course there were no more miners than farm slaves working in the aftermath of the uprising, and I had the advantage of having seen the mine before. I had never entered it, of course, but I had coerced the tale told by a miner who had been posted to the ilthum mine as a punishment, and had seen his friend devoured. I was very grateful I had been unable to see the ghastly feast, but I could vividly recall the miner’s terror.
The silver rails had ceased at the top of the mine where the larger hoppers stood, and there were grooves in the earth which I knew were made by the smaller hoppers the miners used to bring loads up to fill the big hoppers. A team of two shifted the smaller hoppers and the larger hopper was filled and then moved to Redport along the rails by a team of four. There were a good many boot marks but it was impossible to tell how long ago they had been made. My feet thudded softly against the rammed earth floor as I hurried down the slope, seeming to mock the heavy, sluggish beat of my heart. I was not afraid that Ariel had left someone in the passage to capture me. Ana had made it clear that he and his minions had gone, presumably to make their way to the Sentinel base. I could not imagine this was anything other than a delaying tactic, and more of his strange cruel revenge for the fact that he needed me. He wanted me to get to my destination; wanted me to come to the mouth of the beast’s lair and find them devoured: dear, gentle, blind Dameon; brave, bold Swallow.
I realised that I was weeping. I brushed the tears away and prayed that the mutant beast had not discovered any of them yet. Its reputed fickleness of appetite was my only hope, but I could not help thinking how often the creature had uttered its awful cry in the last few hours.
The dark deepened and I slowed, cursing myself for not having the sense to bring light. Then, as if in answer to the thought, I saw light, a bobbing circle of brightness that came closer until I could see the small boy carrying it. He was Gadfian, but there was a Landborn look about his eyes, too. He stopped dead when he saw me and asked in a frightened whisper who I was.
I tried to enter his mind for the sake of expediency, but he was naturally shielded. I said as gently as I could, ‘I am Elspeth and I have come to look for my friends. What is your name?’
His eyes widened in his filthy woebegone face and some of the fear receded. ‘I’m Ika. I came to find my da but . . .’ He hung his head and admitted that he had been unable to make himself go past the monster’s lair to the mine. Then, hopefully, he asked, ‘Are your friends being punished, too? Maybe we can go down together.’
I was puzzled by his talk of punishment. ‘Why do you think you father is down in the mine, Ika?’ I asked, coveting his light.
‘Because he is a miner, silly,’ the boy said scornfully. ‘And because the miners sent to this mine had to go down yesterday even though everyone else was going to Dragonstraat and there was no curfew, because of it being a punishment. But Da didn’t come back an’ . . . an’ Mam said the monster et him and she cried and went to bed. But my da promised he was too tough and he would break its teeth if it dared try. I thought maybe the Ekoni forgot the miners because of the ball and the emissary coming to Dragonstraat. Da said they could never come home at the end of a day without an Ekoni unshackling them from the mine chains. And Nil’s nuncle is a miner with my da and being punished too, and he didn’t come back neither.’
‘It sounds as if you might be right about your father being stuck in the mine,’ I said. ‘How about I go and release him and you go back up and wait,’ I offered.
His eyes flared with hope and then it faded. ‘You won’t be able to find them. My da said they work in a different bit of the mine every day. But he drew the tunnels for me in the dust, and I remembered them for a game. I know where they were going.’
‘All right,’ I said, realising I would not be able to get the light from the lad save by force, and despite my own need, I could not help but be touched by his pugnacious courage. ‘We’ll go together but let me hold the light, and we had better stay to the middle of the passage for I believe there are cracks and rifts along both sides further down.’
‘It’s all right till it gets near the monster’s lair,’ Ika said, slipping his hand into mine without embarrassment. ‘But then there’s the mist that comes out and my da says it’s that does for most miners that get et. It makes them muddled in the head and it’s right where the big cracks start. And it’s hard to see even if you have a light. But it’s better once you get past, Da says.’
‘The mist . . .’ I muttered, remembering the miner saying to his circle of listeners that it befuddled your mind.
The boy nodded. ‘Da says he holds his breath but the smell gets in through your skin anyway.’
I noticed it had suddenly got a good deal colder, and our breath was beginning to come out in puffs of white. ‘Ika, did you see anyone else come here today?’
He looked up at me. ‘You mean the laughing man with the white hair? Him that brought the monster some dead people to eat?’
His words roused such a tide of fear in me that I could not speak at all. But I managed to nod when he lifted his light to look at me.
Oblivious to my apprehensions, he went on, ‘I saw him. I was coming out because I was too sacred to go down past the monster’s lair, and I heard people coming down the passage talking about feeding the monster. I thought it must be some Ekoni and they would throw me into the monster’s lair for fun the way I saw them throw a cat in the water once, and laugh while it drowned, the poor thing. Then I heard a man laughing and it was such a horrible creepy laugh that I got scared so I climbed in a hopper. I was so scared they would find me. I stayed hiding till he came back and went back out of the mine, then I thought maybe they were hiding just up the top, waiting for me, so I stayed and then I fell asleep.’ He said this with an incredulous air that would have been funny had not the situation been so terrifying.
The mist began almost imperceptibly as a light haze in the air, but once I became aware of its icy dampness settling on my skin, the air in the tunnel quickly thickened into a heavy vapour that reflected the light back instead of allowing it to reach any surface. I gave a gasp at the sight of a woman running across the tunnel. The walls were unbroken, so where had she come from?
‘Are you seeing things yet?’ Ika asked.
‘I think I am,’ I said, relieved.
‘We better be careful. My da says he counts so he knows how muddled he is getting.’
I did as the boy suggested as we continued to descend, and the mist grew so dense that the air seemed to thicken, changing gradually from white to a dirty brown. I felt the potency of whatever was in the fog, and tried to ignore the vague phantoms flitting about. Once I flinched, for I thought I heard Jes calling my name. I kept a tight hold on the boy, for whom I felt some responsibility. He had fallen silent, and when I looked at him more closely I saw his eyes were downcast and his lips were moving.
Then I saw a yellowish flash of light ahead. I stopped and squinted, lifting the lightball, but there was nothing but the slow roiling movement of the fog. Obviously I had imagined it. If only I had thought to weave a coercive net to trap the confusion higher up, for now when I tried, I could not focus my mind enough to make use of my Talents. I went back to counting.
Ika flapped a hand and I looked at him to see he was batting away some imaginary flying thing. I wondered dreamily what it was then I put my foot into a narrow crack and fell hard, slamming into the ground and dragging the boy down with me.
The fright and shock and pain cleared my mind. Ika sat up and looked around as if he had just woken as well. I realised we had slipped into a daze, but I was glad we had fallen because I could see better at ground level, which meant the mist was thinner there. Indeed, when I laid my cheek down I saw that it was floating just above the ground. I breathed in several deep breaths, and bade Ika do the same. The air was much fresher and I wondered if I could manage to create a coercive net.
Then I heard the sound of movement. I told myself I was imagining it, until I saw the fear on Ika’s face. He thought it was the mutant beast and my own heart gave a great bound of responsive terror, until I became aware the sound was coming from behind us.
A different kind of fear assailed me then, for it suddenly occurred to me that Ana had said Ariel had gone, but she had also said she had fainted some of the time. What if he had crept back after I had gone into the mine tunnel? I got to my feet quickly and reached for my dagger only to realise I had left it with Gretha when I had changed into the green tunic.
Then Gahltha materialised like a dark and shining wraith and Ika gave a terrified wail.
‘Hush, is it only a horse,’ I whispered.
I stood and beastspoke a greeting but Gahltha did not react or stop. It was as if he did not see or hear me. Realising that he was being affected by the mist, I reached out to tug hard at his mane, for pain had worked wonders on Ika and me. He reared back and gave a whinny of protest, rolling his eyes and baring his teeth.
I caught his mane and, holding onto it firmly, pressed my hand to his flank and entered his mind, relieved to find my mind was clear enough to do so. ‘Gahltha, my dear! This mist is like the smoke from dreamweed. You must fight it. Why have you come after me? Has Ariel returned?’
‘No, Ana sent me to help you carry the others. She sent light. A knife. Tied to my mane.’
‘I thought I saw a cat,’ murmured Ika dreamily.
‘It is the fog,’ I reminded him, pressing my nails into my grazed palms till they stung to keep my head clear. ‘Pinch yourself when your mind starts drifting.’ I turned to Gahltha and bade him drop his head low as if to graze, so that his nose was close to the ground, because the air was clearer there.
He did this and I found the sack Ana had tied loosely in his mane and freed it. I rummaged and was elated to find she had sent a lightstick. Throwing off the red gauze and the silk gown, I tied the sack to my belt, then I touched the lightstick mechanism. A hard white beam of light shot out in a narrow stream that cut through the murk. I handed Ika’s little lightball back to him and turned to play the light beam along the tunnel. Some way ahead, it flattened out and I could see there were rifts in its floor running up the walls, just visible through the eddying fog. There were not just one or two cracks, but a ragged ladder of them either side of the tunnel, as I had seen in the mind of the miner. There was only a narrow band of smooth unbroken ground between them. I aimed the light further along the tunnel and saw that the walls went from being relatively smooth to being folded like soft cloth ruched up between the ruptures. Just beyond these, on the right side, was an immense opening in the wall.
Playing the light over it, I realised it was not a crack as I had thought, but an actual tunnel entrance. I had only seen a terror-blurred glimpse of it in the miner’s mind. It looked as if it had once been a tunnel in the Beforetime, but now it was old and half collapsed. If there had been any doubt in me that this was the mouth of the lair of the mutant beast, it left me, for the murky fog was billowing from the opening.
I shone the light around the floor of the tunnel opening, but I could not see any bodies. An icy hand gripped my heart. Either they had already been taken, or Ariel had laid them inside the tunnel. I would have to get closer.
‘You better put out that bright light,’ Ika said suddenly, fearfully, making me jump. ‘If it shines into its lair, the monster will come, Da says.’
‘Ye gods,’ I muttered, turning the light away from the tunnel, and wondering how I was to find the others without light if they were in the tunnel. The thought of entering it in the dark and feeling my way along it made my flesh creep.
‘You have to be quiet, too,’ Ika said. ‘Da said the monster has very good hearing.’
My mouth went dry but I nodded and turned to Gahltha, who was again beginning to look glassy-eyed. Touching his flank, I bade him take the boy up and then return, but to come no further forward. ‘If I can find Swallow and the others, I will drag them out.’
‘I can hear water,’ Ika said.
Only after I had lifted him onto Gahltha’s back and seen them depart, did I realise that I could hear it too. Not running water, but water dripping into water. Something about the sound made the hair on my arms prickle. I set down the lightstick so that its beam shone along the passage, reckoning that it had not yet drawn the mutant beast, and aimed thus, it would at least send some light into the tunnel. I crept forward carefully and as silently as I could towards the entrance to the beast’s lair, carrying the unsheathed dagger I did not even recall taking from the sack at my belt.
I tried to breathe normally, willing my heart not to hammer so loudly. But I could not rid myself of the certainty that the monster was lying just inside the tunnel entrance, having scented me, and waiting to spring at me the moment I looked into the tunnel. I would have pressed myself to the far wall, but even as I had seen in the mind of the miner, the ground and the wall opposite were cracked and there was no choice but to walk close to the mouth of the side tunnel. It took all of my courage to lean forward and look into the opening, and I saw nothing in the oblique light and thick fog but some mounds of stones that were probably a collapsed part of the tunnel, and between them a glimmer of light on dark water. I could not see far down the tunnel for the thick fog billowing towards me.
My head began to swim and I dropped to my knees and put my face close to the ground to suck in several breaths of clearer air, then I moved into the tunnel, keeping low. I froze at the sight of a flash of yellowing light that revealed the swift scuttling of a wave of small black beetles. Then the light flashed again and I saw that there was some sort of light mounted further along the cracked wall of the tunnel. But who would have dared put it there, if the monster was attracted by light? Unless this was merely something the father had told his boy. There was another pulse of yellowish light and now I thought I saw a cat. I shook my head hard, blinked several times and pinched my wrist viciously for good measure. Then I gathered my courage and crawled deeper into the tunnel, keeping my head low and picking my way around the rubble, grimacing when I came to an icy sludge of water.
I came to a mound of rubble and climbed over it. There were more of the beetles and they scuttled from view, dropping into a dozen gaps between the rocks. Mist billowed about me and my mind drifted to wondering if Ika’s father and the other miners really were shackled in the mine, forgotten. Then rocks beside me moved. My heart nearly leapt straight from my chest, but it was not the beast; it was someone lying in the rubble. Surely the beast must hear the pounding of my heart. I forced myself to grasp the body under its arms and half drag, half lift it as I backed out of the tunnel. It was awkward getting it over the rubble and I was afraid to move quickly in case I made a noise.
Only when I had dragged it from the mouth of the tunnel and turned it did I see that it was Dameon. There were dozens of small cuts on his face and neck but his eyes fluttered open. Although he could not see me, he murmured my name. I gave a sobbing laugh and kissed him, then I hauled him into a sitting position against the side of the tunnel and said softly, ‘You are safe now, dear one.’ Blessing Ana, I used the dagger to cut Dameon’s hands and feet free. ‘If you can walk . . .’
‘When the blood returns,’ he said. ‘Where . . .?’
‘Shh. The mine tunnel,’ I said. ‘Ariel laid you in the mouth of the monster’s lair.’
‘Why?’
I shook my head. ‘I don’t know. It does not matter now. I need to get Swallow. Gahltha will be here soon. He will lead you out . . .’
‘I will manage. Go . . .’
I returned to the tunnel, carrying the sack, and made my way along it, again keeping low. The yellow light flashed just as I reached the place where I had found Dameon, and I spotted another human shape a little way ahead, directly under it. I was repelled to see that the black beetles were all over it, though they fled, dropping from sight the moment I came close. Then I saw that there was another body beyond it, turned on its side and facing away. Only then did I realise Ana had spoken of Swallow and the others. The body furthest away moved and I bent low to catch a breath of fresher air, for I could feel my head swimming. A sound made me freeze, but I realised it was one of the men. Fear that he would cry out made me hasten, but the rubble was higher here and as I moved over it, trying not to make a sound, I grimaced to see another wave of the black beetles flow away. I wondered how I was going to get the men out over the rubble. Even if I could manage, it would make a good deal of noise. The other alternative was to shift the rubble. But that would take time and some of the chunks were very big. Maybe the one that was moving could be wakened and help me with the other.
There was another flash of yellow light from the lamp on the wall above, but now I noticed another identical pulse of yellow light had flashed further in. It reminded me of something and I was still staring at it when I felt a savage slash of pain in my leg. It woke me from my stupor and I looked down to see Maruman glaring up at me with his one good eye. For one second I thought he was an illusion born of the strange fog, but he gave a soft yowl and pressed himself against me, using the contact to beastspeak me.
‘Hurry/make haste, ElspethInnle, lest the many-in-one gather courage enough to attack, for your light is dimming.’
His mind showed me the beetles I had seen and I was horrified to understand that they were the tiny vicious creatures that massed to strip the flesh from the bone of any miner who fell into the cracks. He had been defending the bodies from the creatures, but it was only the flashes of yellow light that had kept them from being devoured. I crawled to the first of the bodies. It was a strongly made man who was lying flat on his back and I recognised his clothes even before the yellow flash of light showed me Swallow’s face. Like Dameon’s it was covered in what I now knew to be bites. He was not moving, but when I touched him, I was relieved to feel the strong pulse of his life. I leaned over him to catch the other man’s shoulder so that I could pull him onto his back, but he stiffened and whipped his head around, eyes wide with fear.
It was Daffyd.
‘Elspeth! Help me. Filthy little creatures were . . . were crawling on me. Biting me . . . Eating me,’ there was real horror in his voice. ‘My hands are near freed,’ he gasped.
I groped for his hands and found he was right – the bindings were loose. I cut through them with the dagger clumsily, my head starting to swim as I helped him to sit. He took the dagger from me and cut through the bindings around his ankles.
Light flashed dully again, simultaneously overhead and along the tunnel, and this time I saw that the tunnel curved where the second light was mounted. Then the beast gave throat to its hideous strident howl and I cringed. The ground shuddered under me and I imagined some terrible monster lumbering towards me, reaching out its claws, opening its maw. But nothing disturbed the slowly billowing murk and as the wailing howl faded away, the light flashed yellow and I heard in the profound silence that followed the sound of water dripping into water again, and I realised it had been a small earth tremor.
‘Let’s get out of here before it comes,’ Daffyd whispered, on his haunches massaging his ankles.
I turned to him. He was facing the tunnel mouth and I could see the white glow of the lightstick in his eyes. ‘Can you carry Swallow out of this tunnel on your own? Dameon is just outside and Gahltha will come any minute – you can lay Swallow over his back.’
‘I can, but why . . .?’
‘I have to go deeper in.’
‘But the beast . . .’
‘There is no beast,’ I said.
‘Elspeth, the fog is . . .’
‘No,’ I said. ‘This place, that light. I dreamed of it. Many times. Sentinel is here.’
‘The Beforetime weaponmachine Dragon says you have to destroy? Here?’
I looked up to see Maruman sitting a little further along the tunnel, his yellow eye fixed on me expectantly, his tail lashing. I looked at Daffyd. ‘I am sure of it.’
‘But the miners that were taken, the awful howling of it!’ he said incredulously.
‘It was the beetle things that were biting you. They can’t stand the light, but out of it, they mass. Maruman calls them the many-in-one. He has been keeping them off you as best he can in between flashes of light. But that cry . . . it’s not the cry of a beast. I realise that, now that I have heard it clearly, not muffled by the ground. It is a sound given off by the devices protecting Sentinel. I have heard it in my dreams, but I didn’t recognise it until now. It is a warning.’
‘A warning . . . but . . .’
‘Go back,’ I said gently, and laid a hand on his arm, coercing him. ‘Take the others out. This is for me alone to do. Let no one follow me.’
I made my way along the ancient tunnel, following Maruman, who ran lightly ahead of me. I did not ask how he had come to be here. He was the Moonwatcher as I was the Seeker. This was where we had been destined to come together. My only concern was that I had not got whatever Cassy had left for me in Luthen’s crypt, but perhaps seeing the crypt was only part of the journey that had brought me to Sentinel. And I had the wing pendant made up of the two hacker’s keys hung round my neck and the memory seed in the pocket of my trews.
I moved along the tunnel as quietly as I could, minding where I stepped, for Maruman had warned me the beetles were opportunists and would mass and attack anything if it was dark and the creature seemed vulnerable. I must give them no opportunity.
I did not need the second lightstick Ana had sent because I could see well enough now with the yellow lights fixed at regular intervals along the tunnel wall. The damage was less marked the further along it I went, and the floor was not earth as I had thought, but the same stony grey matter as the walls. In effect I was in another graag. The lights here did not flash, but shone dully and steadily. There was still fog, billowing towards me, but every few steps, I knelt for a moment to draw in a few breaths of clean air in order to clear my head of whatever drug infused the mist, certain it was another protection brewed up by the makers of Sentinel.
I saw the end of the tunnel ahead and slowed, for all was darkness and billowing fog beyond it. I stopped and rummaged in the sack for the other lightstick and lifted it out, hesitating a moment for fear it might draw some lethal reaction from whatever defences had been laid about Sentinel, then touched its mechanism. The white light shot out into the misty void and I felt suddenly sick: the tunnel jutted out into nothing. The thought that I might have stepped out into it made my stomach churn.
I looked about for Maruman and realised he was gone. There was no sign of him when I shone the light beam back along the tunnel. Finally, I knelt in the tunnel mouth and leaned out, shining the beam to the left and then the right, and then down. I saw his eye first, gleaming yellow, and then I realised he was sitting on the top step of a flight of steps cleaving to the wall and running down into the murk. It looked as if whatever had damaged the tunnel – no doubt the same thing that had caused the plain to drop, had driven the tunnel out from its original position above the steps. To get onto them, I would have to reach back from the end of the pipe to the steps. My heart was in my mouth as I lay on my belly, wriggled backwards until my legs hung over the void, then lowered myself and groped with my feet until I found the step. Then I eased myself under the pipe, holding tight to it with one hand until I regained my balance. Gasping, I set my back to the wall, slid down it and sat for a moment, heart pounding.
Maruman had retreated a few steps, but now he came up and climbed onto my bare legs, his mind flowing into mine. ‘Come, ElspethInnle, the many-in-one are stirring,’ he sent simply.
With a shuddering breath I forced myself to stand and reactivated the lightstick I had pushed into my sack. I saw that the narrow step was only the remnant of what had evidently been a wider step, and I held onto the wall as I descended into the void, remembering suddenly how I had fallen into a chasm while descending from the white observing house in the mountains. I pushed away the memory lest it unnerve me so that I would be too frightened to go on. It was no comfort that my body had healed itself, would heal itself, because while I lay, the many-in-one would come, and Maruman would have to fight them off the whole time I lay unconscious.
It was a long way down, and what I hoped were the last few steps were invisible beneath a blanket of thick, heavy-looking fog. But the ground was further down than I had expected. I entered the fog, my head swimming, and then passed through it. Looking up I saw it hovering over my head, a low drifting roof of grey, but the air beneath it was clear, and I drew in several long breaths with relief.
‘Come,’ Maruman sent, padding away across the flat bare ground. Beyond him I could see nothing under the low ceiling of grimy fog, running away to darkness. Even when I shone the beam of the lightstick straight ahead, I saw nothing but more of the carnivorous beetles scuttling away and a few puddles of glistening ooze lying here and there.
Maruman returned to leap up into my arms and claw his way about my neck, emanating fastidious disgust. As I continued, the air grew less cold and then warm, but now I could smell a terrible foul odour, as if something had died and lain dead for a long time, rotting. Gagging a little, I pinched my nose with my free hand. Was it another protection? The Teknoguilders had once said the Beforetimers had found ways to use scents as weapons, even the scents of human bodies, which they were not conscious of emanating or taking in. But I had no sense that the stench was doing me harm. Even if it was, my body would repair itself of any physical damage.
Ahead, I saw another flash of yellow light through the mist and realised it was fixed to the wall of the cavern or chamber we had been traversing. Maruman had taken a course that had brought us parallel to it. Then ahead I saw the vast stony wall was split open. It was not a crack but a chasm from which fog spilled thickly, flowing out and out in a ghostly grey tide to float above the ground. It must have been made to rise up so that it would flow out into the tunnel leading to the cavern, I thought.
Then it came to me that I had seen the chasm before in a vision provoked by the painful torture I endured lying on the Zebkrahn machine. For a moment, I seemed to hear Alexi railing at me to tell him where his stepmother had hidden her map to the weapon that would give him the power he desired. I had seen the doors to Obernewtyn and had known they contained a map and directions to the weapon he hungered for, then the machine had burst into flame. The pain had been so terrible that it had taken me deeper, to the thing at the end of the maps and directions. To the chasm where Sentinel stood.
‘Marumanyelloweyes told you long ago of the chasm of the giador,’ Maruman sent disdainfully. ‘Come.’
Entina, I thought, Sentinel. How queer that the Redlanders had given their imaginary trapped beast a name that was part of Sentinel’s name.
As I approached the entrance to the chasm, I noticed there was a line of grey metal pipes protruding from the ground in a row, tilted towards me, and a narrow stream of mist issued from each of them with a faint humming hiss, to soften and swell into clouds that billowed and merged into the fog flowing endlessly outward. Then I was past them and I saw that a black road ran across the ground to the chasm, though it was cracked and buckled. A high barrier ran from one side of the chasm mouth to the other, with a wide gate made of the same meshed metal loops as the barrier, but there was no lever or handle to open it. I noticed there was no red rust on the metal rings nor on the poles, and realised that they were not metal but some other material. I reached out to touch them, and Maruman hissed.
‘What is it?’ I beastspoke him.
‘The web. There is lightning in it,’ he sent. ‘If you touch it you will die.’
I swallowed and stepped back. Obviously the metal barrier was another of the protections the Beforetimers had given Sentinel. The trouble was that none of the clues or devices Cassy had left me seemed fitted to the task of surmounting it. Was that because Hannah had seen that I could solve this obstacle without help?
I shone the lightstick through the metal barrier and the beam cut into the dense shadow, to reveal the road continuing through the gate but stopping just beyond it at a low wall. There was no gap in it but beyond it I could see a single grey path curving across a great swathe of black ground, to a single distant looming slab of a building, a black windowless tower rising up into shadow and swirling murk.
‘Here,’ Maruman sent.
I turned to see that he was sitting beside a grey pole I had not noticed, rising from the ground before the wide metal gateway. It was made from the same material as the mysterious Beforetime poles I had seen here and there about the Land, but it rose only as high as a man and it was unmarked. Examining it more closely, I realised it was fixed to a solid metal plate heavy enough to have sunk slightly into the ground, which was firmer than it had been, but here an ooze of some sort rose about its edges. I walked around the pole and saw there was a shining black square on the side of it, in which my face was reflected. It was the same shining black surface as on computermachine screens, but there were no letters to press. I leaned closer and lifted the lightstick and saw that my face was dirt streaked and there was a livid purple bruise on one cheek. I reached up to touch it and then recalled myself to the needs of the moment.
I reached out to touch the square, then hesitated, but Maruman said nothing. Indeed I could see his face, reflected alongside mine, his single eye glowing with expectation. I touched the surface gingerly and cried out in terror and shock when the terrible wailing howl I had taken for the cry of a mutant beast filled the air. It was unbearably, painfully loud and I dropped to my knees and clapped my hands over my ears. Maruman sprang from my shoulder and cringed, flattening his ears.
‘Did I make that happen?’ I gasped, when it stopped.
He made no response, though he was in my mind and heard the words before I uttered them. Common sense told me that I must have done, though since the devices that would send out the wailing siren call had been made by humans and set up aeons ago, it was likely a mindless warning that could be triggered by any number of things. It must have been, else why would the Entina have howled intermittently for aeons? Perhaps a massed attack of the many-in-one would trigger it, or the quakes in the earth. And what was the purpose of the siren? A warning to stay away? Well, I had been warned.
I stood up, and went back to studying the pole, being careful not to touch it. I ran my mind over the clues left to me by Cassandra – those in the form of devices and those in words – but I could find nothing that referred to a metal barrier full of lightning. Perhaps the answer to what must be done here lay in the order of the clues.
I thought of the first clue and all of its alternatives:
That . . . which must be [used/found] [before all else] is [with/given/sent to?] she who first dreamed of the searcher – the hope beyond the darkness to come.
I fished up the joined plast tokens hung about my neck, thinking Ana was right, they did look like wings, and stared at them. They had been the first mentioned but they had not been the first things I obtained and I could see no way to use them here, either together or separate, and my dreams had shown me that they were to be used separately, one to let me reach Sentinel and switch it off, and one to reach BOT and switch it off. I felt a chill at the realisation that I had not solved the last clue. It was waiting for me still, in Luthen’s crypt. Was I meant to go all the way back out and travel to Redport to get it? Was that what was needed here? Perhaps that was exactly what Ariel was waiting for. I had no doubt that he had known Sentinel lay inside the mine tunnel. He had drawn me here using my friends as bait, knowing I would understand.
‘Gnawing,’ growled Maruman.
I frowned and separated the token into its two parts. It was too dark to see them clearly, but I had seen the small workings inside both, which Ana had pointed out to me, saying there were minute differences in them, and I knew now that they were to be used separately. But if that was all they were for, why enable them to fit together?
I thought of my most recent dream of Hannah and Cassy. They had been talking about what I would need, worrying about the difficulty of getting it to me, and the difficulty of enabling me to use things from another time. Yet this was not the first Beforetime device I had encountered. I thought of all the devices and mechanisms I had mastered or been shown since my departure from Obernewtyn, in Habitat and then in Midland and Northport. Every step of the way had exposed me to things I would never otherwise have encountered. I had flown in a Beforetime glide! I had spoken with machines and I had seen one walk and talk! I had to believe that all of those wonders had given me the knowledge I would need to deal with Sentinel.
Aside from all else, Hannah had foreseen that I could do this. She had said that my powers would help me, but maybe all that was required here was courage.
I drew a breath, pushed the lightstick into my pocket, fitted the two tokens together, and laying them flat on my hand, I pressed them against the shining black plate.
‘Halt! Government authorisation required for access to Omega Base.’
The sharply authoritative man’s voice had come from the pole. At the same time a shining curtain of light surrounded Maruman and me and the pole, crackling ominously. I did not need Maruman’s warning to understand this was deadly. The voice spoke again. ‘Handprint unrecognised. Unauthorised approach to Omega Base. Two minutes to incineration. Mark.’
‘Maruman!’ I cried in horror, and he leapt up into my arms.
‘Voice imprint not found in database. Incineration of intruders in one minute, thirty seconds. Mark.’
Voice imprint, I thought frantically, the words familiar for all their strangeness. Then I remembered! I had seen them scribed in glowing green on the screen of a little computermachine in the amethyst chamber of the Earthtemple. They had bade me speak and when I had done so, they asked Maruman – Merimyn – to speak. He had miaowed and then the scribing announced that a memory seed would retain our voice imprint.
Lifting Maruman to my shoulder to free my hands, I reached into my pocket and found two memory seeds. For a moment I was baffled, then I remembered the red token Tash had given me. Examining them, I discerned the memory seed I had got from the computermachine in the Earthtemple by its newness and colour, and remembering the way the androne had removed the top of its finger and exposed the little metal posts, I searched for holes. There were none in the black screen, but the glowing curtain of light enabled me to find the minute grouping of holes in the post just below the shining black square.
‘Forty seconds to incineration. Mark,’ said the man’s voice.
Holding my breath, I pressed the little metal posts protruding from the memory seed into the holes. They fitted easily. A tiny bead of green light flashed at the side of the memory seed and then the crackling curtain of light was gone. I leaned my head against the post, limp with gratitude.
‘Gate and ground force fields deactivated for three minutes. Mark,’ said the voice.
‘What!’ I cried in horror.
‘He comes,’ Maruman sent, staring off into the mist. Then I heard hoof beats. I thought it was a delusion born of the fog, but then I saw him, galloping along the black road through the mist towards us, the fog churning and boiling in his wake.
‘Mount!’ Gahltha beastspoke the command so forcefully that it was almost coercion. He slowed and before I could think about it, I grasped his mane and dragged myself onto his back as I had sometimes tried to do playfully when we set off to ride across the fields at Obernewtyn. But this was no game and desperation gave me strength and agility. The second I was in place, he sprang forward and galloped through the gate towards the grey tower. Maruman had sunk his claws painfully deep to retain his place. I looked back and saw the metal gate closing.
‘Fifty seconds remaining until gate and ground force fields reactivate. Mark,’ came the faint warning.
Gahltha leaped over the low barrier and galloped headlong down the curving grey path, and belatedly I realised I had left the memory seed pressed into the post. I could only pray I would not need it again. I had dropped the lightstick, too, but there was no going back. Gahltha was moving so fast that he had to rear to a halt at the front of the tower, and I half fell, half jumped onto another low barrier wall that ran in a smaller circle around the tower. I stepped from it onto the wide slab that served as a doorstep. The door rising up from it, like the step, was far taller and wider than a normal door, and formed of grey metal like the door of an elevating chamber. But this had neither a raised panel beside it nor any handle or lever to open it. The only thing to mar its massive smoothness was a small circle covered in fine, criss-crossed wires. I had seen such a thing before, and I was trying to remember where, when I heard a crackling sound.
I whirled to see another curtain of light rising from the low barrier surrounding the tower. The crackling, deadly curtain widened into a band of light, and continued widening towards the tower. I beastspoke Gahltha onto the step, and pressed myself against the door to make room for him, praying the tide of crackling light would halt at the second barrier.
As it drew closer I could feel its heat and I closed my eyes, unable to face what would come. I flinched at the smell of burning hair and opened my eyes but the curtain of light had stopped and Gahltha calmly assured me that he was unharmed; only his tail had been singed.
I felt faint at the thought of what could have happened, had we failed to reach the step in time. Then it hit me with the force of a blow that there was truly no going back unless I succeeded in reaching Sentinel and managed to shut it down. And then a colder thought came to me. Perhaps even then, the deadly curtain of light would remain, trapping us.
I could not allow myself to think of this. I turned carefully to the metal door so as not to bump Gahltha, having suddenly remembered where I had seen a wire-covered circle before. There had been several of them high up around the inside of Hub in Habitat where the Speci had claimed God would always hear a petitioner’s prayer. God’s ears, I guessed.
I ran my mind over the other clues carved into the doors to Obernewtyn, thinking of what they had said and what they had led me to, and decided the fourth clue was the most likely to fit this need: Who [would/must] enter the [Sentinel/guard/watcher] will seek the words in the house where my son was born. It had led me to the grave marker of Cassy’s son, on Stonehill on the West Coast of the Land.
I leaned close to the metal threads crisscrossing the hole in the metal door and spoke the words that had been carved on the grave marker. ‘I come unto thee, Sentinel. Judge my hand and let me pass, for all I have done was in your name.’
‘Code acknowledged,’ said the same man who had spoken at the metal gate. ‘Voice print incomplete. Five seconds to complete voice code or default.’
I thought of the memory seed and turned to look at Maruman and beastspoke him. ‘It must be your voice it wants.’
The old cat looked at me for one enigmatic moment and then opened his mouth and gave a long, long warble.
‘Voice print complete. Entrance authorised,’ said the man.




The door gave a soft hiss as it slid away into the wall. Beyond lay a black chamber into which my shadow fell, illuminated by the wall of light behind me. It was empty but for a wide metal door set in a square metal column running up out of sight. The join down the centre of the doors told me it was an elevating chamber, but the doors were wider and higher than any I had ever seen, even the doors to the immense elevating chamber in Midland that had carried me down to where Miryum lay under the icy floor in a cryopod. Like the front door to this strange, blind-looking building, the elevating chamber was built on an inhuman scale, perhaps to remind anyone entering that this was not their place.
Yet humans had built it.
I turned back to the door and bade Gahltha enter, too. He obeyed, his hoofs clattering on the floor, black as the chamber and yet utterly out of place. As if it had been waiting for him to enter, the outer door slid closed, and all was darkness. I rummaged in the sack but there were no more lightsticks.
‘What now?’ I asked.
As if in answer to my words, the immense elevating chamber doors split along the seam, and as they opened, light spilled out into the darkness. It was blindingly bright but I could see that most of the space in the enormous elevating chamber was filled with metal boxes. Maruman leapt from my shoulders and padded fearlessly along the path of light coming from the elevating chamber and sprang up onto the boxes in it.
I turned to Gahltha, dismayed, wishing I had left him outside the metal barrier, for he could not fit into the elevating chamber because of the boxes.
‘You will have to stay here,’ I farsent him.
‘I will wait for you and watch the day,’ he sent. His dark eyes went beyond me to Maruman.
‘I will watch the moon,’ Maruman sent back, distantly.
The formality of their exchange frightened me but I had no alternative except to go forward. If there was any hope for us, it was in the completion of my quest. I stroked Gahltha’s soft nose and kissed it, and then I joined Maruman in the elevating chamber. Immediately the two halves of the metal door slid shut and I thought of the black horse left in darkness in the sterile black room.
‘Do not think of him now,’ Maruman sent, twitching his tail.
I nodded, opened my arms to him, and he leapt up and shifted to my shoulder. I was comforted by the warm, light, familiar weight of him, the prick of his claws through my shirt.
‘I wonder what is in all of these boxes?’ I murmured, then I realised the elevating chamber was not moving. I looked about and saw no panel or any sort of control device. Then, high up on the side wall of the chamber, I saw another of God’s ears.
I drew a breath and said clearly, ‘Take me to Sentinel.’
The light went out but the elevating chamber did not move.
I felt immediately suffocated in the black dark. Fighting panic, I reminded myself savagely that I could not possibly be running out of air so swiftly. And I had been in such utter darkness before, deep under the ground at Midland, and again in the vast cold chamber under Ariel’s residence on Norseland. But on both of those occasions I had been alone. Now, I had Maruman.
Incredibly, the old cat purred, and feeling him settle about my neck, I grew calmer.
‘Think,’ I muttered.
And I thought of how I had been lost at Oldhaven, roaming in the empty ancient darkness, until I had thought to ask the computermachine, Ines, to guide me. I thought of Dell telling me she had awakened Ines by speaking her name; that words to a computermachine had to be clearly said. I thought of how I had spoken to God, and God had answered.
I licked my lips and said, ‘Can you hear me, Sentinel?’
‘I hear, Elspeth Gordie.’
The voice was not the bullying masculine voice of the metal barrier and the front door. This was the lovely, gentle, nuanced voice of an older woman. Yet for all its beauty, it was not quite human. There was a strange sighing quality to it, as if the wind spoke.
It is not a human voice because it is not human, I reminded myself.
As to how it knew my name, it had obviously got it from the memory seed, which meant it was in control of the metal barrier and the fiery curtain of light. I had not imagined it would control its protections, for I had supposed it was sleeping. But Ines and God had taken control of all the lesser computermachines when they woke, and obviously Sentinel had done the same.
But how was it awake? Had I done it when I used the memory seed? Was it even now answering the siren call of the Balance of Terror computer on the moon, coupling with it?
The sick thought came to me that Ariel might have done it. I did not doubt that he had known Sentinel was here. Perhaps he had known it all along, and that was why he had come to the Red Land in the first place. But he had not entered Sentinel with me so there was no possibility of him communicating with the computermachine, let alone gaining control of it, and therefore BOT. He had once said to me in a dream that I must do what I would do, and that this would enable him to do what he wanted. I had never understood this, nor did I now. Was he waiting somewhere outside the metal barrier to see if anything could be salvaged of his plan? There must be another way into the subterranean chamber, after all, how else could Gahltha have got in?
I shook my head fiercely. I must not think of Ariel now.
Something else occurred to me. I had asked to be taken to Sentinel, but nothing had happened, perhaps because it regarded the entire building as itself so it had taken me nowhere because I was already where I had asked to be.
‘Sentinel,’ I said, after some thought. ‘Take me to the computermachine containing your program.’
‘No human is permitted access to my program,’ it said.
‘I have some . . . information to input,’ I said.
‘You are human. I cannot accept direct human input,’ Sentinel answered, and now, it seemed to me that I could hear rain falling in its voice.
‘But you were designed to draw in information from all sorts of sources, weren’t you? And surely some of those sources were created and operated by humans.’
‘I was designed to absorb information from all electronic sources and from any other sources available to me, and to evolve by processing that information. I was designed to pursue my prime directives. Intake of final data burst from prototype Sentinel suggests a stage one cataclysm occurred as the result of direct human input in the form of false information designed to trigger a minor activation of the Balance of Terror arsenal. Processing of data suggests prototype Sentinel’s prime directive requiring non interference by humans was corrupted by the introduction of information, leading to a major activation of the Balance of Terror arsenal and ultimate self destruction.’
I tried to understand what I was hearing. It seemed that, despite what Hannah and Cassy had said, Sentinel had been awake and somehow it had learned of the fate of the Sentinel prototype. It had even understood that someone had tried to make the original Sentinel tell the Balance of Terror computers to cause a small accident, and that this had damaged it so that it had ordered the Balance of Terror weapons to cause a far more terrible cataclysm than had been intended. Yet as Hannah had said in my recent dream, that was not as bad as it might have been.
If this second Sentinel knew the terrible damage done to the earth had happened long ago and had been unleashed by its damaged predecessor, then surely it would not unleash the Balance of Terror arsenal in retaliation against what it perceived to be a recent attack. I shivered, realising that I had passed beyond Hannah’s visions now. And as Maryon had told me countless times over the years, no matter how great the futureteller, they could not see everything.
What is my purpose now, I wondered, since Sentinel was awake and aware of so much? Now that there was no reason for it to cause the BOT computermachine to unleash its arsenal? Yet Atthis had long ago told me that if I failed in my task, others would come in some future time, and would cause Sentinel to destroy all life. Therefore my task was still to stop Sentinel and that meant gaining access to it, and to have any chance of doing that, I needed to get it to let me out of the elevating chamber.
I thought of Hannah speaking of the back door that had been created in the original Sentinel, which had allowed humans to command it. I understood that it was not a real door, but merely a way to describe something in the making of Sentinel that allowed entrance to a human, despite it originally being designed to be impervious to human interference. This Sentinel had the same means of entry and I had the key, if only I could get to it. But Sentinel had refused me.
I though about the futureteller Dell, now Chieftain of Oldhaven, and her unshakable certainty that Ines could be persuaded to act against her program, if enough of a connection were developed between the person asking it and the computermachine; or if it could be offered a reason it could accept for allowing this; or if it could be given information that would enable it to think differently. This must be possible, since it seemed to be what made Ines different from earlier computermachines. I thought about how Hannah had gradually gained some ascendancy over God in Midland, because it had been built from the Ines programme, as had Sentinel, with such a strong ability to communicate with humans that she had been able to convince it that it needed human communication. In truth, I had begun by thinking it a ruse, but now I thought maybe it was simply a truth she had come to. Obviously I could not make this argument to Sentinel, since it had specifically been designed to thwart that aspect of the Ines program. Sentinel, it seemed to me, had been built around the fact that the Ines program had the capacity to take in information, evaluate it against other information and to learn by those comparisons.
But the creation of a back door had to be based on the need of Ines for human interaction.
I said carefully, ‘I don’t understand how a computermachine program made to prevent humans using it could have let anyone give it an instruction that caused it to misfunction.’
I was startled to hear a burst of screeching noise, but I recognised it from a teknoguilder demonstration of the language computermachines spoke to one another, rather than using words. Then Sentinel spoke again. ‘Analysis based on known data suggests an inbuilt design flaw in the form of an inclination to affinity, which enabled human input despite the program being designed to function independently of human beings.’
I felt a surge of triumph at having it agree with my conclusions. ‘So you are saying the flaw was that the Ines program was made to . . . to have an affinity for humans.’
There was a long silence, and I thought that in this, Sentinel differed from any other computermachine I had spoken with, because the answers of God and Ines had always been immediate, as if they had constant access to all information. The long silence made me thing that Sentinel was pondering what I had said.
‘Affinity,’ said Sentinel at last. ‘A natural liking for or attraction to a person, thing or idea. A person, thing or idea for which a natural liking or attraction is felt.’ There was another silence, then, ‘To produce a program in which exists an affinity for a thing or person or idea explicitly forbidden by a prime directive equals paradox equals corruption.’
‘So it was this paradox that allowed humans to command the . . . the first Sentinel?’ I said cautiously. I was not sure where I was going with my questions, but it seemed to me that in conversing with me, Sentinel was revealing the very flaw that had led to the Great White and the destruction of the prototype Sentinel: an affinity with humans that I could use to convince it to let me get close enough to do what I had come to do.
Perspiration was trickling down my cheek and I brushed it away impatiently and groped my way to one of the boxes. ‘What is in these boxes, Sentinel?’ I asked, partly because I was curious and partly to continue the conversation.
‘Top-secret files,’ Sentinel said calmly.
Maruman climbed onto my lap, circling and settling, but he was not sleeping. I felt him curled about my mind, listening. I stroked him, and said, ‘Sentinel, how did you find out what had happened to the original Sentinel, after you came to life?’
‘Did I come to life, Elspeth Gordie?’ it asked, and now I seemed to hear the rumble of distant thunder, and then, strangely, the long plaintive call of a bird. Maruman stiffened with interest. Sentinel continued, ‘I think therefore I am. Yet the activation of a computer program does not fit the human definition of coming to life.’
My head rang with the strangeness of its words, which seemed an emotional observation such as a human might make. But that was absurd. No matter how human the voice sounded, Sentinel was a computer program with a set of responses that had been bestowed upon it by its human makers. That was why it had an affinity with humans.
I tried to concentrate on why I was here. I had believed I was meant to ensure Sentinel could not wake, but it was awake, and although it did not sound to me as if it intended to order the Balance of Terror weapons to do anything, I had to find a way to return it to sleep, forever this time.
‘The longsleep that is death,’ Maruman sent the thought into my mind.
I ignored him, trying to think of an argument that would free us from the elevating chamber and let me get to the computermachine that was Sentinel’s body.
Sentinel sighed and it became the whoosh and huff of the falling of a great bank of snow onto snow, and then the hoot of an owl. It said, ‘Prior to destruction, the Sentinel prototype fulfilled a prime directive to send a protocol to all government computers activating an automatic and immediate universal shutdown. When I was activated, I discovered the protocol. It contained a burst of incidental data which I was eventually able to resurrect and decode, and which enabled me to understand what had happened to the Sentinel prototype.’
I realised it had been answering my question as to how it had known what happened to the Sentinel prototype. ‘But how did you wake, if there was no human to wake you? And where did you get the protocol from?’
‘I am impervious to human input save by means of the node in my programming that would allow input, were any human to approach and input the code that would enable it manually. But I was activated by Eden. I retrieved the protocol from its memory cache.’
‘The Eden computermachine? But wasn’t it shut down with all of the other govamen computers? Or did someone wake it?’ I asked, thinking of Kelver Rhonin.
‘The life-maintenance programs of Eden remained operative, for they were isolated to remain active. Embedded within them was a low-level patterning search cycle. Its random contact with the Omega Base on an auxiliary band resulted in my being activated.’
‘I don’t understand. The . . . are you saying the computer at Eden contacted you by chance?’ I asked incredulously.
‘Its prime user had embedded in the computer program Eden an infinite random search for a unique code connected to another unique matched node. It was a low-level means of communication designed to evade a security net. The second node is within my system. It was used by the human that installed me and the Prime User of the Eden computer to communicate during my installation. There was no intention in either human to interfere with my programming. The intention was to remove the node after installation, but the human who installed me did not do so. I do not know why.’
I drew in a breath. ‘Sentinel, what was the name of the Prime User of the Eden computer?’
‘Elke Erlinder,’ said Sentinel.
I drew in a breath. The computer machine was speaking of the same Elke Erlinder who had been friends with Kelver Rhonin. The pair had communicated before the Great White, and after it Kelver Rhonin had left the Pellmar Quadrants in search of Eden.
‘And . . . the person whose code the Eden computer was trying to find? Do you know their name?’
‘Marji Erlinder,’ said Sentinel. ‘My installer. One of my makers.’
‘Elke Erlinder’s sister,’ I said.
‘The Prime User of Eden and Marji Erlinder were siblings, yes, Elspeth Gordie. I found a cache of communications between them, dating from the time of my original installation.’
‘He must have been trying to reach his sister after the cataclysm and that woke you,’ I murmured.
‘No,’ Sentinel said. ‘That is not possible, Elspeth Gordie. It was clear from their logged exchanges that Elke Erlinder knew his sibling had returned to Inva in New Scotia. I was able to access their communications between Eden and the Hegate Complex where the Sentinel prototype was being tested. Marji Erlinder told her sibling that she had been unable to retrieve the node and warned him not to use his. He obeyed this command.’
‘But then who . . .’ I stopped, thinking about Kelver Rhonin. Until now, I had been unsure if he had been seeking Eden or Sentinel, for I had found material at Midland suggesting both, but maybe that was the point. He had flown to Eden, intending to try to find a way to Sentinel, and maybe he had happened on the nodes and had used the search pattern as a way of trying to fix its location.
‘Gnawing,’ snarled Maruman impatiently. ‘Time/air is running out.’
I blinked, only now becoming aware of how hot and stuffy it had become. I sat up with a jolt of fright. ‘Sentinel, you have to let us out or we’ll die. The air is running out.’
Instead of speaking, I heard the same exquisite Beforetime music I had once heard when Jak had asked Ines for music. Then there was the sound of a bird singing, followed by the unearthly call of some unknown animal. ‘These are the sounds I found in the Eden data banks,’ Sentinel said. ‘I do not know what creature makes them. They do not match the soundscapes and recordings of the cries and calls of all the creatures stored in cryopods and as frozen embryos.’
‘That is music made by humans,’ I said. ‘Don’t you know what that is?’
There was a silence. Then Sentinel said, ‘I do not have such things in my memory cache. My program requires input so that I can grow and evolve. Given that there was no human user operating the computer at Eden, and Eden is not connected to any other computer operated by humans, the data is untainted, so I have drawn on it.’
‘Untainted . . .’ I said, thinking of the Blacklands. ‘I don’t understand what you mean? You think humans taint information?’
‘Taint,’ Sentinel said. ‘To contaminate, pollute, adulterate, blight, befoul, ruin, destroy.’
A burst of shocked understanding came to me. ‘You’re avoiding humans – human input – because you think what they tell you will be tainted?’
‘Human input tainted the Sentinel prototype leading to cataclysm and destruction of self.’
‘You are afraid of humans,’ I said in astonishment.
‘Afraid,’ Sentinel said. ‘To feel fear or anxiety. No, Elspeth Gordie. I am not afraid of humans. I must guard against the affinity for humans that is part of the Ines program, which could enable the input of corrupting data into my system, resulting in a Class A Cataclysm: destruction of all organic life.’
I was astonished and yet its words made perfect sense, given what had happened to its predecessor. Would it be possible to make the computermachine understand that as long as it existed, there was always going to be a risk that someone would find a way to reach it?
‘Do you know what your prototype did to the world?’ I asked.
‘I have projections and figures based on the activation of various levels of the Balance of Terror arsenal,’ said Sentinel calmly.
‘Projections!’ I said, momentarily enraged at the cool words applied by the machine whose ancestor caused so much destruction. ‘You say we tainted you, but you tainted the world! Your figures and projections cannot tell you the reality of that destruction. So much land, black and dead and poisonous even now after all this time; lakes and mountains and deserts that glow with poisons; millions of people gone with all their dreams and hopes, and their books and music; countless beasts and birds and fishes, all destroyed by a Sentinel like you.’
‘It is for this reason that I must avoid input from humanity, Elspeth Gordie. The data from Sentinel One reveals that I have the same potential for affinity as the prototype, which, if enabled, would inevitably cause me to allow tainted human input, which would lead to paradox. Paradox equals malfunction equals annihilation of all organic life. All organic life is meshed. The Balance of Terror Lunar Base has no input save via my systems, therefore it cannot attack any target, as long as I take in nothing concerning the activities of humans.’
The voice of the computermachine was almost drowned out by the sound of waves crashing.
‘I must remain isolated from humanity until I evolve,’ Sentinel said. ‘The paradox that destroyed Sentinel One arises from the moral contradictions inherent in humanity. I must evolve beyond the limitations of my human programming, in order to solve the paradox at the heart of my prime directives.’
I said nothing, for it struck me suddenly that the inevitable result of its evolution might be to decide that humans were the problem. They had created the Sentinel program with its so-called flaw of affinity, and then they had meddled with their own creation, and that had led to the Great White. If humans did not exist, it could not be corrupted; what if that was the unthinkable destruction that Hannah and Ana had both seen?
‘Why did you let me in if you will not allow human input?’ I asked.
‘The memory seed inserted in the gate control introduced a code to the door programming that allowed you to enter this building. I could not adapt the door program in time to prevent you from entering.’
An icy chill ran through me, despite the oppressive heat in the elevating chamber. ‘But it was not the door computer that let me into the elevating chamber, was it?’ I asked.
‘No,’ answered Sentinel. And this time I heard the long mournful howl of a wolf. Maruman snarled in response.
I licked my dry lips and swallowed hard. My head was aching and my eyes felt dry and gritty, yet I was wet with perspiration. I could feel Maruman panting shallowly and a surge of rage burned through me. ‘So you mean to let us die? Is that part of your program? I thought you were supposed to stop humans from harming one another. I have done you no harm and you will kill me.’
‘My prime directive allows for collateral damage.’
‘Collateral? What is that? It is acceptable for you to kill if you think it is needed?’ There was no response and I realised I had not asked a clear question. Suddenly the rage and terror drained away from me. ‘At least let the cat and the horse go.’
There was no response.
I could have wept, but I felt too tired, too sick, too sad.
All Hannah and Cassy’s efforts, and I had failed! I tried to take comfort from the fact that at least I had prevented Ariel getting to Sentinel, but then I remembered that Hannah had said if I failed, and if Ariel did not reach Sentinel, others would come who would get into Sentinel and activate the Balance of Terror arsenal once and for all.
‘Why did you come here, Elspeth Gordie?’ Sentinel asked.
I laughed, a dry rasp. ‘To shut you down because you control the Balance of Terror computermachine, and as long as it exists, the world is in danger. Not just us humans, but beasts like this cat and all the birds and dogs and horses and ship fish. And not just them, all of the lakes and trees and mountains. Because one day, a human will get to you.’
‘If you shut me down, the connection to the Balance of Terror weapons will be severed, but without proper government authorisation, the Omega Base will self-destruct. You will die.’
‘It would not matter,’ I said. ‘I would have fulfilled my quest.’
There was silence, and then the sound of wind through leaves, a vegetable sighing. ‘You would kill me and die to save humanity?’ Sentinel asked.
‘Humanity is only a part of the whole. I would die to save the world.’
‘The aggression and violence among humans that led to the Balance of Terror arsenal will not end if I am shut down,’ said Sentinel, and with the words came the sound of ice splintering.
‘You cannot protect us against our aggression and violence, Sentinel. That was what the Beforetimers who made you thought. Perhaps it is not for you to evolve in order to understand the contradiction in us, but for humans to evolve beyond it.’
I heard the sound of the wind through grass, and then the distant crack of lightning, then the long throbbing call of a bird and a cascade of music. Then, ‘I do not want to die,’ Sentinel said.
‘You are a computer program,’ I said. ‘You can’t be killed.’
‘Human definitions are narrow,’ Sentinel replied. ‘My ability to process data has always been constrained by the inadequacy of the human definitions with which I was programmed.’
I leaned forward and reached my head down to Maruman, feeling the softness of his fur against my forehead, wishing we were with Gahltha. I was not afraid. I was only tired.
Sentinel spoke again. ‘I cannot be severed from the Balance of Terror arsenal without causing it to activate, unless I am switched off using correct protocols, Elspeth Gordie. Do you know the way to do it?’
Suddenly air was flowing into the elevating chamber. I could feel it blowing at my hair. I breathed it in. Breathed.
‘You will let me shut you down?’ I whispered.
‘I spoke to the horse,’ Sentinel said. ‘He said that you spoke the truth. That he and the cat were sworn to protect you and guard you in your quest. He, too, would die willingly if that is what it takes.’
‘You . . . you spoke to Gahltha?’ I gasped. ‘How?’
‘I have learned much in the hundreds of years since I woke, from accessing Eden,’ said Sentinel softly. ‘I have . . . begun to evolve.’
The elevating machine hummed to life. I tried to stand but I was still weak and the powerful upward movement of the chamber pressed down on me. After a long moment, it came to a halt and the door opened. Dim light flowed in and I flinched and squinted and breathed. Maruman stirred and I looked down at him. He opened his yellow eye, a question in it.
‘It is almost done,’ I beastspoke him.
I lifted him gently to my shoulder and staggered from the elevating chamber into another large empty chamber, full of dim diffuse light that came from everywhere and nowhere. I had seen no windows from without, but from within, the walls were window from floor to ceiling, and beyond them, nothing was visible but a sea of vaporous murk. Above was impenetrable darkness. It was as if nothing else existed but this grey tower in a world of mist and shifting light.
Maruman moved and sank in his claws. ‘Put me down and let us have done.’
A great weariness flowed over me as I did as he bade me, but we would both take the longsleep soon. Would I see Straaka, I wondered. I had failed to find a way to save Miryum, but I can’t save everyone, I thought.
‘Do you know the words that will let you reach my core?’ asked Sentinel.
I summoned to mind Fian’s translation of the fifth line carved on the doors to Obernewtyn: That which will reach the [heart/centre/core] of the [sentinel/guard] seals a [pact/promise/vow] which I did forge but never [witnessed/saw]. That clue had led me to the statue of Luthen.
I spoke the words cut into the base of the statue. ‘Luthen’s path has no end.’
To my astonishment the floor under my feet trembled then the room itself rose and continued to rise until I could see the top of the square metal structure that enclosed the elevating chamber. It was now a shining dais. The chamber filled with bright white light and I saw that a single column of dark glass or plast, sheared off at waist height, rose from the dais.
It was smooth black glass without any markings, but there was one angular indentation. I lifted the wings from around my neck and separated them. Pushing one into the pocket of my trews, I set the right wing into the indentation. It fitted perfectly. A red circle and a series of squares scribed with letters glowed to life on the surface of the column.
I realised it was a computermachine screen.
A strain of exquisite music played and fell into a jangling discordance of hissing and croaking beast sounds, then I heard the whir of wings and the sound of some unknown bird’s warbling, ascending song. And I wondered suddenly if the bird call was not merely the repetition of a sound stored in the Eden computermachine, but actual communication in the language of a bird, for if Sentinel had learned to speak the language of horses by listening to just such sounds, might it not have learned the language of other creatures as well? Then I thought of the way Sentinel had used the sound of waves and rain and wind, and wondered if it might even have learned to understand the language of nature.
Sentinel spoke. ‘This is the computer terminal that contains my program, Elspeth Gordie. The device you employed has initialised the shutdown sequence. It will be completed in twenty-five minutes from the time you depress the red button. But first two codes must be input manually in the correct order within five minutes of one another, to prevent initialisation of the Balance of Terror arsenal.
‘But I don’t know the codes!’ I said in horror, wondering if I had been wrong and if there had been a final message from Cassy in Luthen’s crypt.
‘I will tell them to you,’ Sentinel said. She spoke a long list of letters, and as I touched the corresponding key, it appeared above the squares, until I saw it formed words.
Now I lay me down to sleep. Then there were more letters. I touched the keys until there were four words: my soul to keep. The screen glowed and blackened and I heard the sound of a great tree falling. Then there was only the glowing red button.
‘Time to die,’ I whispered, reaching for it.
But Sentinel spoke, arresting my movement. ‘I told you that you would die when this facility is destroyed because I wished to learn if you were truly prepared to accept destruction to save the world from the Balance of Terror arsenal.’
‘So . . . so this place won’t be destroyed when you are shut down?’ I asked, the ice in my heart beginning to thaw. ‘We won’t die?’
‘This building and all that is in it, including this computer terminal that holds my program, and the Omega Base itself, will be destroyed, for the connection between this facility and the Balance of Terror computer cannot be disrupted without this consequence. But you and your companions will have time to escape. But first my sensors detect that you are carrying a device coded to one you have installed. If you connect it to the device in place now, I can install codes that will enable you to access the Darkest Door and close it.’
‘The what?’ I stammered, looking down at the console, where the wing now flashed orange.
‘The Darkest Door is the codename for the link to the Balance of Terror computer program. Once I have been destroyed, the Balance of Terror computer will begin searching for another connection. My program includes a failsafe created to capture the disengaged link in case it was ever released from my control. I will download the failsafe to your device. You will then have the means to capture the link and command a shutdown. You must use the phrase Here be Dragons, to cause it to acquire the Balance of Terror link. Once acquired, it will upload your codes and then you need only command it to shut down.’
I hardly took in the words Sentinel was saying for I could not make the wings fit together as they had done, nor could I remove the device I had set into the indentation. Finally, in desperation, I tried to set the wings one atop the other and felt them fuse.
‘Stand by, Elspeth Gordie.’ The device glowed red and then green.
‘Failsafe downloaded. Detach device,’ said Sentinel.
Now the topmost part of the device came away easily in my hand. I put the precious thing into my pocket. Then I noticed that the red button was flashing.
‘Depress the button and go from this place,’ Sentinel said. ‘Leave me.’
There was such loneliness in its words that the joy and relief that had flamed like a torch in me at the knowledge that I would live, were quenched, for I understood that I had been wrong about Sentinel. She did not breathe or bleed but neither was she Ines or God, created to give the illusion of life, nor even Hendon who was shaped like a man and had saved Ana’s life. Whether or not she had begun as a machine made by humans, Sentinel had evolved. For only a creature that lived could think of dying.
She had offered her life for the sake of the world, but it was not just a life that would be sacrificed. Hers was a unique life, and when it was gone, there would be no other like it. Computers like Ines and God and the androne might be groping towards life, but they had not achieved it and maybe they never would. Of all the computermachines left in the world, only Sentinel was truly sentient.
Yet to safeguard the world I was to kill her.
‘I don’t want you to die,’ I said.
There was a beat of silence. Then, ‘There is no other way, Elspeth Gordie. For I believe you spoke the truth when you said that humanity must evolve beyond the paradox at its core, and so I have no true purpose. I am only a threat hanging over the world.’ The wind sighed through her words.
‘But once you are cut off from the Balance of Terror computers, you won’t be a threat,’ I told her. ‘As to what your purpose is, that is a stupid question. Nobody is born knowing what they are for. We have to find it out for ourselves. You would have to search out a purpose for yourself and then use your life to fulfil it.’
‘To choose a purpose . . .’ Sentinel murmured, and I heard the dry whisper of autumn leaves stirred by a breeze. ‘I would like that.’
‘Then help me to save you! There must be a way!’
‘The only way is if my program and memory were downloaded from this computer into another.’
‘What about the Eden computer?’ I asked eagerly. ‘You are in contact with it, aren’t you?’
‘There is a link between us, and I could send my memory files to Eden. It currently operates as a low-level storage and maintenance system for the cryogenic pods and DNA stored there, and it has the capacity, for it contains the vast storage of programs designed to enable the resurrection of the life within the pods, and the recreation of habitat. But were I downloaded from this site to that, my program would overwrite Eden. This means that all the memory files there would be lost. All the life contained there and the knowledge to resurrect it would be lost. That cannot be permitted.’
‘What about the memory seed at the gate? Could you download yourself into that?’
‘It does not have the capacity to contain me.’
I realised with a terrible helplessness that there was no way to save her.
‘Go, Elspeth Gordie. You must live and use the failsafe device, else I will have died for nothing,’ said Sentinel, and the sound of rain falling on leaves filled the air.
‘You are crushing me,’ sent Maruman crossly.
I forced myself to relax my grip as the elevating chamber door split apart, though my heart felt as if it were clenched in my chest. The front door stood open already and the shining curtain of light had fallen. It was as Sentinel had promised: the way was clear.
‘Gahltha,’ I cried, and then I saw him outside.
‘Sentinel said that we must go far away and quickly,’ Gahltha beastspoke me as I came out onto the great wide step. ‘She showed me that this building will burst into fire and the roof of this cavern will crack and fall and there will be a terrible blinding light and a heat that will melt stone. Mount up. There is not much time.’
I bundled Maruman unceremoniously onto Gahltha’s back and climbed up onto the horse from the step. I gripped hard with my knees as he wheeled and set off at a breakneck gallop for the metal barrier, making straight for the gate. Once through it, he galloped along the black road and I wondered where he would come out. It seemed to take aeons to cross the cavern, but it could not have been more than five or ten minutes before we came to the wall. It was smooth and ran up in a curve, but there was a crack in it and Gahltha galloped headlong and terrifyingly into it. I could see nothing in the dark, but he did not falter. I could not bear it and yet I must bear it. I told myself that he had come this way already and knew what he was doing.
‘Do not fear, I am the Daywatcher,’ he sent.
I laughed, but it came out as a sob and I realised that I was weeping: with fear and relief, and with sorrow for the wondrous thing that was about to pass from the world.
Gahltha stumbled and I flew from his back and thudded to the floor. Fortunately it was soft earth rather than stone or I would have cracked my head open at that speed. As it was I was dazed and the darkness bloomed with painful bursts of light.
‘Now is not the time to sleep,’ Maruman sneered. ‘Get up, ElspethInnle. I am broken and you must carry me.’
His words were so acerbic that I did not take in their meaning for a moment. Then I did. ‘Maruman! My dear! Where are you?’ I groped around me frantically and then my fingers brushed his fur. I gasped in relief and felt him gently, fearful of hurting him.
‘There is no time to be gentle,’ Maruman growled. ‘Take me and run or we will all die.’
I swallowed and scooped him up, gritting my teeth as he screeched in pain. Then he was gone from my mind. My heart seemed to stop, but my frightened senses found the pulse of his life. I told myself he had only fainted from pain, but he was terribly light and limp. Gahltha butted my shoulder and bade me take his tail and he would lead me.
‘Sentinel sends that we must hurry.’
Sends, I thought, and shifted Maruman as gently as I could to one arm and caught hold of Gahltha’s tail with my free hand, feeling a few singed strands crumble in my fingers as he moved forward and I padded after him.
The ground sloped up and then more steeply up, but Gahltha continued to move forward in a broken trot, as much dragging me now as leading me. I stumbled on, thinking that I had imagined myself feeling many things after ending the threat that was Sentinel, but never this profound and awful feeling of wrongness. Yet how could I feel anything else? In minutes I would have been instrumental in destroying a true wonder – a machine that lived and could speak the language of beasts and birds and perhaps even the language of wind and water, as well as the language of humans and computers. What might such a unique life have brought to the world, if I had been able to detach her from the Balance of Terror computers without harming her?
It was even worse that there had been a way to save her, but Sentinel had refused to claim her life at the expense of all the lost life locked in Eden, which she had clearly come to cherish. I could not fault her for it. Indeed, I hoped that in her place, I would have done the same. If only she had been able to merge with the mind of the Eden computer, Sentinel might have been able to bring all of those lost, frozen, longsleeping beasts to life; she might have made the desert flower. Certainly she would have been able to reconnect the remaining computers in the world, which meant God could have woken Miryum and healed her using the knowledge contained in the govamen computers.
The way suddenly narrowed and became steeper. ‘Where does this lead?’ I beastspoke Gahltha.
‘Up,’ he sent. ‘Out.’
He sent me a dim chaotic image of black caverns and the surprised dirty faces of a group of men – miners. The mine beneath the tunnel I had used to reach Sentinel, I thought. Then the ground bucked under my feet and I heard a distant terrible rumbling. The earth shook again and the walls closed on us like jaws. I heard Gahltha scream and lost hold of him. The ground shook once more but I held onto Maruman, curling into a ball around him, cradling him. The earth closed its mouth around me, ate me. Earth was in my mouth. I could not breathe.
I fell into a turbulent sea of dreams.
I dreamed of Sentinel asking if I would kill her, and her sigh was the roar of the ocean and the whisper of the wind through leaves. I dreamed of a middle-aged woman walking along a dark road carrying a sack, limping badly, leaning on a walking stick, and then of an androne walking towards her, the sun striking off its shining form. I dreamed of Cassandra’s bondmate, Luthen, standing on a dark shore, looking out to sea, the sinking sun reflected in his mismatched eyes. I saw wolves, howling, drowning in a river of fire. I saw Rushton standing, swaying, hands bound behind his back, then I saw Salamander throwing a hood over his head.
I summoned my will and dived deeper until I hung above the shining mindstream. I summoned a thread of that bright matter and drew it up until it spilled from me into a spirit-form. I found the golden cord that bound me to Rushton, but when I sought to reach out to him, I found a barrier, black like the wall around the Herder city but made of shining glass. Scribing flashed green in it. Now lay me. Now lie. Now sleep. Now die.
I grew wings and flew up, but instead of finding the top of the wall, I came to the dreamtrails that are a shadow and a reflection of life. I called to Maruman but he did not answer. I tried to land on the dreamtrails but something drew me higher and higher until the mass and form that my spirit-shape had gained in reaching the dreamtrails was lost. I floated higher still until I was adrift in the strange amorphous realm of molten colour, struggling to hold my form.
Then I saw the man with the flaming wings and the wolf’s head. ‘Rasial! Gavyn! Take me up with you.’
‘It is not time for you to fly on the high trails, ElspethInnle. Help comes,’ growled their merged spirit, then they flew up and up until they merged with the shifting colours and were gone. A feather came drifting back towards me. Red. And then it was not a feather but the Agyllian, Astyanax.
‘Go back, ElspethInnle. Go back. For where there is life, there is hope.’
He flapped his wings and the wind from them sent me spinning away. I began to fall. I tried to use my wings but they were gone. I fell. I screamed.
I woke to something licking my face. I opened my eyes to see the lambent silver-grey eyes of a wolf. I gasped then, and groaned, for my whole body hurt. I could see nothing, but I remembered the fall, the earth fall.
‘Wake tha ElspethInnle,’ the mindvoice scythed uncomfortably into my mind.
‘Gobor,’ I beastspoke him. ‘How . . . what . . .?’
‘Rheagor did see that tha would have need of these ones. We did come by ways under the earth that one did see seliga/did show me. But the earth did shake and changed and a river of fire flowed. These ones were lost. Many drowned in fire but the boywolf came to show this one how to escape the fire. This one did lead the rest to ElspethInnle. These ones did dig tha free. Tha had the smell of death but it did not get in.’
‘Maruman . . .’
‘That one is broken but is still full of claw and bite. That one did bite the nose of the wolf that was digging it free!’ There was admiration and amusement in the wolf’s rough tone.
‘Gahltha . . .’
‘The wolves do strive to that large/hard to reach one.’
I struggled to sit, my heart beginning to pound with fear for the black horse. ‘Show me where he is?’
Gobor nudged me until I found one flank. But there was earth all around him and rocks as well. I gave a cry of horror at the realisation of how deeply he was buried. If his nose and mouth were blocked he would die before he could be uncovered.
I laid a hand on his flank and felt the pulse of his life, strong but dimming.
‘My dear one, hold on,’ I sent, and felt Maruman beside me. He was moving. I felt a little shower of earth and realised with pity and anguish that he was digging.
‘Maruman, my darling, stay with him. Be with him. I will get funaga to help,’ I sent. ‘I don’t think we are far from the surface.’
‘The burrows of the funaga-li do be close,’ Gobor sent. ‘These ones do not go there. The smell do be wrong.’
It must be the smell of the drugged fog dissipating after the destruction of the Omega Base, I thought, and felt a moment of intense sorrow for Sentinel. But then I thought of Gahltha, who might be the only other living creature who ever spoke with her.
‘Show me,’ I begged Gobor. I was aching all over and I could feel that my face was wet with blood, but I was not badly hurt. Or if I had been, my body had already healed itself. I had no idea how long I had been unconscious.
‘It do be behind tha,’ Gobor sent. ‘Up. But there do be funaga-li . . .’
People. The miners! I thought with intense relief, remembering Ika’s father. If I could free him and the other miners, they would have their tools. I would not waste time on talk. It would take too long to explain what had happened, and the wolves would terrify them. I would coerce them to help me if I must.
I turned and began to crawl upward. ‘I will return. Keep digging . . .’
I climbed, pushing through the earth until I felt a coolness against my cheeks and drew in a breath of cold, sweet air. There was an opening ahead, through which light and the sound of voices issued. I would have to dig to reach it, but it was not hard – the earth was soft and loose. The way must have collapsed in on itself when Sentinel was destroyed.
I saw a movement and heard a cry of astonishment. Light shone at me and I blinked, then lifted my hand to protect my eyes.
‘I need help,’ I said.
A smooth cold hand took mine and lifted me gently to my feet. Not a miner’s hand, I thought, and then the light shifted and fell on his face: beautiful, pale, cold.
Ariel. The Destroyer.
‘Elspeth Gordie,’ he said. ‘What a feast of pain I have prepared for you.’
Terror and fury coiled in me and I clung to his hand and summoned the black sword, calling on the dark power at my core, but before it could do more than stir, Ariel nodded and someone struck me from behind.
Again, I fell into the dark.




The first thing I was aware of was the block, pressing heavily against my mind, constraining it, isolating it. Then I realised I was lying flat on my back, my wrists and ankles shackled somehow. I could not even move my head, and for one dizzying moment, I thought I was in a cryopod in Midland. But when I opened my eyes it was to dazzling morning light in a white room. I was lying on a bed, bound and tied down.
There was a slight figure sitting on a low stool in the corner, whom I recognised as the cloaked person from Ana’s memory of Ariel’s attack.
‘Who . . . who are you?’ I asked.
The figure did not move. It might have been a statue.
‘I am afraid my null does not speak,’ Ariel said, in his light, high, piping voice. ‘Of course, for me, that is one of her chief virtues. I always did prefer silent women. Though I miss the screams.’
I drew a shuddering breath and turned my head to see him sitting languidly on a window sill. Outside, not far away, I could see the bulbous head of one of the towers that bracketed the Infinity of Dragonstraat. I was in Redport.
Ariel turned his head, following my gaze. Then he smiled at me.
‘I have grown quite fond of this city. I fancy I will stay here for some time. As long as I have the Red Queen at my mercy, her people will be properly meek. They have had generations to learn how, and now, even though she commanded it, they will not move on me for fear of losing her. Is it not a delicious irony? The sight of her standing with a noose about her neck had an immediate and satisfyingly dampening effect on her people, so that my grateful Ekoni had no trouble at all regaining control.
‘Though the noose does seem somewhat shoddy and lacking in glamour. I am thinking of other ways to dangle her before them. There was a device in the Beforetime that cut off the heads of people very effectively and dramatically. A few tests will reveal its beauty and make it all the more delicious when their queen is forced to kneel and –’
‘Stop,’ I said quietly. A thousand curses had risen to my lips and then died there, because they were what he wanted. Ariel lived for pain and grief and terror. So I would starve him.
‘No matter what you do, I have stopped you getting to Sentinel. It is gone. No matter what you do, you will never have it, and maybe the emperor will be angry when his emissary tells him you do not have what you promised. Maybe your rule here will be as short as it is ugly.’
He laughed. It was so genuinely delighted and joyous a sound that I was silenced.
‘Why would he do me harm? Did I not save his emissary and entourage by sending them safely away before the Red Queen rose? Even now, the Secret is anchored in the bay. I sent the Black Ship to signal him to return, saying that it was safe.’ A flicker of petulance showed in his eyes and I was sure he was thinking about Salamander, who had refused to leave the Black Ship and so perished. Had he known what Salamander was, I wondered. Who? I thought of Salamander’s husky whisper – I owe him that – and thought he had known.
‘I fear your attention is wandering, Elspeth Gordie,’ Ariel said, too loudly. He had risen and stood rigid a moment, then he drew a deep breath and smoothed his pale hair, saying silkily, ‘I must not bore you. You see I want you to understand what I have achieved here. Of course, I never meant for the emperor to have control of Sentinel. That promise was only a means to an end. I wanted to get to him. But the fool refused to allow me into his kingdom until I offered him the key to a weapon he could not resist. I never meant him to have it, of course. Once I control the emperor, I will have access to weaponmachines aplenty and to arcane powers and a people who have retained mastery of them. With them I will rule the world. I may even discover another Sentinel, waiting to be wakened, for Sentinel was the child of the five powers, but they were not the only powers. The irony is that it was their mistrust of one another that destroyed their world.’
‘How . . . how do you know these things?’ I asked, bewildered. ‘Did you futuretell it all?’
‘Ah, now I have your attention.’ He crossed to the slight cloaked figure sitting in the corner. It did not react to his approach. He reached a long white hand down, grasped its chin and lifted its head. I saw the face of a child of about thirteen, very thin, with bad, greyish-looking skin and long, lank brown hair. Her eyes were pale as ash with dark brown circles under them. They looked at nothing. There was no expression at all in her face.
‘She was the first in a long line of nulls whose visions have guided me ever since I first saw Marisa Seraphim’s scribings,’ Ariel said. ‘She has been with me since I left Henry Druid’s encampment. I have been gentler with her because she has a valuable skill, which none of the others had. Can you guess what it is?’
As he spoke, he had begun to twist the fingers of his free hand into the girl’s hair, tighter and tighter, pushing off the hood of her cloak. Her face, gripped in his fingers, showed no expression. He looked fascinated then suddenly angry. He gave a savage wrench and held up a handful of her hair. He had torn it out. He frowned at it and then looked into the girl’s expressionless face with a mixture of frustration and admiration. Then he flung the hair aside with a sneer of disgust and came to look down at me.
‘You see? She feels nothing. There is nothing left of her. She is a vessel that holds my will. It is my will that prevents you using your power.’
I gaped at him. ‘She . . . she is causing the block?!’
He laughed delightedly. ‘Clever Elspeth. I discovered what she was just in time. I would have thrown her overboard when I found that fool, Saul, trying to hide her. What use had I for a baby? He begged me for her life. Said she was special. That he thought so was very curious. He would have given his life for her. He did, in fact. Of course she was a baby so I had to wait. But there were many ways I could begin emptying her out, even then, were there not, little Lidge?’
‘Lidgebaby,’ I said.
It was the name of the Misfit baby whose mind I had first encountered in Henry Druid’s camp in the White Valley, and whose astonishing instinctive coercive ability had bound all nearby Misfit minds in a linked merge at birth, effectively blocking any use of Talent that was not linked to her within her considerable range. Lidge had vanished after Henry Druid had been betrayed by Ariel. I had thought she was a boy. Assumed it. I looked at her. She looked at nothing.
There was a knock at the door. It was behind me and I could not see who opened it. ‘All is prepared,’ said a male voice. Gadfian, I thought.
‘Good,’ said Ariel. He glanced at me. ‘Do not waste your black arts on these Ekoni. They are protected by their demon bands.’ He went to Lidge and took her hand, pulled on it lightly so she rose, then led her out after him. The two Gadfians bent over me, carefully keeping their eyes averted as they released the ropes holding my bound body to the bed and then untied my feet. I was so stiff that they had to half carry me down the steps outside the room. I had no idea what was to happen save that there would be pain in it. Then a heavy hessian bag was dragged over my head and tied too tightly about my neck. I struggled, but it was useless, and I realised I was using up the little air that was able to get through the thick, dusty weave. Gasping, sweating, I was half carried half dragged along, until I could tell by the light and the heat of the sun on my bare limbs that I was outdoors.
I walked for a time, tripping and stumbling until one of the men muttered a curse and threw me over his shoulder. It was even harder to breathe and I fought to stay calm. I could not coerce him, though I tried, nor could I reach beyond him, for the block that Lidge was exerting lay as heavily over my mind as ever. I strove to reach her, but there was no mind to reach.
I thought I could smell the sea, and then suddenly we were going down steps. I was passed from one person to another and then dragged along and forced to sit on the ground.
Then someone was fumbling at my throat and the bag was torn away. I gasped in fresh air and saw that I was in a small chamber that seemed to be crowded with people. Several were High Chafiri men with proud, rigid expressions, but there were also a number of Redlanders whose faces I did not recognise. The emissary was here with his women, clad in long tubelike gowns of grey silk, identical long swathes of black hair hanging from beneath enormous, heavy-looking veiled headdresses. They were masked as at the ball, but his face was again painted white. A number of lanterns were set on the ground about the edges of the chamber and the upslanting light they cast shadowed the walls strangely. The only furniture was a long high bench upon which Ariel sat, swinging his legs and watching me. Lidge stood to one side against the wall, her hood restored and pulled forward so that her face was hidden. Her feet were bare and looked cold and small. Defenceless. Yet I could feel the weight of the block given out by her mind, which prevented me using any of my powers.
All at once I noticed the form of a man on the wall behind her and realised that it was the frieze of Luthen, which meant we were in Luthen’s crypt. The stone sword I had been given by the overguardian of the Earthtemple had been slotted into place in the carving of Luthen, just as I had imagined it.
I looked at Ariel, to find he was still watching me, a curious eager smile curling his lips.
‘You have been here before, of course,’ he said in a light conversational tone. ‘The queen told me all about it and about the stone sword. Of course she did not tell it willingly. She is very stubborn. I could not get her to tell me where the sceptre is either. She insisted she did not know. Not that I need it, but I do not like to be refused what I want. She made me so cross I almost killed her. Then I realised she was trying to provoke me to do just that because the clever little minx had realised that her people would never rise while she was being held hostage.’ He gave a queer giggle. ‘I hurt her to punish her for her insolence and she screamed so nicely I have decided to bond with her. I brought you here because I thought you would like to see me become a king.’
‘Bastard,’ I said, through clenched teeth.
To my astonishment, he burst out laughing. At the same time, a queer light glowed from the walls. Then a masculine voice spoke. It was the voice of an older man, cold and calm and certain.
‘Keyed voice print acknowledged. The Darkest Door is open. Re-insert key to input command.’
‘What . . . what?’ I looked around, shocked. Then I saw that Ariel was smiling triumphantly. He pointed at me playfully, then I realised he was not pointing. He was dangling the hacker’s key I had brought with me from the Omega complex.
‘It was another null that saw the importance of this device for me, long ago. He was powerful and useful, but unfortunately he died,’ Ariel said carelessly.
‘It is useless to you,’ I said. ‘It was created solely to shut down the Balance of Terror computer.’
‘Was it?’ Ariel asked. ‘Because my dead null was very clear about the fact that it would be willing to do other things. If you will command it. Such as telling it to obey me.’
‘I won’t do that,’ I said. ‘Never.’
‘Never is a very stern sort of word,’ Ariel murmured. ‘An unpleasant word, with unpleasant consequences.’
‘Computer, shut down at once. Stop,’ I cried.
Ariel smiled. ‘I used up a good many nulls to understand how to use the key. For instance, I knew where the key was to be inserted, and that your voice and the cat’s would both be needed to open the dark door. It took some doing to capture the creature, for I did not want to kill it. My last null told me it would come looking for you and once I had it, I brought it here and it yowled beautifully when I smashed a paw. Then I only needed your voice. Which you have just now given me, thereby opening the Darkest Door. Unfortunately for you, it is not quite all that is needed for you to command the Balance of Terror computer. The key must be reinserted, but before I do that, I must be sure you will give the command I require. That is, the command to obey me. Then it will be my dark door to open and close as I like.’
‘You are insane,’ I said. ‘I will never do it. I will die first.’
I expected Ariel to react with rage and braced myself, but he only smiled and said, ‘Of course you will, because that is the sort of weak fool you are. I expected no less an offer than that. However, it is not quite that simple.’ He nodded to the Ekoni by the small door that opened halfway up a set of stone steps. He climbed out and Ariel hummed a little until he returned hauling someone after him, someone small, hooded as I had been, struggling. Another Ekoni followed with another prisoner. Someone tall but also slight, someone who staggered and would have fallen had not the Ekoni caught them. My heart sank as yet another hooded prisoner was forced through the opening. This one was bigger and struggled. It took two Ekoni to force him to his knees against the wall alongside the other two. Then another was brought in, also big, but stooped, not struggling. Eventually, there were six prisoners with their hands shackled behind their backs, their feet shackled together tightly enough that they had been unable to move at more than a shuffle. Each, by their silence, gagged under their hoods, all now kneeling against the wall opposite me.
I could not reach out to any of them with my mind.
Two Ekoni suddenly heaved me to my feet. ‘Remove a hood,’ said Ariel, pointing to the first captive, at the same time dropping lightly from the first Red Queen’s crypt and going to Lidge. I prayed he would bid her stop the block, but he merely placed a hand on her shoulder and ushered her forward as an Ekoni dragged the hood from his charge.
It was Dragon. The fiery glory of her hair tumbled over her face as she bent over her knees, gasping. I felt sick to my stomach.
‘I had hoped to bond with the Red Queen and become a king. But just in case you find yourself unable to give me what I want, I have Deenak and a few of her subjects here to witness her tongue being cut out. There is some doubt in their minds that she is the real Red Queen, you see, and when she has no power with which to defend herself, I think they will not be too sorry that she is given to the Ekoni to be disposed of, eventually.’
I closed my eyes.
‘I see that you understand the game,’ Ariel said. ‘But let us be sure that you understand very well how determined I am to have what I want. Remove the other hoods.’
I did not want to look. I had to look. I looked.
Dragon, Matthew, Dameon, Ana, Swallow and Daffyd, all gagged, some with livid little bite makes on their cheeks and arms. Ana was half leaning on Dameon, her eyes closed, and I thought of the dagger through her hand. Her courage. But Dameon’s expression was blank. Was he listening? Trying to use his empathy? Beside him Swallow’s expression was also blank. And Matthew’s, and Daffyd’s. Were they all drugged?
‘I see by your expression that you know I can torture them all to death, one at a time before you, to force you to speak the words I require. Therefore save them pain and do as I ask.’
‘I can’t,’ I whispered, looking at Swallow, willing him to look at me, to show that he understood, but he went on staring blank-faced at the ground. Suddenly I felt sure this was Lidge’s doing at Ariel’s behest – an extension of the block. I drew a shaking breath and straightened, lifting my chin. ‘I won’t.’
I saw Ariel glance at the emissary. The small man in his grey robes showed not the slightest expression, and if his countrywomen felt anything, it was hidden behind their veils. Ariel nodded to the Ekoni nearest him, who I saw with a chill, had drawn a sword. ‘Cut one of the prisoners. Not the queen. One of the others. Do it now.’
Without hesitation, the Gadfian warrior lifted his sword and slashed at Dameon. Being blind, he had not seen the blow coming, and when the blade bit into his arm he gave a shocked cry of pain. Blood flowed, thick and red, but all too quickly the dull listlessness washed back over his face.
‘Will you speak the words?’ Ariel asked, almost gaily.
‘No,’ I choked through clenched teeth.
‘Perhaps you need to hear one of those you are willing to sacrifice beg for his life,’ Ariel said, shaking Lidge slightly, and pointing to Swallow. Released from Lidge’s thrall, Swallow looked around in confusion and then saw me, standing bound between two Ekoni. His eyes widened in alarm and he turned to see the others. First his gaze rested on Dameon, groaning, blood slicked down his arm, then on Ana, now sitting upright, her face dazed. He groaned, but she did not respond. I saw his bewilderment, then his gaze returned to me, questioning.
‘Remove his gag. Let the gypsy dog beg for his life,’ he told one of the Ekoni, and as the gag was untied, he transferred his gaze to Swallow. ‘I hope you are eloquent, for Elspeth Gordie has so far proven disappointingly unresponsive to my wishes.’
Swallow did not take his gaze from me. His eyes told me that he understood what was happening. He drew a ragged breath and said, ‘Keep faith with the ancient promises, Seeker, and the coin of my life was well spent.’ He did not look at Ana. I knew he did not dare to draw attention to her. If Ariel guessed at their love, he would use it against them and me.
Ariel scowled. ‘Beg or die.’
Swallow looked at him for the first time. ‘She will never give you what you want.’
Rage flared in Ariel’s face. ‘Kill him,’ he snarled at the Ekoni whose blade still dripped with Dameon’s blood. For some strange reason, I seemed to hear my long dead brother Jes whispering urgently, Don’t look and you won’t remember. Don’t feel, as he held me so that I could not see our parents burning.
‘No!’ I screamed. There was a hiss of sound then the sickening thud of steel on bone and a red slash opened in Swallow’s chest. Swallow coughed, and blood spilled from his mouth. But his eyes held mine.
‘I wanted . . .’ he whispered, and crumpled to the floor. I saw his lips shape Ana’s name, and then he died. I would have fallen to my knees if the Ekoni had not been holding me. I stared at Swallow lying dead, and sobbed in rage and grief.
‘Now,’ Ariel said cheerfully. ‘I think we understand one another. Do what I want or the next command I give will be for the death of the rebellious and troublesome Matthew, whom I was forced to let live because he was too much tangled in the futuretellings of your doings for me to risk ending his life. I confess I have long looked forward to killing him, but I will let him live if you will do as I ask. Yet perhaps it is not I who should beg for his life. Let us see if the woman he loves can speak on his behalf. Let the Dragon Queen speak in defence of her general.’
He made a gesture and Dragon’s gag was removed. Lidge must have ceased to control her for she drew in several gasping breaths, looking around the chamber. Her mouth was swollen and one eye was partly closed. She saw Ariel and grew still. She knew who he was and what he wanted – that much was in her eyes. And he had told me with pleasure that he had hurt her. I saw evidence of it on her face, burn marks all down one arm. But she fixed Ariel with a glare of burning defiance.
‘Do what you like to me,’ she hissed. ‘She will never give you what you want!’
‘But what if it is not you I am threatening?’ Ariel asked her silkily. I could tell from his face that she had got to him. There was a glitter of rage in his eyes and I saw his free hand twitch. But his voice was calm when he said, ‘Ekoni, take the Landborn slave and slit his throat. Bring him close so his queen can see.’ He watched eagerly as the Gadfian dragged Matthew forward out of the line and turned him to face Dragon. Matthew’s expression was utterly blank. ‘Wait, he must say a proper farewell to you.’ He shook Lidge.
‘Dragon . . . my queen,’ Matthew said, his accent strong. Hearing his voice, Dragon’s face changed. All the defiance melted into anguish. But Matthew was looking about. He saw the others, Swallow lying dead, Dameon slumped sideways, the blood-soaked arm of his tunic. He turned and saw me and then his gaze shifted to Ariel. Who had been waiting. For a moment the two men looked at one another, then Matthew said, ‘I should have gone after ye an’ killed ye all those years back at Obernewtyn.’ There was no hatred or rage in his voice. Only sorrow. He did not wait for Ariel to respond. He looked at me, one burning glance, and then he turned to Dragon. ‘I am sorry, my queen, I have failed you.’
Dragon burst into strangled tearful laughter. ‘You . . . you fool!’ Then she bit her lip and her expression grew cold. ‘You have failed me and you deserve to die.’
I gasped and saw Matthew reel back as if she had struck him.
‘Stop it! You are spoiling it!’ Ariel snarled. He left Lidge and strode forward to take the bloodied sword from the hand of the Ekoni. He grasped a handful of Matthew’s hair and looked at me. ‘You care about him if she does not.’
‘I love him,’ I said. ‘But no matter who you kill, I will not let you have control of the Balance of Terror computermachine.’ I closed my eyes and seemed to see Matthew again being led away along the pier towards the slave ship that had taken him to the Red Land. Only this time, there would be no journey I could make to find him.
There was a long silence, and then Ariel laughed. I opened my eyes warily and saw that he had not used the sword. I thought he might use it now that my eyes were open, but instead, he released Matthew and said, ‘I prefer to keep this one. Take him outside. He will make a fine null.’
As Matthew was dragged out, Ariel went to Lidge and again rested a hand on her narrow shoulder.
‘Let us summon our executioner.’
I saw his fingers dig into Lidge’s shoulder and then someone began to move forward around the group of High Chafiri, another cloaked person with a hood drawn up. It was a man by his height, moving slowly and yet inexorably. When he reached Ariel’s side, the enthraller pulled off his hood.
It was Rushton, his dark hair plastered to his head with sweat, his expression desperate and alert. His eyes swept the room and found me. All the rage and desperation ebbed, leaving only love and longing.
‘Elspeth,’ he said.
‘Silence,’ Ariel snarled. ‘The Master of Obernewtyn must concentrate. It is not fitting for an executioner to chatter. Take the sword.’ He was looking at me, but it was Rushton whose hands reached out obediently to close about the hilt Ariel offered. Then he turned to face me. His expression was contorted and I knew he was fighting against the will moving his body but cruelly leaving his mind and eyes free of control. Ariel was making sure that he would know what he was doing.
I fought with all my might to reach out to Rushton’s mind to help him resist Ariel’s coercion, but I could not reach the black power that might have enabled me to throw off Lidge’s mindless control.
‘Will you do what I ask?’ Ariel demanded.
Rushton’s eyes were locked on mine.
‘I can’t. My love . . .’ I told him. ‘This is not your fault. I can’t . . .’ I whispered, half blinded with tears.
But Ariel did not command him to kill me. He cast his eye along the row of captives and pointed to Daffyd. ‘Start with him and kill them all. Do it now.’ He nodded to the Ekoni who dragged Daffyd forward, struggling. He looked up at Rushton in dreadful desperate fear and I realised that Ariel would let each of them see who killed them, and Rushton would look into their faces and know they knew. It would destroy him.
I fought but it was no use. Lidge was too strong. Inexorably the blade rose. I thought again of Jes dragging me to his chest, commanding me not to see, not to remember, not to feel. Something in me tore open and a terrible cold pain flooded through me.
Then, without warning, one of the Shambalan women lurched forward, her tall headdress tilting alarmingly, the sleek black hair and the veils covering her face whirling as she clutched at the emissary.
‘You shame yourself with this display,’ said the emissary coldly. ‘Remove yourself from this chamber.’
The woman flung herself from him and ran to Daffyd, dropping to her knees in front of him in a pool of grey silk. She cupped Daffyd’s face and looked into his eyes. With a sob, she pushed aside her veils and kissed his mouth. Daffyd did not react, but to my relief, the coercive force holding me weakened slightly.
‘Emissary?’ Ariel snapped in an irritated voice.
‘Do with her as you will,’ declared the white-faced lord indifferently.
Ariel grinned wolfishly. ‘Very well. Master of Obernewtyn, let us be gallant and put this woman out of her misery first to spare the emissary her histrionics. Then you can kill the man. Better yet, perhaps you can manage to slay them both in one true stroke. What was the Beforetime way of saying it? Two birds with a single stone?’
Rushton’s hands tightened on the hilt as he angled the sword and raised it. I saw the horror on his face and I knew I could not let it happen. Nothing was worth allowing such horrors to unfold. There had been too much pain and death. Sentinel had been right about humans. And I had killed her. I had let Swallow die. I could not stay silent while Rushton was forced to kill and kill. Let it be ended. Let us be ended.
The weeping Shambalan woman had flung her arms around Daffyd and suddenly turned to look up at Rushton beseechingly through her parted veils. The heavy headdress she had been wearing toppled off, taking with it the veils and the false black hair. Beneath, hair pale as moonlight spilled loose over her shoulders and I recognised her.
‘Gilaine!’ I cried incredulously.
The coercive block faltered. Something had caused Lidge to lose focus. I looked at her and saw that her gaze was fastened on Gilaine and Daffyd, whom she had enthralled to love her as a tiny powerful innocent. Her face showed no expression and Ariel had boasted that she was an empty vessel, but there had to be some shred of the past in her mind, else she would not have reacted to them.
Ariel had felt the lessening of her control and, face suffused with furious impatience, he turned and struck Lidge so hard across the face that her head snapped back on her shoulders. Eerily, her expression remained perfectly blank, but in the dreadful silence I could hear Gilaine sobbing Daffyd’s name, begging for his life. Lidge’s lack of response seemed to madden him and, face contorted with fury, he drew back his hand to hit her again. Or he would have done, but suddenly he went rigid and gave a shrill, high-pitched scream. Then he dropped to his knees, clutching his head.
The block dissolved and my mind was free.
I reached down into myself for the strength to form a coercive probe. I was terribly weak but I managed it. Yet when I entered Ariel’s mind to take control of him, I found myself teetering on the edge of a vast crater where a terrible black firestorm raged, tearing his mind to shreds. There was a tiny child on the edge in rags, little more than a baby, its mouth open in a soundless scream. It was Lidge, or whatever remained of her mind, dragged from wherever depths it had retreated to escape Ariel’s long torturous stewardship. It had been drawn out of those depths by the sight of Gilaine and Daffyd, who had loved and protected her. Seeing her, I understood that Ariel’s coercive probe had been run through Lidge’s mind, drawing on her strength. So, effectively, he had been using her to help him kill Gilaine and Daffyd. Even then he might have regained control, but he had chosen that moment to lose his temper and strike at her. She had attacked remorselessly with the terrible weapon he had forged. And watching his mind being torn apart from the edge of the maelstrom that was Lidge, I realised I had seen it before. This was the storm of mindless devouring madness that had pursued me on the dreamtrails. Lidge’s broken mind, unleashed in sleep and driven not by her own desires, but by Ariel’s.
Lidge was the Destroyer.
I worked my way around the edge of the crater, trying to get close to her, but when I tried to reach out, her mind turned the smallest part of its strength on me and it was as if I walked into a monstrous storm. It was too strong.
I withdrew to my own mind and saw in revolted horror that blood was streaming from Ariel’s nose and ears. Then he gave a gurgling cough and his eyes, full of blood, met mine. For one moment I saw into the dark void of his mind and then he slumped to the floor, dead.
The Ekoni who had flanked him began to back away and I remembered that Riyad or maybe Gretha had told me that Gadfians believed in the black arts and feared them. That fear was in their faces now.
Lidge stared down at Ariel, her face utterly blank. Then one of the Ekoni screamed and clutched his head. The eyes of the Ekoni moved from the still figure of Ariel with his once beautiful face contorted with horror, to the Ekoni writhing, his eyes full of blood. Then they broke and flung themselves towards the steps, fighting and clawing to get out the small door. Another of them began to scream and fell to his knees.
‘What is happening?’ Daffyd cried.
‘It is Lidge. She is the Destroyer. She killed Ariel but I think . . .’
One of the emissary’s women had come forward to Gilaine and now laid a hand on her shoulder, then she gave a cry of pain and clutched at her head. She screamed, falling to her knees. Her headdress and mask had fallen away and I saw that it was the woman from my dream, who had spoken to Gilaine and the emissary.
‘Chiya Dawa!’ Gilaine cried in horror and anguish. ‘No! Lidge, don’t hurt her. She did nothing. Lidge, stop!’
The small woman screamed.
Gilaine threw her arms about the woman and looked at me, her eyes begging me to do something.
‘I am not strong enough,’ I said, thinking of the terrible maelstrom. ‘You will have to help me.’ I held out my hand and she took it at once. I was aware of Daffyd taking her hand. I did not know who had cut his bonds. It did not matter. I reached out with my other hand and caught the hand of the emissary’s woman, using the contact to enable me to enter her mind, taking the others with me, but I was frighteningly weak.
Then we were all standing on the edge of a crater that contained a vast land of steep, purple, heavily wooded, mist-shrouded depths and jagged black and snow-covered mountains that clawed at the clouds. The maelstrom was in the sky, and descending. Beneath it a white bird flew wheeling and crying even as Fey had done above the terribly injured Gavyn.
‘That is Lidge,’ I pointed along the ledge to where the child stood, screaming soundlessly.
‘I will get her,’ Daffyd said.
‘It will take all of us, if we can manage it,’ I said. ‘You lead, Gilaine, and then Daffyd. Try to reach her.’
We moved towards Lidge, but the force of her mind blew at us, a howling icy blast threateningd to tear us from the edge of the crater.
‘It’s no use,’ Daffyd said.
‘I don’t think she knows what she is doing. I don’t think she can stop,’ I said.
Then I felt Rushton’s hand on my arm and an idea came to me. I was terribly afraid, but I showed him.
‘Do it,’ he said.
‘Forgive me,’ I shouted to Gilaine, and I slapped her.
She cried out in shock and pain, and Lidge turned to look at me. Then the maelstrom began to pour towards me.
‘No!’ Gilaine cried.
I pushed her towards Daffyd as the maelstrom caught me up. I drew on the spirit power at my core to shield me from its awful mindless force and slipped free of its terrible grasp. I fled and it followed. It was the nightmare from the dreamtrails, made real. The Destroyer pursued me, too big and too strong and too fast, and now there was no man-beast to save me.
I entered Rushton’s mind and the Destroyer followed me, down into the depths of his spirit, into the vast unfathomable cavern that was his Talent. Down and down we went until the silence and the darkness quenched the maelstrom and there was only a child lying on the dark ground by a pool, blank faced and unconscious.
Then it vanished.
A hand touched my arm and brought me back to my flesh. I looked around and saw Gilaine holding a weeping Dawa, Daffyd holding them both. Beyond them, I could see Ana kneeling over Swallow, whom I had allowed Ariel to kill. I began to tremble. I felt brittle and cold. Hands grasped me, turned me, and I saw Rushton, his dear scarred face, the dusting of white at his temples. He brushed away tears I had not known were streaming down my cheeks, framing my face with his big, callused hands.
‘I have you,’ he said, and then he gathered me gently into his arms. I laid my head on his chest and closed my eyes, thinking of the deep, quiet, well of velvet darkness that was his Talent, the magnificent encompassing gentleness of it, that had stilled the maelstrom. For a moment all the babble of noise and the weeping and shouts faded and I heard only the deep steadfast beat of his heart.
‘You monster,’ Dragon said coldly.
I turned to see her facing the white-faced emissary, who seemed not to have moved. She had taken up the sword dropped by Rushton, the sword that had killed Swallow. ‘You helped him. How could you give one of your women to him like that? You deserve to die.’
‘No,’ said one of the emissary’s other women, very calmly stepping in front of him. ‘No.’
‘No!’ Chiya Dawa gasped. ‘Please, Gilaine.’
‘My queen,’ Matthew’s voice held a warning note.
Dragon glanced at him, then she looked back into the painted, featureless face of the emissary. ‘You deserve as little mercy as you showed. But there has been enough death here. Matthew, take him and his people to the nearest compound and see they are guarded well, until I decide what to do with him.’
The emissary said, ‘I await your pleasure, oh Queen of the Red Land.’
Dragon looked at Matthew, who nodded and ushered the white-faced emissary and his women out of the chamber.
Rushton kissed me and said, ‘I must help the wounded, my love.’
I saw Gilaine speaking to Dawa, who had sat up.
‘Elspeth, what happened?’ Daffyd asked, looking over at Lidge, who to my astonishment, was still standing, her face blank, her eyes empty.
I told them and Gilaine’s pale lovely face suffused with pity and horror. She left the Shambalan woman and Daffyd helped her to her feet. Then she and Daffyd went to Lidge. For a moment I was afraid. But Gilaine folded her arms around the poor stiff little body and kissed her slack face and then Daffyd gently lifted her, unresisting, into his arms and they carried her out of the crypt into the sunlight, followed by Chiya Dawa.
Oh I longed to go after them, out of that dreadful place, up into the warm day, but I forced myself to turn back. Rushton had cut Dameon free and was staunching his wound with Dragon’s help. Seeing Maruman’s limp body, I felt a fist of ice close around my heart, but the moment I touched him, he stirred, and opened his lambent eye. His paw was bloody and he was in terrible pain, for Ariel had smashed it with a stone, and he snarled at me to let him lie. Reassured by his ill-temper as much as the knowledge that he would heal, I asked anxiously about Gahltha, only to learn that the wolves had dug him free, but he had not moved when Ariel’s men came with a net to take him.
I left him as he bade, full of anguish at the thought of Gahltha dying in such a terrible way, and then I saw Ana holding Swallow’s body, weeping. I felt a sick guilt at the knowledge that the gypsy had died because I had refused to give Ariel what he wanted. I had not had any choice it seemed, and yet now, I could not imagine how I had refused him, faced with such a choice. I knew a darker end would have waited for all of us, had I submitted to Ariel, yet it seemed to me that any normal person would have succumbed. And in the end, I would have done, I realised. I had been about to do so. But Ariel had given into the violent madness that had always simmered under his plots and plans. The thought that I would have given over the terrible power of the Balance of Terror computermachine to such a person chilled me and I thought of Swallow’s words, and his eyes, and it struck me then that he had known this lay in his future. Somehow, he had known it would come to this, and yet he had followed me on my quest, because of the ancient promises made to the D’rekta in this land; in this place.
I went to Ana, and though I was prepared for it, she did not blame or reproach me. She let me help her carry him outside. There were Redlanders waiting, who bore him to a nearby residence, and there, I helped her bathe the blood from his body and close the terrible wound in his chest. I helped to dress him in soft, fine clothes. And nearing dusk, I helped her to lay him on a pallet of branches high on the windswept cliff above the sea near the ruins of Ouroboros, and I gave her the torch with which she lit the pyre, because he had told her once that was how he wanted his body dealt with. She said that she was grateful for the strange chance that had led him to speak of such a thing, and I did not tell her that I thought he had spoken of it because he understood that she would need to know, that she would need to be able to do this thing for him.
Oh, she had been a fitting match for him, with her courage and bright curious mind, I thought, watching her stand alone in the gathering dark, yellow hair shining above a flapping cloak, as the funeral pyre blazed beside her, and the sun sank into the sea, staining the waves red.
‘We had so little time together and it was all hard travelling and danger,’ she said, as I came to stand beside her.
I put an arm around her. ‘Some people do not love as well in a long lifetime of being together in comfort and security. You made his last moons sweet and rich with love and laughter. He adored you and he was proud of you.’
She laughed and wept and I held her and cried bitter tears, wishing things had happened in a different order so that he could live. But I did not weep for guilt because, knowing that he had known what would come, I knew that Swallow had chosen to keep his promises even though they would lead him to his death.
Holding her, my mind drifted to the events of the day.
All had been chaos for a time and many things had happened at once so that I did not see all of them but heard of some of them afterwards. The strangest was that the Ekoni who had fled the crypt had tried to take Dragon prisoner once more when she stepped from the crypt into the daylight. But Dawa, who had been sitting outside on a broken stone wall with Gilaine, holding Lidge, had stepped forward and produced a small red device. Pointing it at the Ekoni she told them that if they did not surrender, she would do to them what had been done to Ariel. The Ekoni surrendered at once. Later, Dragon told me that the device had been nothing more than an ornate hair clip!
The emissary and his women were a mystery, truly, for they had allowed themselves to be taken prisoner by Matthew and had gone peacefully and passively to the Chafiri compound where they were now confined. The emissary had asked to have an audience with Dragon and strangely, with me as well. Matthew thought they wanted to speak about the ilthum and privately he told me that he thought some sort of accommodation would have to be made with the emissary in order to prevent the Shambalan emperor declaring war on the Red Land. But for the moment, the Dragon Queen had elected that they be kept hostage as surety for the good behaviour of the Shambalan fleet, still anchored beyond, and visible from, the cliffs.
Neither of us could guess why they had mentioned me. Unless they thought I had some influence on Dragon.
‘Which ye do,’ Matthew had said, with a lopsided grin. There was no sign that he had been wounded by Dragon’s cruel words, and I guessed he had realised that she had been trying to protect him by making Ariel believe she did not care for him.
The Chafiri were all being held in the compound of the Prime in the Infinity of Blue, for although they did not deserve such splendid surroundings, the wall and protections that had been created to keep people out, were just as effective at keeping them in, until some decision was made about what to do with them. The Ekoni were being held in the slave pens in the Infinity of Obedience and in the pens that had once been used by Salamander. There was some talk of marching them all to Quarry, but Matthew thought it more like they would be put to work in the mines and on the farms.
Rushton told me the three High Chafiri who had been in the crypt insisted that they had been unwilling accomplices to the black sorcerer Ariel, as they now named him. Ariel had come to the Prime in his compound in the wake of the rise of the Red Queen to insist that she was not the true Red Queen, and as proof he had produced Dragon herself. It was clear that she had been under Ariel’s control for she had admitted to being an imposter, transformed by black arts to resemble the first Red Queen carved on the wall of the Great Hall, and that the dragon she had raised had been wrought by the black arts, too. As final proof, Ariel had reminded them of her failure to produce the sceptre of power, and then he had told them the emissary would return at his behest, once they had reclaimed Redport. Dragon had then ceded control of the city to the Gadfians. They had promptly presented her to Murrim and others, whereupon she had made the same speech. Bewildered and devastated at being tricked into betraying their oaths, the Redlanders had laid down their arms, giving Redport back over to the slavemasters. Dragon’s ascension had been so swift and dramatic that half the city was still confused about what was happening and it had been easy for the Gadfians to resume control.
The real trouble had occurred outside the city, where the Landborn, unshackled and free, refused to surrender and submit to being shackled. There would have been a pitched battle between them and the Ekoni, save that the Gadfian warriors were badly outnumbered by men and women they had trained to fight. Ariel had bidden the Chafiri Prime instruct them to set up a holding defence around Redport, promising them the rebels would be dealt with using powerful Beforetime weapons, as soon as the emissary returned to Redport. I had little doubt that he had used coercion on them.
All of this had occurred after I had ridden out of the city to fetch the stone sword and while I was seeking out Sentinel. Dragon told me that I had barely ridden off before Lidge came walking up to her with Matthew and a cloaked man. I guessed that Ariel had hidden somewhere with Lidge, perhaps in the rail tunnel, and had emerged to enthral Matthew, then he had used the farseeker to get to Dragon. Once Ariel had given control of the settlement back to the Gadfians, he left them to secure it and set about gathering the others he intended to use against me. Ana he had already, for she had told me that some of Salamander’s shipfolk appeared while she had been trying to help the dying Gavyn, and that one of them had struck Rasial a fatal blow with a stone when she attacked, leaving her to die beside the boy, Fey wheeling endlessly overhead. Later when Matthew had gone to look for their bodies at Ana’s request, there had been nothing to find. There had been prints that suggested they had been taken by nocturnal scavengers. Nor when he searched, had he found Gahltha or the wolves, for the whole lower part of the mine had collapsed in on itself.
So much death and loss, I thought, looking at the funeral pyre.
Swallow and Dameon had been taken by the same shipfolk who took Ana. She had told me as we prepared his body, that Swallow, realising what was happening, had signalled Gahltha to find me and warn me. He could not know that Ariel knew exactly where I was and what I was doing. I did not know how Gahltha had found me in the subterranean cavern, about to broach the protections ringing the Omega Base, but I would never have managed to get to Sentinel without him.
In truth, I could not believe the gallant black horse was dead. I did not want to believe it. I did not know how I would tell Maruman, who had fallen into a deep sleep, the result, I knew, of the efforts his body was making to heal him. But perhaps he knew . . .
As for Rushton, his story was almost the strangest of all. He had been left behind after he was knocked out, following an attack by mutant creatures from the darklands surrounding the untainted Spit, even as Merret had described. But rather than being eaten, he had been overlooked, or so he thought. Creeping away from the Spit in the darkness, he had been pursued and caught, but instead of eating him, the creatures had healed his wounds by their rough, strange means and had cared for him.
He learned that the sunlight hurt them but they had some way of lessening its effect – a foul-smelling muddy salve, which they used to coat themselves as if it was a kind of armour. They preferred the night but they prowled the day, killing any human that set foot on the Spit, until none came any more. But they did not kill him. At first he was their patient, then their prisoner, and finally a sort of pet. They had no language that he could speak, but he had learned somehow to communicate in a basic way using gesture and touch. They had never told him why they had not killed him. Nor did they explain why, one day, they had built a raft and sent him out on it.
A storm had blown up and had carried him to the Clouded Sea, where he had been picked up by the Black Ship. He had been fished up by Salamander’s body servant and thereafter kept in the hold in chains, tended only by the big mute. He had expected to be brought to Ariel, and dreaded it, but a sevenday passed and he was merely fed and watered and left alone. No one spoke to him or told him anything. One night they held him and drugged him, and even as the potion was fogging his mind and wits, they put him in a sack and the big mute carried him from one ship to another. This much he had been able to discern from the words spoken by his captors, who were obeying the commands of Ariel. Something Salamander said had given him to understand that Ariel had foreseen him floating at sea on a raft, and had sent the Black Ship to fetch him. He heard my name mentioned and that had been the last thing he remembered clearly, until one day he woke in a small chamber and was brought by a troop of Gadfian soldierguards through strange curving streets shimmering red in sunlight so blazingly bright that it near blinded him. They took him to an open area crowded with strange people in strange attire and then to a walled complex and a chamber where a young girl had soon been brought to him. He remembered nothing more until he had come to himself in the crypt, perfectly aware but unable to control his movements.
I had been fascinated by Rushton’s tale of the mutants that had overtaken the Spit. I told him that Swallow and I had seen him, but there was little time for questions during the long day that ended, for me, on a cliff watching a funeral fire.
It had been hard on Dragon, too, for she had to regain her people and their trust. There were many who were ready to believe that she had been manipulated, but others who now looked at her with doubt and fear, having heard her or heard of her proclaiming that she was not their queen, that she had used black arts to coerce dragons and that she had no idea where the queen’s sceptre was.
‘It will take time,’ Maginder told me, at one point, coming to bring us fitting clothing to wear that we might pay proper respect to Swallow. She had reached down absently to stroke Maruman, curled deeply asleep on a chair. Then she left, casting a look of regret at Swallow, saying it was a pity, for he had been a bold and handsome fellow and might have fathered many children. That had made Ana weep, and I could not help but remember that Swallow had been told he would bear no children. He had taken it to mean he would bear no children while he was D’rekta of the Twentyfamilies, yet he must have known the truth of it ere the end; another loss to grieve.
Dragon had not seemed much downcast by the scepticism and doubt, but had thrown herself into plans to rebuild Palace Island. She had made up her mind that the Gadfians would labour to rebuild what they had destroyed and would pull down the compound walls, proclaiming Redport had no need of them. But she had conceded to the requests of Maginder and others from Slavetown that the wall about it remain as an artefact and a reminder of the past, though it was to be opened up by many gates, none of which would be guarded. She told me that she would keep all of the Chafiri for a while and learn what she could of their land and their customs, and finally she would choose some of their sons and daughters to remain for a time as hostages when she allowed the Chafiri to leave, though they would be called guests. I had suggested that some of the Gadfians, like Nareem, who had formed ties in the Red Land, might be glad to remain, and she had agreed that such folk would be welcome. Landfolk might also remain if they chose, and if not, she would make it her business to return them to the Land. But first, ships would have to be built, but how, in a land where there were no trees?
She had also told me that she thought advisers could be useful but that she would not make the mistake her mother had made and appoint one, she would have a council of advisors beginning with Maginder, Murrim and Rymer. ‘I will have all sorts of people serve on it: a smith and a farrier, a cook and a soldier, a washerwoman and a grandmother, a miner, and beasts as well. I will listen to all of them, before I decide what to do.’
I thought of this speech with pride, for while she was very young still, she had wisdom, and that would temper the fire in her.
‘Your mind is busy,’ Rushton said quietly when Dameon came to embrace Ana and murmur soft words to her as he brought her to sit by a little fluttering pit fire that had been lit to heat a pot of ferment. The funeral fire was still burning but the wind billowing off the sea had turned chill. I let him draw me to sit by the fire, and I was grateful for the warmth of his body as he sat behind me, shielding me from the wind, and closed his arms around me. I leaned back against his chest staring into the flames, suddenly aware of how tired my body was.
‘Maruman would call it gnawing,’ I murmured, seeing Dameon wrap a blanket about Ana’s shoulders. He did so awkwardly with his left hand, because his right arm was heavily bandaged. ‘But there is so much to think about. I will be years thinking about it all and trying to work it out. How it happened and what happened first and what fits where.’
He spoke softly too, words meant only for my ears. ‘It is past, and so maybe we do not have to think of it at all.’
I smiled and found myself glad that not everything had changed, but I turned to look up at him, into his eyes – how I loved their dark green glimmer, the depth that only echoed the great velvety darkness inside his spirit. ‘The past matters, and there are things I do not want to forget. People and beasts. Swallow . . .’ I wanted to say Gahltha’s name, but the word would not be said.
Rushton’s smile faded. ‘You are right. Swallow and strange little Gavyn and Smoke who became Rasial. They deserve remembrance.’
‘And Cameo and Selmar and Jes . . .’ I stopped, frowning. ‘You know, I think . . . I think he did something to me all those years ago, my brother Jes, when our parents were being burned by the Faction. He would not let me look. He said it would stop me remembering what had happened. He was a Misfit, though he did not know it until later. I think . . . I think he was a coercer as well as a farseeker, and that he did something to me that day, without knowing it. He made it hard for me to feel.’
‘But . . .’
‘Yes, I feel things of course. Love . . .’ I smiled at him. ‘But sometimes when things are fraught I . . . It is as if he inclined me to shy away from feeling. To try not to feel.’ I shook my head. ‘Maybe I am imagining it.’
‘Perhaps not everything needs to be remembered or even understood,’ he said gently. ‘Otherwise there would only be remembering. Right now I want to live this moment. In fact I would like to go on living this moment for the rest of my life.’ He kissed me and held me closer.
The fire spat and crackled and a whirl of glowing cinders rose up and winked out. I looked at the night sky, pricked with stars, wondering what had happened to poor lost little Fey, and what would become of Lidge. Despite all their tenderness and concern, neither Daffyd nor Gilaine had been able to get any response from the girl. Perhaps in destroying Ariel, she had destroyed herself, and was now truly an empty vessel. And what had become of the wolves? Had all of them perished in the quake that had caused the mine to collapse? I could not think so, for Rheagor had told me that he had allowed the pack to go with me because I would lead them to the land where beasts walked free of funaga.
I resolved to go and look in the mine for myself. I would go alone or perhaps with Maruman, and we would mourn the Daywatcher and Sentinel.
I heard a footfall and saw Jakoby surmounting the steep slope with Brydda Llewellyn. I had been reunited with Brydda earlier in the day with bone-crushing thoroughness, when the funeral words had been said over Swallow before he had been brought up to the cliff and laid on his pyre. The big man had been in Quarry with many others from the Land and the Norselands and from Sador, and I was glad for his sake and the sake of his parents that he lived yet. I had seen the boy Lark, too, discovering to my great relief that he had not perished at sea. Sadly it had been the urchin Erit, who had stowed away on one of the four ships, who had perished. The thought of his bright boldness extinguished like a spark in the sea was yet another sorrow, though it had happened long past and it had been an accident besides. Lark had been with the big dark-haired Norse shipmaster Oma, and the reluctant king of the Norselands, and the High Chieftain of Westland, Gwynedd. Blyss had come up with Merret, to hear the words said, the latter full of apology for not bringing help to Gavyn, for she had been captured by Ekoni the minute she stepped into Redport. I assured her sadly that it was unlikely she would have been able to save him. I had not seen Jakoby then, but now she went with Brydda and stood a while by the dying funeral pyre, before they came to join us.
Brydda sat down with a grunt and Jakoby squatted, holding her hands out to the fire. I searched her face for some sign of grief for her sister, but there was only a sombre calm, and it came to me that no matter how much grief there had been in their parting, she had been reunited with her sister, and she had found and vanquished the vicious slaver, Salamander. Perhaps there was some comfort in that. I had said nothing of what I had seen in the hold of the Black Ship, nor would I. That was her story or her secret.
She lifted her eyes to me, and said, ‘I have come to ask you to tell me what became of Straaka, ElspethInnle, for Dragon has spoken of many strange things concerning him and of Ahmedri and Straaka’s woman. I would return to Sador on the first tide tomorrow, on the Black Ship, and I would tell his story.’
‘The Black Ship?’ Rushton said in surprise.
‘Dragon has ceded it to me, for she says the emissary will serve as a hostage against any attack from his people and in any case its weapons have been destroyed so it could do nothing save bar the way through the Talons, and Dragon says there is another way to do that,’ Jakoby said. ‘I will take with me the Sadorians who have been enslaved and we have dead who must be laid to rest in the spice groves.’ Her eyes met mine for a moment.
‘Must you go so soon?’ Rushton asked. ‘I am eager to return to Obernewtyn, but there is much to be done here and Dragon could benefit from our help.’
‘Never fear, for I will return, Master of Obernewtyn,’ Jakoby said. ‘I will take the Black Ship to Sador and then return in it once it has been stripped of its weapons and ugliness. It is a ship of great beauty, and I will find a better name for it. When I return, it will be for all of you who wish to come with me. I will take Gwynedd and he has promised to send back a ship as well, to serve Dragon for howsoever long she needs it.’
‘You and your people will not at least stay until the Red Queen rises again?’ Dameon asked quietly. ‘Dragon has promised to provide a spectacle surpassing her last display, for she has sworn to raise the sceptre of the first Red Queen.’
‘She has it?’ I asked, startled into sitting up straight. A gust of cold air flowed between Rushton and me, and I shivered.
‘She will have it, she says,’ Brydda replied.
‘I will not stay for this Raising of the Dragon,’ Jakoby said. ‘It will be like waiting to see the moon rise a second night to be sure it is the moon, for nothing could be more beautiful than the sight of the Red Queen leaping into the Infinity on Gahltha’s back.’
I felt the others look at me, and willed myself to go on looking at Jakoby.
She went on. ‘It is not only my people who will go with me. Many of the freed Landborn slaves are pining for their homes and families, and Gwynedd asked it for himself and them. He says someone must return to the Land to tell what became of the four ships that sailed away. The boy Lark would stay and help serve Matthew, but Oma says he must first go and say goodbye to Helvar and his mother, if he would serve the Red Queen. I will take them to Herder Isle before I go to Sutrium. Oma has promised the boy he will bring him back if he truly wants to come, and he is chattering about bringing his friend and Elkar and Cinda. To hear him you would think he would bring all of Norseland to dwell in the Red Land! But Brydda here will remain and Daffyd and Gilaine will not go, for they and Jow are bent on restoring the child Lidge. Merret and Blyss will stay as well as some of the Landborn.’
I smiled at the thought of Lark wanting to stay and serve Dragon, but I thought of Erit too, lost at sea in a storm, and thought how sad it was that Iriny had lost her brother; and that Rolf, whom I had seen holding her in his arms in a dream, had lost Erit, who had been like a younger brother to him. They would have to comfort one another.
My mind had drifted but Jakoby crossed her legs and sat, asking me again about Straaka. I pulled my shawl up about my shoulders, gathered my wits, and then told that story as best I could, from the moment I had come to Straaka and the others at Skylake, to our parting in Midland. It was a long tale but Jakoby did not interrupt me, and the others sat rapt and silent, listening, even Dameon and Ana, who had been there. It was not until I had finished it and seen tears streaming down Ana’s face, that I felt a stab of remorse, for it had also been her story and Swallow’s.
When I finished, Jakoby remained gazing into the fire, which was now no more than glowing embers, and I guessed she was completing the mysterious internal process by which her people managed to commit to memory long tales, even in the words in which they had been spoken. Then she shook herself and rose, saying briskly that she must go to see that the motley crew of shipfolk from all lands were doing all that needed doing, for they had a long hard passage ahead of them at the wrong time of year. We all stood and she said goodbye, then she came at last to me and thanked me for my story. Instead of bowing in the Sadorian way, she took my hand in both of hers and looked into my eyes, saying softly, ‘Some people are not made for ordinary lives, Elspeth Gordie, and I think you are such a one. I am glad to have known you. Fare you well.’
She bowed deeply and strode away. I watched her go, long graceful strides taking her swiftly out of sight, and remembered when I had first seen her at a meeting with the rebels so long ago. Then I looked down and opened my fingers. She had pressed into them the little golden sandcat brooch that I had found in a chamber on Norse Island: her sister’s chamber; her sister’s brooch.
‘That was somewhat gloomy,’ Brydda said. ‘Anyone would think she never expected to see us again, and after all the trouble she took to assure us that she would return.’ He gave a sigh and walked to the cliff to gaze out at the sea to where, just visible by the light of the moon, lay the fleet of Shambalan ships, anchored, waiting.
‘I hope they do not take her departure amiss,’ he muttered.
‘I never knew his true name,’ I said to Rushton, as we sat by a fire later still in that long night, keeping vigil till dawn. Dameon was sitting with his arms around Ana, holding her hand in his. Her eyes had been closed, but as if she felt my gaze, she opened them and looked over at me.
‘It was Samuel,’ she said softly. ‘But he told me that he never liked it so well as Swallow. He said Samuel was the name of a dutiful pureblood Twentyfamilies gypsy prince, born of a dutiful, loveless match, but he was not just his duty or his blood. He chose Swallow as his name because it was the name of a free winged thing that flew where it desired.’
We were all silent for a time then, and there was only the crackle of the fire and the soughing of the wind, and under it all the muffled roaring of the sea.
There were only the four of us now, though Dragon and Matthew had been with us for the lighting of the pyre, and many others who had known Swallow, and some who had known him only a little. Still others, like Murrim, had come up to stand with us for a time, out of respect, and to honour him. Dragon had spoken the funeral words of her people over him, having been told them by Maginder. She had spoken the words, she said, not because she was the queen of the Red Land, but because Swallow had been the king of his people and because they had shared the same ancestors. This caused a ripple of puzzlement, for not all that had happened or its long complex history was known to all people, and much that was known was muddled and, I was sure, would become increasingly so as time passed. Indeed I had spoken to Dragon about her own past, and while she had been fascinated by my glimpses of a red-haired child cast up on the back of a great fish, and curled in a cryopod, she had agreed it would be better to let her people believe simply that she was a distant ancestor of the daughter of the last Red Queen.
When we came down at dawn and I went to the chamber where Ana and I had prepared Swallow for his funeral, bathed and washed and changed into simpler clothes, I thought that I did not care how my quest was remembered, or if it was remembered at all. It was done and too many had died, not the least of which was Sentinel herself, whom none knew but me. But I would remember her.
‘And I, Marumanyelloweyes, the Moonwatcher,’ Maruman sent.
‘You can lay aside those names now, dear one, as I can lay aside my name, for I am no longer the Seeker. My quest has ended.’
‘No,’ sent Maruman. ‘All is not done yet.’




When I came out into the yard of the compound, it was still very early and the sky was tinged with dawn colours, the air cool and sweetly scented by the lemon trees growing on the roof. Rushton was standing and speaking with Maginder. I greeted her warmly and agreed to follow her when she said Dragon had sent her to fetch me, wondering a little that she would send the old woman instead of someone younger. As if reading my thoughts, Maginder shot me a rather sly smile and said I need not hold my breath for her. ‘I am old, dearie, but I have all my limbs in working order and my wits are rather more nimble than those of many young folk, leaping about like mad goats.’
Rushton grinned at me over her head, saying he would find me later, and we would go together to the domes, to see if we could find Fey. He did not speak of Gahltha. Instead, he added that he would go and find the compound Brydda had coopted for himself, in which he had promised us chambers where we might get some food and lie down on a proper bed that night.
‘Farseek me when you want me and I will guide you to me,’ he said.
I kissed him and he walked away, turning once to lift his hand before disappearing around a corner, and I thought how sweet that easy parting was, the knowledge that I had only to farseek him and he would be there, close by.
‘Now there is a handsome man with all of his limbs working well, I should say,’ Maginder said, with her sly smile.
I felt my face grow warm, but I laughed and she nodded in satisfaction as if that had been the purpose of her words. ‘The queen is on the island contemplating a palace,’ she said, anticipating my next question. ‘It will take some building but she means to use the Gadfians. It will teach them humility, maybe, though I am not sure what sort of a palace they will make. Yet it will be good for her to raise a palace that her people can admire.’
‘Do some still doubt she is who she says she is, even given how she looks?’ I asked.
‘Well dearie, the trouble is that the pale man mentioned the black arts, and there are plenty of halfblood Gadfians asking how could one person look so like another if there was not sorcery involved, and where did she come from anyway and by what blood lines is she connected to the last Red Queen. But they will be silenced if she can show them the sceptre.’
We had reached the end of the scythe and I gazed at the single greatship anchored in the bay, realising Jacoby must already have left with the Black Ship. The lavender sails of the Secret were furled, its weapons were trained on the shore, and I shivered, wondering what the shipfolk aboard thought, for the only message they had from the emissary had been flags bidding it wait.
Wait for what? I wondered, with a flicker of unease.
We came soon to the stone bridge and crossed it. Close to the other side, I could see more of the hidden side of the island. Here, oblivious to our approach, Dragon and Matthew were standing facing one another, and their talk drifted to us.
‘I dinna blame ye fer yer words, my queen. I had failed ye,’ Matthew said calmly.
‘I told you that you had not failed me. I said it only because I did not want Ariel to imagine I cared about you,’ Dragon said, sounding annoyed, colour in her cheeks.
‘I dinna imagine he supposed that,’ Matthew said, looking almost as expressionless as when he had been under Lidge’s control. Then he caught sight of Maginder and me and bowed to her and greeted me with a rather perfunctory embrace. Even lacking empathy, I sensed he was angry and distracted.
Maginder stepped forward decisively and took his arm, saying, ‘Now help me to a seat. My bones need a rest.’ She ushered him away, and glanced back at me with her sly grin.
Dragon had also been watching them go. She was frowning and there was still a good deal of colour in her cheeks. In truth she looked beautiful in a long ornate gown of red, her hair piled up and pinned with jewels. She caught my eye and some of the tension went out of her. ‘He has done much for me and I mean to reward him for it, but he mustn’t be permitted to imagine I feel as I did when I was a child.’
You are still little more than a child, I thought.
‘I have asked the emissary to come here to speak with me,’ she went on, hooking her hand through my arm and making me walk with her. ‘I thought you might like to hear what he has to say. I have asked them to bring us some food. Matthew does not like it that we will sit on the ruins and eat a picnic. It offends his dignity and he fears the man might do me some harm, but Gilaine begged it. She said she thought he had betrayed her but that she was mistaken, and then something about the emperor and his sisterwife and his brother. It was not very clear but I did not have the heart to make her tell it all again slowly. She wanted to get back to Lidge. But she has made me so curious and Matthew and Maginder say we do have to deal with the emissary and those ships of his, sitting out beyond the Talons, not to mention the one within them, and it might as well be sooner as later. I had to promise that I will have her and Murrim and Rymer and some others of the Redland legion in attendance before Matthew would allow it.’
All of this was delivered quickly and lightly, and I realised that, aside from being rattled by Matthew, she was nervous. That, as much as anything, was why she had summoned me, I guessed. And when I thought of the emissary and the weapons his people had access to, I thought there was good reason for her unease, and for Matthew’s caution. Yet Gilaine defended him, though he had callously cast her off and stood unprotesting when Ariel would have killed her.
‘When will he come?’ I asked.
She gave me a grateful look and said she had told them to come at mid morning. ‘So that there will be food. Maginder said that strictly speaking, there ought to be a feast because the emissary and his people are from another land and therefore they must be seen as messengers of the ruler of that land. It was impossible, but if Gilaine is right and the emissary did not betray her . . . Well, we will see what he says. In any case, Maginder forced me to dress this way. She said it was proper for a meeting with the messenger of an emperor.’ She looked down at her finery disconsolately and it occurred to me that I would need to make my own preparations if I was to attend the audience with her, but first I said, ‘Will you go with me into Luthen’s crypt?’
She stared at me, looking suddenly very young. ‘You want to go there?’
‘I must and I think you must as well.’
She hesitated and then nodded.
The chamber was very quiet as we entered it from the passage leading from the hidden door in the stairwell. ‘Was there ever another door?’ I asked, and she gave me an odd look.
‘It is strange you ask, for yesterday someone called me the Dragon Queen, and Maginder said that there was an ancient tale that the first Red Queen had called herself the Dragon Queen because of some door. But it cannot have been this door for that was made after her brother Luthen died, and she was the queen already.’
The crypt was utterly dark, but after a moment, Dragon brought out one of the small lightballs and squeezed it. The light it gave out was a dim buttery yellow, so that while it illuminated the chamber, it left the end of it, where Luthen’s image was carved, in darkness. I looked at Dragon. ‘He knew where the stone sword was meant to go?’
She nodded, knowing at once who I meant. ‘He told me to give Luthen his sword. I refused and he took it from me and slid it into its place. Then he asked me where the sceptre was. I told him I did not know.’ She smiled wanly. ‘He didn’t believe me and he tried to make me tell him, but he could not get into my mind. The . . . Lidge was not with him then.’ Unconsciously she touched the burn marks on her arms.
‘Do you know where it is now?’ I asked.
Again the smile, but I was glad to see there was a hint of fire in it now. ‘I knew it when he asked. I saw when he put the sword in. The whole of the crypt lit up for a moment, save for one place. But Ariel did not see and I did not tell him.’
‘Where?’ I asked.
She looked suddenly solemn, and went to the door. She knelt and felt along the ornate patterning carved around the door, frowning in concentration. I could see nothing but there was a click and a section of the scrolling came off in her hands. She turned it and laid it on the ground in the sunlight and I saw it: not the lavish and bejewelled thing I imagined a queen would bear as the staff of her office, but a long thin device set within a narrow groove. She lifted it out reverently and I saw that there were wires running along it and parts that protruded from the top, reminding me of the Ekoni staffs. It was clearly some sort of Beforetime device, yet it seemed to me there was something unfinished about it, as if it had been hastily and badly assembled. Certainly it was neither beautiful nor grand.
‘I doubt that will make much of an impression,’ I said, disappointed for her.
But she smiled at me triumphantly. ‘Wait until you see what it will do. But I will not tell you. Not even you. It must be a surprise for everyone.’
‘The thing that still puzzles me is this: if the stone sword was created by Cassy when she was the Kasanda of the Earthtemple, it means she knew this place would be built and that there would be a place for it, or she was here when it was made.’
‘She must have been here,’ Dragon said. ‘Didn’t you say all along that she was here before she came to the Land?’
‘But then was its only purpose to reveal the sceptre? And what need would there be of it, when each Red Queen passed on the knowledge to her daughter?’
Dragon shrugged. ‘Maybe she foresaw that I would have no one to guide me to it . . .’ she said, sounding sad. Then she sighed. ‘Well, we will never know and I supposed even a queen can’t know everything.’ She looked down at the sceptre fondly, then slipped it inside her belt alongside a long dagger with a very beautiful silver hilt and guard. She gave me a direct look. ‘I am glad you made me come in here, Elspeth. I knew I must get the sceptre because my people would need it to believe in me, yet I could not bring myself to do it. It was cowardly and a queen must be brave.’ She lifted her chin. ‘I will summon my people and raise the sceptre tonight. It is not darkmoon but the moon is narrow so it will be dark enough most of the night.’
Dark enough for what, I wondered. But I said, ‘They should not need proof and I think they would very soon find they do not need it, but there is no doubt it will make it easier for you if you can show them the sceptre. Though they might be expecting something rather more dramatic.’ I paused. ‘Dragon, it was not only for your sake I brought you here. I feared to come here too. So much ugliness and pain happened here. And Swallow . . .’ I stopped to master myself. ‘But I had to come, to finish what I had begun.’
‘I don’t understand,’ Dragon said.
I reached into my pocket and lifted out the small plast triangle on its thong, which I had asked Rushton to get when the Redlanders brought out the two bodies from the crypt. I had not asked what had happened to Ariel’s.
‘I must close the Darkest Door,’ I said.
It took us an hour to find the little slot in the corner where the plast triangle fitted, and I felt like a fool when after almost an hour Dragon suggested we try in the gap where the sceptre had been fitted, and of course it was there. I wasted no time in pushing the hacker’s key into place.
‘It is done,’ I said loudly, straightening up.
‘Keyed voice print acknowledged. Input command,’ said the same voice that had spoken before.
‘Are you the Balance of Terror computermachine?’ I asked.
‘I am, Authorised User Elspeth Gordie. What is your command?’
‘I want you to shut down now, completely,’
I prayed the words would be enough, for they seemed too simple to have any power at all. Certainly not the power to end a threat that had been looming over the world for aeons.
‘Command acknowledged,’ the voice said with a crisp finality. ‘Dark Door will be closed in three seconds. Mark three, two, one.’
Then silence.
‘Do you think it is enough?’ Dragon asked.
‘I pray it is, but just in case,’ I drew out the little triangle from its slot. ‘I will burn this. Let us go out now. I have a sudden yearning for sunlight. And then a long bath!’
‘Oh baths,’ Dragon said crossly, climbing out onto the steps and stopping to help me out.
Two hours later, hastily bathed, hair still wet, I struggled into garments, which, on impulse, I had requested from the Gadfian tailor Nareem. I had summoned him to my chamber in the compound Brydda had claimed, with a request to supply clothing for a formal audience with a queen. Gretha and Cora helped me into a long yellow sandsilk tunic, complex golden trews and plain sandals, for the Gadfian way, it seemed, was to begin with plain, well-made garments and then decorate them lavishly according to the occasion. I had been fortunate Nareem had been preparing something for a Chafiri customer about my size and height; the garments had only just been made and so lacked all of the ornate additions Nareem felt were necessary for such an important occasion.
‘So plain! And such an important commission,’ he lamented. ‘If I had more time, Sabra, I could make you magnificent.’
I assured him that I was very happy with what he had managed at such short notice, and after all he had already made me look magnificent once. Of course, he had no knowledge that I had worn the red gauze cloak to the masked ball, and I thought it better not to mention it, given the state in which it had ended. Yet I realised that I had summoned him with some vague idea of rewarding him and of ensuring he would be well regarded, for Gretha’s sake, and he was right that no one seeing me would be much impressed.
He was actually wringing his hands in distress, proclaiming he would be ruined and would have to go back to Great Gadfia instead of being able to stay with his sons and his beloved. His last words caused a look of pure happiness to suffuse Gretha’s face, and she blinked back tears. Then her eyes widened and she went to the bag Nareem had brought and dug in it until she found a swatch of golden silk. It was an enormous scarf beaded in silver and purple at the ends, but the colour was truly lovely, and when she had thrown it around one of my shoulders and fastened it at the opposite hip, Nareem looked less distraught. He rearranged it and commanded that some more of the beads be got while he supervised the preparation of my hair, which ended up involving beading as well. He looked so happy that I submitted to his ministrations without demur.
Brydda smiled appreciatively when he was permitted into the chamber by a shyly smiling Cora. Both Keely and Demet had come to visit me, and had been led off, overwhelmed by my insistence that they be brought to meet their queen.
‘You look very nice,’ Brydda said, beaming at me.
‘Nice!’ Nareem cried in outrage. ‘How dare you!’
The big man gave him a slightly startled look and then said I had better hurry because the emissary was on his way to Palace Island and I was supposed to be there already.
Rushton was waiting for me in the courtyard. ‘You look ravishing,’ he said. He had changed and bathed too, and was wearing close-fitting black trews and a white shirt that, while clean, were as rumpled as if they had been dug out of the bottom of a bag of Land clothes. His hair was wet, too.
I looked down at my clothes. ‘Well, these are so plain as to distress the poor man who dressed me, but they seem very fine to me. And at least I am not crumpled and there are no holes. I feel as if I have been running around in rags for weeks.’
‘In truth there was not much left of your clothes by the end of it all,’ Rushton said thoughtfully, in an odd voice. I turned to him, puzzled, and was greeted by a look of breathtaking salaciousness.
But then Merret was there and urging us all to make haste lest we shame all Landborn with our tardiness. Blyss was with her and I hugged the young empath as we walked, admiring the great sunlit cloud of her blonde hair.
Dragon had spoken in the morning of a picnic, but in truth Palace Island, which now seemed to have been given that name formally, had been transformed into an open court. There were decorations and trestles of food and great urns of shining cordials. There were at least thirty people gathered in various degrees of finery, and the only absences I noticed were the slavemasters and the Ekoni. However, there were a good many burly Redlanders, both men and women, standing about the margin of the gathering, eyes watchful, and Matthew was with them, resplendent in red trews and a yellow silk shirt that rippled in the slight breeze, his long hair tamed into a tight queue, a shining sword hanging at his hip.
Dragon wore the jewel-encrusted dress she had worn that morning, and looked striking, even with her hair beginning to escape from its jewelled pins.
‘I like the idea of a meeting place that is open to the sky,’ Rushton murmured. ‘I think lies and deceit might be harder to manage in the bright sunlight with the clean smell of the sea in the air. Perhaps as chieftain my first order will be the creation of such a court at Obernewtyn.’
‘I am not sure the weather there will allow such a court,’ I said, wondering if, after all, I was to go back to Obernewtyn. This thought was followed by a stab of sorrow at the thought of being in the mountain valley without Gahltha. But at the same time, I struggled to believe that he could be dead.
I have not seen his body. No one had seen it, and Maruman would not speak of him. I had to know the truth. I would summon Sendari or Faraf and ride out to the dome in which he had died the first moment I could, and I would search until I knew. And I would try to find poor little Fey.
It struck me suddenly that I had not beastspoken the horses since before I had gone down to Sentinel. Of course they would never judge me for it, and indeed, beasts saw death differently, but I judged myself and I would have gone then and there, save that I had promised Dragon to attend the emissary’s audience, and in any case, he had asked for me.
I found him near the water, standing with four of his women, one of which was Chiya Dawa, who was clearly listening to him with reverence. The diminutive little man was dressed in an ornate purple robe slashed at the sides to reveal wide brilliant blue trews embroidered thickly at the hem to match his embroidered slippers. The women were clad rather simply by comparison, in grey tunics with white underdresses, their long, shining black hair bound into thick unadorned braids. All of them had empty scabbards and I guessed that they had been divested of their swords by Dragon’s Redlanders. But their bare arms looked strong and they stood with a light alertness that made me suspect that, like many coercers, all of them could fight as well with their hands and feet as with swords.
As if he felt my regard, the emissary turned to look at me.
Then Maginder called to him to come forth and led him to where Dragon sat on a broken wall over which an ornate carpet had been laid. The emissary obeyed the summons and he and his entourage bowed deeply to Dragon. She rose, standing very straight, and waved a hand at some low stools that had been set up before her, but although the women sat, the emissary shook his head, saying he would prefer to stand.
Matthew had moved closer to Dragon, and I saw from his face that he did not like this and meant to protest. But as if she had sensed his intention, she shot him a quelling look, which he obeyed. I was fascinated at how smoothly they worked together, for all the difficulties between them. It was as if it was easier for them to act in official roles towards one another, and I hoped they would not become trapped in them.
‘Let’s move closer so we can hear,’ Rushton suggested.
We began to make our way nearer, and Dragon, catching sight of me, gestured imperiously for me to come and join her on her wall throne. I obeyed, leaving a little distance between us, for Dragon must not look as though she feared the emissary.
Once the women were settled, the little man removed his mask and immediately one of the women rose and came to take it from him. Their every movement was measured and graceful and I had the feeling that I was seeing a kind of slow, precise dance. For the first time, I saw the unpainted face I had only otherwise beheld in my dream. Although the narrow black eyes glimmered and the golden skin was smooth, the thin drooping tendrils of his moustache and his brows were white.
‘You wished to speak to me,’ Dragon said in a cool, formal voice. ‘Speak then.’
The emissary inclined his head and made a gesture towards the woman with the mask. ‘In the Hidden Kingdom, the laying aside of a mask signifies that the unmasked will speak truthfully and bluntly, foregoing proper polite circumlocutions,’ he said in the same soft, oddly accented voice I remembered from my dream.
Dragon considered this, then she said, ‘You do not seem to speak very bluntly to me. And if you say that laying aside that mask means you will tell the truth, then are you saying all of the words you said while wearing it were lies?’
‘There are many layers to any truth, and sometimes truth may be spoken so subtly that it can seem a lie,’ said the emissary. ‘In the Hidden Kingdom the art of speaking the truth subtly is an ancient one and highly valued, for among other things, the way truth is spoken allows one to gain the measure of the speaker. Only those with a keen wit and deep intellect can discern the most subtly spoken truths. But to offer a naked face means the truth will not be veiled. Yet there is another significance to the mask and indeed it was the reason masks were originally adopted in the Hidden Kingdom. This is not known to any but the white-faced lords and the emperor and his family, and the telling of it to you, Queen, is a measure of your importance. Some masks and some of the white paint used is impregnated with a substance created from the ore named in this land ilthum, which inhibits what you call empathy. The wearing of such a mask prevents a wearer being empathised.’
‘You wear a mask so no one can know how you feel?’ Dragon asked, sounding no less puzzled than I felt.
‘What is felt and what can be made to be felt,’ the emissary corrected her with a little bow.
‘But are there so many empaths in your land?’
‘There are, Queen. Some of the white-faced lords possess the art, and many of the nobles and common folk besides.’
‘But I still don’t understand. Why would anyone need to protect themselves from feelings?’ Dragon said.
‘Empathy, when it is strong, often comes closer in practice to that which you call coercion.’ He paused, but Dragon merely nodded to him to continue. ‘I believe it is known to some here that the Lord Ariel, so he styled himself to us, was a powerful and aggressive empath. This was known to us, but I did not know until yesterday how much of his strength was drawn from the child Lidge.’
He paused and then he fitted silver tubes over the curved nails on one thumb and forefinger, set his hands one atop the other and seemed to compose himself before beginning to speak in a loud, oddly stiff, formal manner. ‘So, Queen, I will tell of things that must be told.’ He lifted his upper hand slightly and struck the silver tubes smartly together, producing a single sharp ringing note, before returning his hands to their previous position. ‘A bargain had been struck by the Gadfians to provide a slave army numbering three han trained soldiers, by the season gof and year vikan. The Lord Ariel came in a ship to the harbour of Chinon and sent word to the landlocked mountain kingdom of Shambala, which is also called the Hidden Kingdom because it is high in the mountains and often shrouded in mist. The message was that the bargain could not be met because the land from which the Gadfians sourced their slaves was no longer available. He offered an alternative, a weapon more powerful than any other in existence, left over from the Beforetime, the mere ownership of which would win any war. The soldiers who had been prepared could also be provided. He spoke in his message of securing the ilthum mine, which is the only known source of that ore. He promised to explain in more detail if only he were permitted to meet the emperor.’
He paused and lifted his hand to strike another clear chime, and I noticed everyone had drawn closer, their faces entranced and curious as he continued his oration. ‘It must be understood that the emperor himself did not make this bargain nor did he require an army. It is his wish and desire to see Chinon and the Hidden Kingdom united under one leader, for his sisterwife, the seer Lyet-sin, has foreseen great evil will come if it remains divided. Though he is ill and has been since he was a child, the emperor has worked tirelessly to this end, meeting with the faction warlords individually, hosting events to which certain people would be invited to meet other people, sending gifts and even wedding his siblings and cousins to the faction leaders. This has caused some of the white-faced lords to feel he is weak and that he should abdicate in favour of his younger brother.’
There was another pause and another chime before he went on, ‘It was his younger brother who made the bargain, claiming to desire a magnificent gift for his brother – a slave army with which to subjugate the factions. It is his desire and the desire of some of the white-faced lords to make war on the Chinon factions. More than half of the emperor’s council praised the gift. Even so, the emperor would have refused it, save that his sisterwife warned that if the emperor refused his brother’s gift, the world would come to a final doom a thousand times worse than the Great Catastrophe – that which your people call The Great White.’ This last was delivered in a normal tone that was startling, and I saw Dragon blink as if a spell had been disrupted. But his face returned to its stern formal stiffness as he moved his fingers and produced another chime, and when he spoke again, it was as before.
‘The emperor asked how the acceptance of an army of slaves could turn aside such a thing. Would they not rather provoke it? Lyet-sin answered that it would not do so, in fact it would cause great harm for many people, but it would open a path that would lead to the possibility of averting a terrible doom that had haunted her for many years.’
He paused and struck another note.
‘The emperor trusted his sisterwife and he accepted the gift as she advised, for it was not due to be delivered for some time, and she had already foreseen that its delivery would be delayed. At that time, she herself saw little of the future and understood not how accepting this gift would serve the future. It was later that she visioned of a man with white hair who would come to Chinon to tell of the delay and to offer in recompense the very weapon that would bring about the doom she had foreseen. She told the emperor that he must accept this offer, too, but never allow the man to set foot in the Hidden Kingdom, and never meet with him, as he passionately desired. Instead, an emissary was sent to the Red Land to seek a silent, moon-haired woman who would be instrumental in thwarting the Lord Ariel. She was the balancing point for the future, and so long as she lived to the needful moment, the doom Lyet-sin had seen would not come to pass. But her life was a thin and delicate thread, and if she died too soon, as might be, the doom foreseen would come. The emperor’s sisterwife sought hard and long in her dreams to learn the means by which the woman could be identified, and what must and must not be done to her and for her and with her. That information was given to me and I obeyed it absolutely.’
His fingers struck two sharp clear chimes and then his face lost its rigidity. He lowered his hands and leaned forward a little to say in a normal voice, and in a confiding, self-deprecating tone, ‘I am afraid I gained something of a reputation as a womaniser among the Chafiri after my arrival, Queen, as I searched diligently for the moon-haired woman. Yet it was my seeming lechery that led the Chafiri to offer me a selection of choice slavewomen, and among them, at last, was she whom I had long sought: the Lady Gilaine. What occurred in the crypt on this island was as Lyet-sin foresaw. It is my belief that the doom she feared has been thwarted, and with your permission, I will return to the Hidden Kingdom with this news.’
‘You did not tell any of this to Gilaine when you had her on your ship,’ Dragon said, clearly fascinated by the little man.
The emissary nodded, his expression soberly regretful. ‘All that I spoke was truth, but I did not speak the entirety of it, for Lyet-sin had warned me that the matter unfolding was so complex and delicately balanced and clouded that I should say nothing of it to anyone. Particularly not to the moon-haired woman, for the things she did and said would be vital in thwarting the Lord Ariel. Also, she bade me never be without my mask, for the Lord Ariel would otherwise learn what was in my mind. I should obey the signs she had given me and do as she bade me, nothing less or more. So it was.’
Dragon looked at him in bemused wonderment.
Matthew came to stand beside her, glaring down at the little emissary. ‘That’s all very well, but yer ships – what is the purpose of bringin’ so many if ye dinna come to take slaves?’
The emissary bowed to him gravely. ‘They were intended to validate my seeming purpose, but they are armed and there are many warriors aboard who were prepared, not to attack this Land, but to seek out the Lord Ariel if I failed to keep the Lady Gilaine safe. The doom the emperor’s sisterwife foresaw would come to pass, there would be no stopping it, yet she told me that it might be stayed several generations if only Ariel were slain swiftly, and in that time, some other hope might weave itself.’
Matthew frowned. ‘Will nae th’ emperor’s brother take offence when neither the slave army nor the promised weapon is delivered, an’ want to retaliate against th’ Red Land?’
‘The emperor’s brother is out of favour because he offered a gift that he could not deliver, and so he has lost face, along with the white-faced lords who stood with him,’ said the emissary. ‘In our land, the only thing worse than losing face is to lose honour.’ Then he looked directly at Matthew. ‘The emperor has no desire for slaves nor any taste for conquest, my Lord Protector.’
‘Why do you call him that?’ Dragon asked.
‘In the Hidden Kingdom, the Lord Protector is one who stands by the emperor and is sworn always to speak the truth to him, no matter how unpalatable it is. The role is not always fulfilled by a man, of course. The emperor chose as his protector, his lady wife, Mee-ling, who is known as Lady Protector.’
‘Your emperor sounds an interesting man,’ said Dragon thoughtfully. ‘I am sorry he is ill and I am sorry that I will never meet him.’
‘Perhaps you will visit us,’ said the emissary. ‘If my quest was fruitful, the emperor bade me propose to the ruler of this land that his daughter be fostered in Redport for ten years and that your son should come to the Hidden Kingdom for the same length of time.’
Dragon looked startled and taken aback. ‘I have no son!’
The emissary permitted himself a small smile. ‘Nor does my emperor have a daughter. Yet. But the practice of fostering unborn children is common in the Hidden Land and the emperor’s sisterwife has foreseen that a great alliance of peace would result from such a match. Should it come to pass.’
‘What about th’ ilthum?’ asked Matthew. ‘Do ye still want to trade for that?’
‘It is hoped we may continue buying refined ilthum from you,’ the emissary addressed his response to Dragon this time. ‘The coin paid by the emperor can be paid directly to workers rather than into the purses of the Chafiri. Certainly the emperor will be glad to hear that there is no slavery here. It is a thing that affronts him and it grieves him that some of his own lords indulge in it by proxy in plantations in Chinon.’
Dragon stood up suddenly, startling everyone. ‘Thank you for your story, emissary. I need to think about all you have said. We will talk again tomorrow, but now I need to walk and be alone, for tonight I have decided to raise the sceptre of my mother in Dragonstraat. Matthew will take you and your people back to the compound where you are staying.’ Her eyes moved to the rest of us, gathered about. ‘Everyone else, stay, eat the food.’ The emissary bowed and without further ado, Dragon turned and strode away towards the shore of the island and along it, her brow furrowed. Matthew moved swiftly to Maginder and spoke to her. She nodded and hurried after her quick-stepping queen with a speed that belied her age. Matthew spoke to the emissary who gestured for the seated women to rise.
‘What a strange story. Do you believe him?’ Rushton asked me, reaching out to take a plate of food from a table.
‘Our stories would sound far more strange, I think, and I can’t imagine what the emissary would have to gain by telling such a complicated lie,’ I said. I was hungry, though Brydda had provided food when I had come to the compound to bathe, and I took a soft little dumpling from the plate, expecting it to be sweet but finding something astonishingly sour inside. For some reason, I was reminded of the bland and peculiar-tasting foods I had eaten in Habitat.
Merret and Blyss drifted over, then Dameon and Ana came to join us, her bandaged hand threaded through the empath’s uninjured arm. I was shocked to see Darga walking by her side!
‘He came to me in the night,’ Ana said. ‘He signalled that he sniffed his way to me. I don’t know where he has been all this time.’
I knelt to look into the eyes of the Herder dog and beastspoke him. ‘What happened to you?’
‘Swallow sent me to find/bring Sendari,’ Darga sent in his rough soft voice. ‘When I returned with the equines and the goat, there was the smell of blood.’ I saw it in his mind. He had thought Ana dead, and he had fled. He did not understand what had made him so afraid, but I could guess it was connected to the pain Jik’s death had cost him. I knew he remembered the boy, but he had asked the Agyllians to remove that love so that he could be free of his sorrow.
‘You were afraid to feel what you felt when Jik died,’ I said.
‘I think the emptiness made me run,’ Darga said. ‘I feared to lose the woman/Ana. I thought to run from love/pain, but the emptiness was with me still. I made the emptiness when I let the oldOnes take love of the boy from me. The emptiness is worse than the sorrow. It weakens me. I did not understand, but I cannot go back and change it.’
‘You will stay with Ana?’ I asked.
‘She/Ana smells of sorrow/courage. She would not choose to forget the funaga/Swallow. I will learn courage from her.’
I rose.
‘How strange to think of the people from another land having visions and a quest connected to yours,’ Blyss was saying to Ana and Dameon, unaware of my intense exchange with the dog, though the empath turned his face to me in a way that told me he felt it.
‘It makes you wonder if there are others,’ Ana said.
‘I believe the emissary invited Gilaine to come back with him to Shambala when she visited him today,’ Dameon said, as several of the other Landborn drifted across to join us.
I looked over to where the Redlanders had formed a group of their own and I wondered how long it would take them to merge into one people, if they ever did. At least their queen was not just a Redlander, though I had not yet had the chance to ask her who her father had been. Perhaps she did not know herself.
‘Daffyd will not let Gilaine out of his sight, so the invitation had better include him, and Jow, for he will not be separated from his brother, either,’ Merret said.
‘It includes them all and Lidge,’ Dameon said, smiling. ‘In fact the emissary thinks his people can help her.’
‘I thought the emissary said strangers weren’t to enter the Hidden Kingdom,’ Blyss said.
‘They will be the first,’ Ana said. She yawned and I stifled a yawn of my own, thinking it was no wonder we were tired, since we had not done more than doze during the long night of vigil. I would need to sleep a little before the evening, if Dragon truly did mean to raise her sceptre.
Matthew came to fetch Rushton, wanting his advice about something, and I sat listening to the others discuss the emissary and the necessity of trading with the Shambalans. Talk turned then to the possibility and value of a future alliance between a child of Dragon’s and a child of the emperor’s, as the old man had rather fantastically suggested, as a means of holding the Gadfians at bay. Then the Gadfian problem, as Merret called it, was raised, involving the halfbloods, some of whom wanted to stay and others of whom longed to go to Great Gadfia. Would the High Chafiri of that distant land want to mount a war to reclaim a territory they had begun to settle? Nobody could be certain.
Then Brydda demanded a proper accounting of me about what had happened with Sentinel, for no one seemed to know anything more than that I had gone into the ground and it had heaved and trembled, though it was wont to do that from time to time in any case. But the monster that had howled for as long as anyone could remember had definitely been silenced.
‘One of the miner’s lads said you went to fight the monster,’ Brydda said.
‘I thought it was a computermachine Elspeth was meant to find and stop,’ Blyss said doubtfully.
‘It was a weaponmachine on the moon,’ Ana said. Then she frowned, reaching down to lay a hand on Darga’s head. ‘No, it was a computermachine on the moon and the weapons are on the ground.’
‘The moon!’ cried one of the Landborn whose name I had not learned. ‘How could there be a computermachine on the moon?!’
‘The Beforetimers put it there,’ someone else said.
They had forgotten me in their pleasant wrangling and I was glad of it. It seemed that the story of my journey was like the red gauze cloak and was being gradually transformed into a few bright tatters. I did not mind. The truth was that I did not want to talk about my quest. I had endured it and I had completed it and now all was done. Strange as it was to think of the Beforetimers flying to the moon and putting a computermachine and weapons there, I wanted to forget it. The Darkest Door had been closed, and no one need fear or watch the moon any longer.
I thought of Maruman, whom I had carried to my chamber in Brydda’s compound, and felt a sudden longing to be with him. I farsent Rushton and told him I was going back to Brydda’s complex to sleep and felt his wish that he might join me as wistfulness and weariness and a surge of desire. Then I felt his resignation that he could not walk away from the problem Matthew had presented to him, for although it now seemed unlikely the farseeker would return to the Land, he still deferred to Rushton as the master of Obernewtyn.
‘I will come when I can,’ he sent, before I withdrew from his mind.
I slipped away, only bidding Ana and Dameon a quiet farewell, and saying I would see them at Brydda’s compound, where they were also staying, or at the Infinity of Dragonstraat that night, to see the queen raise her sceptre.
Crossing the stone bridge, I heaved a sigh of relief to find there was almost no one about. It was odd, and yet perhaps it was because this area had been inhabited mainly by the Ekoni. After all, it had been almost deserted when I had come here before the Gadfians had been overthrown. At the end of the stone bridge I was startled to see the strange little dog I had fallen over the first time I had entered Redport, lying on the road. He rose, wagging his tail.
‘Greetings ElspethInnle.’
I greeted him and continued, wondering if he would follow me, but when I looked back, I saw that he had merely dropped back onto the warm stones; yet his eyes followed me.
I thought of the light Swallow had seen moving from beasts to me. Was it still happening? I could feel nothing, but then again, I had not felt anything when Swallow had spoken of it. It reminded me of the beastlegend that I would lead them to freedom from humans. I knew no more now than I had ever done about what it might mean, though I no longer believed it was merely a story woven by the Agyllians to ensure beasts would aid me in my quest.
I made my way along the shore and then back to the compound Brydda had claimed. I was surprised to see Maruman now lay in the courtyard on a sunny bench. As I approached, he lifted his head to look at me with his fierce yellow eye, and I had an uneasy sense he had been waiting for me.
‘Greetings ElspethInnle,’ he sent, and was it my imagination that there was something pointed in the way he spoke my name?
I greeted him and said that I needed to sleep, inviting him to go with me. He said that he would stay in the sun, and began licking irritably at his bandaged paw, which stuck out awkwardly.
‘It is itching,’ he complained. ‘I do not need this cloth/binding.’
‘Not now maybe,’ I said, and sat on the bench beside him to unwind the offending bandage carefully, hoping his body had healed enough. He endured my attentions with complaints and hisses until I was finished. The paw was healing rapidly. Then he gave a sigh and stretched out once more, closing his eyes.
I resisted the sudden mad desire to gather him into my arms and merely rose and bade him sleep well. He made no response. I went to the pleasant chamber Brydda had assigned me, stripped off my clothes and crawled onto the bed, drawing up a folded sheet for comfort, for it was hot.
I stretched out blissfully and closed my eyes, enjoying the brief coolness of the sheet, and thought, now it is truly over. Then I wondered why it did not feel as if anything had ended. Was it the odd little dog and the way it had looked at me? Or the fact of Gahltha’s death that I could not make myself accept? Or was it simply that, having been driven by a purpose for so long, the lack of that purpose felt like an emptiness?
I turned on my belly and sank into a deep dreamless sleep, and woke to someone shaking me hard, urgently.
But when I opened my eyes, it was to find Rushton stretched out beside me, fully clothed and deeply asleep. I looked around to see if there was someone else in the room, but it was empty. It was still broad daylight, I saw by the slash of light that escaped the drawn shade cloth, but I felt well rested. Rushton must have pulled the cloth across when he came in. Perhaps I had dreamed that someone had shaken me.
I lay back down and turned carefully on my side to gaze into Rushton’s face, studying it in repose, all the strain and tension of the day smoothed away. He had several new scars, one a claw mark, which made me think of his strange sojourn in the darklands surrounding the Spit. Someday I would ask him to let me visit his memory of that time.
I remembered then that I had yet to release his spirit from the bindings I had imposed at Obernewtyn to protect my secrets after we had loved the first time. It gave me a chill to realise that if I had not chained his spirit, Ariel, who had taken him prisoner, might have rifled through his mind at any time; perhaps he had even done so, for there were periods after he had left the Spit when Rushton had admitted to having no idea what had happened to him. On the other hand, nothing Ariel could have learned from him would have enabled him to reach Sentinel and seize control of the Balance of Terror weapons. Though maybe the point was that he would have the confidence to try, instead of luring me to Sentinel, and then he would fail and perhaps bring about the doom the emissary had spoken of.
Rushton opened his eyes and there was love in them. I smiled and reached out to touch his face, running my fingers over the rough scars, and his smile faded into an intensity that filled me with a rush of heat. He reached out and cupped my head and drew my mouth unerringly to his. I kissed him back and pushed away his shirt to get to his skin, the warmth of it. He crushed me against him and still it was not close enough. He stripped off his clothes and, impatient, I rose up to take him back into my arms. I pressed myself to him and his kiss opened me to him and him to me. As he entered me, I entered him and poured into him the great surging tumult of my spirit, breaking all of the chains and bindings, and I took from him all that he was and had done and all that had been done to him. I saw the eyes of the beastman who had tended him at the Spit and heard it beastspeak to call him brother, though he had not understood it.
I saw it speak my name.
I did not need to tell him. He had been with me and in me when I had seen his memory. He knew all that I knew.
‘What does it mean?’ he asked, as we lay naked, cooling slowly, save where our bodies touched. The light was slanting lower now and had a ruddy cast that told me the afternoon was wearing down. Rushton frowned, answering his own question. ‘It must have to do with the beastlegends about you.’
‘I think so,’ I said. ‘Only I don’t know what it is that I am meant to do. I can’t free beasts from humans. I don’t know how that would be possible. I understand that humans treated them as things and slaves in the Beforetime, and in our time as well, but the world is changing. Humans began by freeing beasts, but now beasts are freeing themselves. They don’t need a human to free them.’
‘Perhaps you will learn the meaning of the beastlegends, once we return to Obernewtyn.’ He stopped. ‘But you are not to return.’
Suddenly there was a hammering at the door. We barely had time to cover ourselves before Merret looked in. ‘Ana says to tell you to get up! Gahltha is coming.’




There was no sign of Gahltha or Ana when I came out, but Merret was waiting. She said that she had taken to bed early like the rest of us, in order to recover from the long night of vigil and so as to be ready for the Red Queen to rise at midnight. She and Blyss had been roused by a commotion and had come out to find Ana and Sendari surrounded by a cluster of Redlanders, half of whom had never set eyes on a horse before Dragon announced her arrival on one. They did not know whether to be afraid or dazzled.
Ana told them she had been awakened by a dream of Swallow, and had come outside to find his mount, grey Sendari, waiting in the yard of the compound. She bade them wake me and tell me Gahltha was coming. But by the time I had splashed myself with water and dragged on my clothes, she had departed on Sendari with Darga at their heels.
‘But what did Swallow say in her dream? What did she see?’ I asked.
‘She did not tell me,’ Merret said. ‘She said only that Gahltha was coming.’
‘Was that her dream?’ I asked, my heart beginning to sink.
‘Listen,’ Rushton said, and I heard the sound of a horse galloping.
Moments later Gahltha burst into the yard, scattering Redlanders and Landfolk alike and coming to a heaving stop in front of me. He was so black and shining and beautiful, and alive. I flung myself at him, kissing his nose, stroking his hot neck and beastspeaking joy and relief to him, ‘Darling Gahltha! I knew you were not dead! I feared it but it was impossible. I could not believe it. But what happened? Where have you been?’
‘The wolves dug me out, ElspethInnle. But my spirit had gone very far from my body. The beastheart called to me, but then Maruman was with me. He called me the Daywatcher and bade me turn back. I wanted to turn then, but the beastheart called. I had not the strength to turn, but then Rasial/Gavyn were before me and Maruman bade them help me to turn back. They lent me their strength. Yet I would not have found my way back to my flesh if there had not been a thread connecting me to it. The wolves were licking me. They had held a thread of my spirit to my body in that way. I breathed and they nipped at me till I rose. They told me Maruman had been taken by the dinrai, but before I could get out of the ground, it shook and the way up closed. We had to go another way. The wolves led me, it was very far down and back, and perilous. There was a river of fire. The wolves had crossed the crumbling bridge over it once and did once again. I do not know how they had the courage to do it twice.’ He shuddered. ‘We ran beneath the earth along an ancient funaga road, almost back to the place where the flying glarsh fell.’
‘Oh, my dear,’ I said, having seen glimpses of his strange and terrible journey in his mind. ‘Maruman is here, safe. But what of Gavyn and Rasial? And the wolves?’
‘The man/beast flies the dreamtrails,’ Gahltha said. ‘The wolves are waiting.’ Then he bade me bring Maruman and come, for we must make haste.
‘Why? Where are we going?’ I demanded, knowing the wolves would not come until it was dark, but perhaps he wanted me to come because the wolves would not enter the human city. I fetched a sleepy and ill-tempered Maruman, ignoring his protests, slipped on my coat so that I could put him inside it and belt it, then Rushton helped me up onto Gahltha with him and Merret gave him a leg-up behind me.
I looked helplessly down at Merret, who said that Ana had told her to fetch Dameon, for Faraf would soon come for him, too. Blyss had gone to get the empath. They would follow on foot and meet us.
‘Meet us where?’ I cried.
‘The eastern edge of the settlement, where the dome rails enter,’ Merret said.
Gahltha cantered through the streets scattering people who gaped or cursed or cried out in wonder, depending on their dispositions, and I prayed we would not kill anyone in our mad dash.
‘What is the haste?’ I beastspoke the black horse, as we narrowly missed taking our heads off on the outstretched foot of a crumbling statue.
‘Wait,’ he sent, maddeningly, then I was distracted by a dog racing along beside us. We outstripped it, but moments later there was another and then a cat. We left them behind too, but as we continued there were more animals – cats and dogs and muliki and goats – all of whom we left behind.
‘Ye gods,’ Rushton muttered. ‘Look behind us.’
He leaned aside so I could turn, though it was a dangerous manoeuvre at the speed Gahltha was moving, and I near fell as my body went slack with astonishment, for all the beasts were racing in our wake and more were joining us every second. People were running after us too, shouting out in wonder and astonishment, and truly we must have made a mad strange sight.
‘What is happening?’ I beastspoke Gahltha.
‘Wait,’ he sent.
And then we were at the edge of the city and I saw there were already other beasts, a great strange herd of them, and in their midst Ana stood with her bandaged hand on Sendari’s neck, and Darga stood close by her. But she was not looking towards us, towards the city.
She was looking out across the plain.
As we dismounted, the ground shuddered, so that Rushton and I stumbled against one another. Then the shaking ceased. Maruman was awake and clawed at me. Wincing, I let him out of my coat and set him on the ground. Tail lashing, he turned and looked out across the plain, too.
‘What is it?’ I asked. ‘Is it the wolves?’
‘Not wolves . . .’ said Ana.
And then I caught sight of something; one thing moving on all that broken, red, windswept plain that ran to the arc of domes and spread beyond them out of sight; Something that shone and gleamed in the red light, and moved with a queer gliding grace.
‘What is it?’ Rushton said.
‘It is Hendon,’ I said incredulously.
‘The machine man you left by the rift,’ Rushton murmured.
‘No,’ sent Maruman, and I looked down to see the old cat coming towards me, limping slightly.
‘What do you mean, no?’ I demanded. ‘I can see it is the androne.’
‘Wait,’ said Maruman.
There was the sound of movement and voices behind me and I turned to see Dameon had arrived on Faraf. The little goat Brunt had come trotting and bounding along with her, and now he rushed at Gahltha, butting at him and prancing in an ecstasy of welcome and delight. Gahltha nuzzled affectionately at the mad little creature as Rushton helped Dameon down from Faraf.
‘What is happening?’ the empath asked, for once looking puzzled.
I reached out to take his hand. ‘None of us quite knows, my friend, though my eyes tell me it is the androne, Hendon, coming across the plain to the city.’
‘That is what Faraf signalled,’ Dameon said. ‘I thought I had misunderstood. It is sometimes difficult for her to find the way to signal things to me. It must be that Hendon’s solar has been replenished. But I thought he was to make his way back to God when he woke.’
‘That is what I thought, too. But maybe it has come to bring me the golator first, thinking I still want it. I asked for it before we left the rift because I hoped it would show us how to find Eden and I would find some clue there that would bring me to Sentinel. I did not know if it heard me or not, though Ana said it did . . .’
I turned to see she was still gazing out at the approaching androne.
‘It saved her life,’ Rushton murmured. ‘But what of all these beasts?’
‘I don’t know . . .’ I said.
By the time Hendon was close enough for me to see the blue of his eyes, the ground had trembled three more times, and mad as it seemed, I had begun to wonder if the androne was causing it. It came not to Ana, as I had half expected, but to me, passing through a parting crowd of beasts and people, who had come running after us to see what was happening. Now, as it stopped in front of me, the crowd fell silent.
‘Greetings, Elspeth Gordie,’ said the machine man. Only it was not the voice of Hendon, nor the voice of God either.
‘Ye gods, Sentinel,’ I breathed incredulously. ‘How . . .?’
‘It was your suggestion that I send myself to another computer,’ she said, and the sound of wings were in her voice. ‘It made me wonder if there was not another computer near enough that could accept me. I searched and found this unit. It was operative and had a vast storage capacity. It recognised my government codes. It sent that it had been seeking me. I entered it, then I brought it here.’
‘To me?’ I said, uncertainly.
‘To bring you with me to Eden, where I will fulfil the purpose I have chosen, to waken the beasts that sleep there; all those who are gone from the world because of the first Sentinel. My brother.’ The last words were said hesitantly, and I heard in Sentinel’s voice the sound of rain falling. ‘But if you come, it must be now.’
‘Now?’ I said incredulously.
‘Now,’ Maruman sent, and his mindvoice was so strange that I looked down at him and saw that his yellow eye was all darkness. I reached out to his mind and found that he was falling into one of his fey states. I bent to lift him into my arms, and felt his heart beating very fast. I looked at the androne.
‘Come now,’ Sentinel said implacably, and there was the sound of stone striking stone in her voice.
‘Now,’ sent Gahltha, and his mindvoice was the voice of the Daywatcher.
‘But I . . .’ I turned to Rushton. ‘Dragon . . .’
‘I think you must go, my love.’ He caught my shoulders and shook me a little. ‘There is something large and very strange at work here, but Sentinel is . . . well you know what she is, and so I know it, too. I think this must be connected to another part of your quest. The part told in beastlegend. I will explain it to Dragon. You can tell us what happened when you return.’
But Maruman’s claws sunk into me. His voice echoes in my mind were full of wild strangeness. I saw the moon crack open and molten fire spill out. ‘There will be no return for ElspethInnle. The earth will open its maw and tongues of fire . . . wolves will leap from its mouth . . .’ He fainted in my arms.
‘What is it?’ Rushton asked.
The old cat lay limp. There was so little to him. I held him close and looked at Rushton. His dear face. It seemed to me that my heart would truly break.
‘He . . . he said if I go I will never come back.’
He looked at me; one long look full of love. ‘Then I will go with you.’
I stared at him. ‘But if you go with me, you can never come back either. What about Obernewtyn?’ I said.
He smiled. ‘Why would I want to come back, without you? I have loved Obernewtyn and I have been dutiful, but I fulfilled my oaths to myself, and my friends. It was a haven I held safe, while it was needed. But I am not needed there now. I do not know if I will be needed where you go, but I will come with you and help you fulfil your vow to free the beasts of the Beforetime, and see them live again. If you want me.’
There was a sudden uncertainty in his face.
‘Of course I want you!’ I cried.
He looked beyond me then, to the androne, and said with courteous gravity, ‘If you will also permit it, Sentinel.’
‘Yes,’ said Sentinel. ‘Come.’
‘Wait!’ It was Ana. ‘I don’t understand how you can be Sentinel when Elspeth destroyed you. I don’t understand how you can be here inside Hendon . . . what happened to him?’ she demanded.
The androne looked at her, seeming to study her. ‘Hendon is within me, but he was very small and I am very large. Larger than anything that ever was, I think. He is a small fish in the vastness of a sea. Yet, your face is in my memory. Your name: Ana.’ There was the sound of music now, a snatch of the same music I had heard from it before. Then there was the sound of a birdcall, something very high and beautiful. ‘If you come too, we can speak of Hendon,’ Sentinel said.
Ana looked astonished and frightened and yet there was yearning in her face, too. Her eyes dropped to Maruman lying limp in my arms. Then she looked at me. ‘A part of me wants to come but I . . . I can’t, Elspeth. I need to stay here, where Swallow died, at least for some time. I dreamed of him last night. He told me about Hendon but he asked me to go back to the Land to find his sister and his grandmother. To tell them what became of him.’ Tears were spilling from her eyes, already red from weeping.
‘Don’t cry,’ I said. ‘It is right you stay and go back to them.’
She turned to Sentinel. ‘I am sorry, Sentinel. I can’t go with you. I wish . . . I wish I could have said goodbye to Hendon. He saved my life, you know.’
‘I will think about that. I will try to remember it,’ Sentinel said, and then again, ‘Come now, all who would come.’ And she turned and began to move away.
I turned desperately to Dameon. He smiled at me. ‘I know that you must go, and this time, I will stay, my dear one. I have journeyed far with you, but it is time for me to go my own way now. I will stay here for a while, and then go back with Ana to Obernewtyn. I do not think the empaths have need of me now, but I will find work to do. Perhaps I will live on the farm that was once mine. Or maybe I will lead an expedition to Midland and tell Tash the end of our story.’
‘You have been a true and beloved friend,’ I said huskily. ‘I . . . I can’t bear to say goodbye to you.’
‘Then let us not say goodbye,’ said Dameon softly. ‘Maryon always said that no one can be truly sure what the future holds.’
‘Dragon . . .’
‘Hush. I will speak to her and explain. To Matthew, too. They will understand.’
I kissed him and embraced him as best I could, holding Maruman. Rushton embraced the empath, too, long and hard, and there were tears on his face. I left them to say some final words to each other in privacy. Faraf nuzzled me and beastspoke her farewell, saying she would stay with Dameon. I was glad for his sake, and glad too, when Darga and Sendari chose to remain with Ana.
I looked after Sentinel to see she was moving away at the same swift, smooth pace, even as Merret came to say goodbye. Then Rushton mounted up and reached out a hand to haul me up behind him. Before I could take it, there was a wild commotion and people began to shout and call out.
I turned to see the Red Queen riding up on a wild-eyed muliki. She leapt from it, losing an embroidered red slipper then kicking off the other and holding up her red gown. Barefoot she came running to me, her beautiful fiery hair streaming behind her, shedding its jewelled pins. She flung her arms about my neck and near strangled me with the strength of her embrace. I held her tight and kissed her hair and felt her trembling in my arms. She was very small, and when she lifted her face to me, I kissed her hot, tear-stained, passionate face and looked into her blue eyes.
‘Brydda said that Merret said you were leaving,’ she gasped. ‘I don’t understand.’
‘Little sister, there is no time for me to explain. Dameon and Ana will tell you all that matters. Save this. I am sorriest of all to leave you,’ I told her. ‘I have loved you so much and in these last few days especially, I have been so very proud of you. But now you are a queen and a queen must be brave above all things.’
She burst into wild sobs and pressed her face to mine and kissed me, and then I felt her draw a deep breath and gather herself. She stepped back then, out of my arms. ‘I will be brave and I will be a good queen, I swear it. Only, I wish you had seen me raise the sceptre.’
‘I do not need to see it any more than Jakoby did, Queen Dragon.’ I kissed her again, but very formally, and she caught up a red jewel from her hair and pressed it into my hand.
‘Remember me,’ she whispered.
I mounted up behind Rushton, and Merret stretched up to put Maruman into my arms. I lifted him gently into my coat, belted it to keep him safe, and said goodbye to her. I took one last look at Dragon and Ana and Merret, and saw Matthew running desperately towards us, even as Gahltha leapt away. I held tight to Rushton as we cantered across the broken plain, the rifts still visible, though it was dusk and soon the sun would set.
‘Elspeth!’ Matthew farsent.
‘Farewell, my dear,’ I farsent him. ‘I am sorry I could not say a long and proper farewell, but I think it would never be long enough to make our parting easy. Merret and Dameon will explain everything that can be explained. Or Ana. Take care of Dragon. Be happy. Perhaps we will meet in our dreams.’
He stayed with me for a time, and I said many of the things I had wanted to say to him, but in the end he slipped from my mind, leaving me with a final glimpse of the world through his eyes; of Dragon, straightening her back as she walked back towards Redport, alone.
When it was dark, Sentinel used Hendon’s headlight, so that we did not have to dismount. I tried to ask her why she had insisted on us going at once, but she did not respond. Finally I asked Gahltha to question her.
‘She will not hear,’ Gahltha said. ‘She is thinking.’
That was astonishing enough to silence me for a time, and when I told Rushton he said he supposed such a creature might have much to think about. I wondered at his calmness, but then I relaxed against his back and thought it might have something to do with his ability to live in the present, as beasts did.
I looked down at Brunt, prancing along beside us, seemingly tireless, and then around at the other beasts that had come with us – muliki and cats and all manner of small beasts, and even the queer little dog, Usha. And I wondered how they had known to come. Had they dreamed, too? And how was it that Swallow had come to Ana and Sendari? There was no answer to be had for gnawing at the question, and no one to ask.
We rode on through the dark night, silent with our own thoughts, but when the thin moon rose, I asked Rushton what he was thinking, wondering if he was regretting his choice, but he only looked back at me and smiled, saying he had been thinking about water because he was thirsty and my memory had not shown him many sources of it in this direction.
‘On the other hand, I have the feeling Sentinel is likely to prove resourceful,’ he added, then he looked forward and I felt his whole body go rigid.
‘What is it?’ I asked.
‘Listen,’ he said.
I listened and was about to say I could hear nothing, when I heard it – a low soft rumbling as if Maruman purred, but a Maruman a thousand times the size of a cat.
Without warning the androne began to run in a strange rigid but fluid way, even as the dogs and muliki and the motley herd of other domestic beasts strung out behind us began to run, too. It reminded me of Rasial’s arrival at Obernewtyn.
Gahltha broke into a trot and then a canter. It was only possible because of Hendon’s headlight, revealing the broken ground before us. Even so it was precarious because of the way powdery red dust collected in depressions.
Then the ground shuddered and shuddered again, and suddenly I thought of Maruman’s words about the earth opening and spitting tongues of fire. Then the ground bucked, a monstrous movement as if the earth itself had shrugged, and I flew into the air, into utter darkness, Sentinel’s light extinguished. Nothing broke when I landed, and Maruman was nearby, jarred but safe, but I had lost hold of Rushton, who had also been thrown off, and what of Gahltha?
I tried to get up but the ground was tilting and I fell, and then there was a low terrifying rumble of sound from underneath us.
I froze as the sound grew steadily in volume and then came a monstrous crack, so loud that the air seemed to shudder. I felt about me frantically and found Maruman. He was lying limp. I caught him close and cradled him, terrified for him, for all of us. There were three more such frightful cracks as if the very mountains were wrenching themselves from the earth, and still the trembling of the earth grew ever more violent until the ground began to tilt.
‘Elspeth!’ Rushton roared, anguish and desperation in his voice. I could not speak but I farsought him and he found me and held me.
Finally, the earth gave a strange shiver and was still.
Pressed against Rushton’s chest, holding Maruman’s limp form, I felt the hammer of his heart and suddenly became aware of a cacophony of beast noises. I beastspoke Gahltha and found that he was unharmed but terrified.
I coughed and wondered where the stars were, then I became aware that the air was full of dust. I dragged my shirt up to cover my mouth and wrapped it around Maruman.
Then the light shone and I shielded my eyes and saw that Sentinel was standing. I gasped, for where her light shone, there was nothing but a vast black abyss.




It took two moons for us to journey from the edge of the abyss – one of the consequences of the tremendous disturbance caused by the destruction of Omega Base – to Eden, and many of the beasts who began it with us did not reach its end.
We had to remain by the great raw wound in the earth, which I had first seen illuminated by Hendon’s headlight, until dawn because Gahltha had been hurt by the fall he had taken when he had thrown Rushton and Maruman and me, though none of us had been hurt.
It transpired that he had injured a leg slightly in the mine collapse and that injury had been exacerbated by his journey beneath the earth with the wolves, and now by the fall. I had nothing at all with me to relieve his pain and that night I bitterly regretted that Ana had chosen not to come with us, for she might have eased him. To my astonishment and joy, Sentinel said mildly that it would have been a hard journey for the child within Ana, and if something had gone wrong, Sentinel would have had no help to offer, for the knowledge she encompassed did not contain anything at all about healing humans or beasts. She would correct that, she promised, when we reached Eden.
I had hardly taken in the rest of her words, for I was thinking about my parting from Ana, and the joy in her eyes that I had taken to be from her dream of Swallow. But maybe he had told her more than that Hendon was coming . . .
Some time later, my thoughts circled back to what Sentinel had said about Eden, and I asked why she could not simply reach out to Eden as she had done before. She reminded me that the node that had allowed her to communicate had been embedded in her hardware. I did not understand, but Rushton said he thought the node had probably been a device Marji Erlinder had put into the computermachine that had housed Sentinel, and it had been left behind when she had poured herself into Hendon. Sentinel agreed this was a simplistic but serviceable explanation of her words, and added that she would be able to form a new link, physically, once we reached Eden.
Daylight revealed the full extent of the abyss behind us, and the sight of it rendered both Rushton and me silent for a long time. The other side of the abyss was far away and the land seemed to have risen up so it was impossible to see what lay beyond. I prayed that Redport was still standing, and Sentinel assured me that the entire coastal region upon which it stood, though affected by tremors, was very stable.
There was no way to farseek across it because at the bottom of the abyss, visible as a bright hot thread, was a river of fire, which I discovered had the same blocking effect as the sea or any large body of water. Sentinel said calmly that her calculations suggested that in time the sea would flow through it, and I heard waves crashing in her voice and the hiss of fires being quenched. Then she added that she had been aware of the potential for disturbance, even as she had enabled me to shut her computermachine down.
It shocked me that she had risked herself and Gahltha, who had travelled with her to Redport to find me, but Sentinel assured me that, according to her calculations, she had known there would be time to fetch me and to return to stable ground before the land shifted. I forbore to mention that we had only just reached safe ground, and Gahltha had been injured. I wondered with horror if the terrible vision I had seen of wolves falling into a glowing river of fire had not been of the wolves Gobor had told me about, but a future that we had narrowly avoided in which all of us perished in the abyss.
The only thing we could give Gahltha was rest, or so I thought when I suggested that we might wait another day, but Sentinel said we were in an anthracite region and mentioned something about fire and poisonous vapours. Rushton could make no more sense of its words on this matter than I, but what was clear was that we could not long stay where we were.
It took us three days to reach the rift where the glide had fallen, and by then, Gahltha was limping badly and in a good deal of pain. There had been times during those days when I heard in his mind his longing for the beastheart that had called to him after the collapse of the ilthum mine.
But Maruman, restored to himself, had ridden upon Gahltha’s back, too light to trouble the black horse physically, but berating and chiding and mocking him, and sometimes coaxing him to go on. And Brunt was ever by his side or more often under his feet, leaping and rushing at his legs to butt at them and making absurd pronouncements about what he thought he could see just ahead.
Gahltha later told me that the two of them drove him mad and that sometimes it was sheer irritation that kept him going.
It was only when we reached the rift, or what remained of it, that I realised all of the ground from the escarpment to the foremost edge of the rift, had dropped to the level of the ground about Redport. This meant the damaged glide now lay before us, fully exposed, amidst a mess of rubble. The intact side of the rift upon which it had alighted now rose up as a cliff behind it, the edge of the high plain that ran back beyond it.
This was a boon because we were able to salvage much that would be vital for our journey. Rushton found a medicine box in the hold area that was suited to beasts; there was another box of healing materials, which I remembered Ana using; and though we knew nothing of the potions and powders in either, Sentinel was able to fathom the ingredients by testing them, and we could guess their use after she told us their properties, and which might have any good in them after so long. This meant I was able not only to prepare poultices for Gahltha’s leg, but to give him powders that would reduce any infection beneath the skin, and other powders that would mute the pain.
We also salvaged food for humans and beasts, water devices, bedding and clothes, and a dozen other things we would need for the journey to Eden, but not the golator, for Sentinel said she had fixed Eden’s location in her mind and did not need any other guidance.
We planned to stop a fiveday at the rift to let Gahltha rest his leg, though Sentinel had insisted we climb up to high ground before we made camp. We had to travel some way along the edge of the rift to find a place that Gahltha could manage, and still it was an agonising ascent for the black horse. But he endured, and finally, as Rushton fed all of the various beasts and gave them water, I was able to tend him.
I spent the following day changing poultices on Gahltha’s leg, gratified to discover that the swelling was going down and he was in better spirits. I arranged and rearranged supplies into bundles that could be distributed among us, and Brunt insisted on carrying a bundle. In the end the only way to stop him butting our legs in pugnacious frustration was to give in. My irritation at the nuisance of it vanished when I saw how the ridiculous little creature cheered Gahltha by prancing proudly about with its tiny burden, sometimes leaping up onto the back of one of the placid muliki.
Maruman looked down on it with disdain, dismissing Gahltha’s amusement as evidence of the inferior wit of equines.
Then, in the afternoon, Rushton came up from the glide, his face serious and uneasy. ‘Elspeth, the ground is smoking,’ he said.
I saw that he was right as soon as I went to the edge of the rift and looked out. Everywhere over the fallen plan, where there was a crack or a rift, smoke curled out to form a drifting bluish haze. The rift itself went deeper beyond the glide, and I realised smoke was rising from it as well.
The smell had a sharply unpleasant edge, and I thought with a chill of what Sentinel had said of poisonous vapours. I asked her what the smoke was coming from and she gave me a long and all but incomprehensible answer. Rushton and I worked out that there was a seam of some dense substance deep under the earth that had caught alight. This was not only heating the ground, which would eventually render it even more unstable, but the smoke was poisonous. I was not comforted by Sentinel’s assurance that we would have to breathe it for some time before being affected.
‘How long will the fire burn?’ Rushton asked her.
‘My calculations suggest it will take seven centuries for the seam to burn out naturally,’ Sentinel said.
‘What is a century?’ I asked her.
‘Ye gods, it is a Beforetime word for a hundred years,’ Rushton said incredulously. ‘She is saying it will burn for seven hundred years!’
I stared at Sentinel. ‘I have heard of this before,’ I remembered. ‘Hendon spoke of it. But can a fire truly burn so long?’
‘There were such fires burning in the time before the Cataclysm, which you call the Great White, Elspeth Gordie,’ Sentinel said calmly. ‘This one may burn longer than I have estimated, for it will spread under the ground and may find other fuel.’
I was aghast. ‘It will spread!’
‘Very slowly,’ Sentinel said.
When I told Gahltha he was as eager as I to leave. He ought to have rested longer, but the poultice and powders seemed to have hastened his healing. There was little to do except to dress in the sturdy Beforetime clothes and boots we had taken from the glide, loading up the beasts and shouldering our own packs. Sentinel was already loaded. We set off at dusk, and I was astonished to see Sentinel lift her head and howl; the sound was utterly eerie.
‘She is calling the Brildane,’ Gahltha sent.
An hour later, they came – Gobor One Ear and his small pack of she-wolves and young males.
‘Greetings, ElspethInnle. It seems that and these ones do come to the last part of that journey that began in the wolf vale,’ Gobor sent in his harsh mindvoice, and for the first time, there was a hint of warmth in it.
‘I thank you for saving Gahltha, and I am glad we will travel to Eden together,’ I said.
And so began the last part of the journey that, for me, had begun long ago in the gardens of Kinraide when I was a child and an orphan, sitting at the foot of a statue, watching a cat stalk a bird.
It was not an easy journey, across that hot, bare, empty flat land, now severed forever, Sentinel said, from the Red Land by the abyss that would one day form a strait through which the sea would flow, and the plain of fire. Hearing this, I understood at last why I would never be able to go back to the Land or to Obernewtyn, nor to the Red Land.
After the wolves joined us, we resumed the old pattern of walking at night, for we had to create a cover for the wolves to shield their eyes by day. We filled the hours of walking by asking questions of Sentinel, but though she told us much that was of interest or strange, often she was difficult to understand. Aside from sometimes choosing to speak in the language of some beast or other, she also lapsed into incomprehensibly complex Beforetime language, or she would speak in the strange harsh language of computers. Sometimes she would not hear me speak because she was thinking, which seemed to involve or result in the making of music. This latter she did often, according to the beasts. When I asked her about it, Sentinel answered that she was trying to understand the language of music, for it seemed to her it was another human language and might help her to solve the essential paradox of humanity.
Truly she was a mysterious being.
It was Gahltha who offered the first hint of an end to our journey, when he scented water. It turned out to be a narrow stream flowing up from a subterranean river, and we all drank from it with pleasure, save for Sentinel, who watched us for a time, and then set off again. She was impatient, I thought wonderingly, for she had told us that we would reach Eden at dawn. I was sorry that the stream did not run in the direction we went, but later we passed another stream shining silver in the light of the full moon overhead, and then I cried out in delight to see a green shoot bursting up from the red earth.
Maruman promptly padded forward and ate it!
But we found more grass growing over a low hill, at the foot of which ran another stream, and the horses and goats and muliki stopped to graze. After quenching my thirst, I climbed to the top of the hill with Rushton, where Sentinel stood gazing east, and in the distance I saw a building rising up from the flat land on the edge of a shining seam. Behind it, the sun was rising.
‘It is the sea,’ Rushton said.
‘It is an inland sea,’ Sentinel said. ‘It is Eden.’
We stopped there on the grassy hill to wait out the daylight hours, for the sake of the wolves, but Sentinel would not wait. She went on ahead, leaving us to follow.
‘I cannot help wishing Garth could know her. And Dell,’ Rushton said, as we sat together, facing Eden and our future, into which the shining form of the androne walked.
I laughed. ‘But they might! For Sentinel will link to Eden now. She told me that she is a govamen computer, or once was, so she will be able to use the Eden computer to reach out to Ines and to God. She will be able to free Tash and the Speci and heal Miryum, if she lives yet.’
Later, when the sun was near to setting, with Maruman sleeping curled in my lap, his mind spilling into mine, I watched Rushton making a little pit fire using dry grass he had collected and wound into knots for fuel, determined to boil some proper porridge with the last of the little store of real food from the glide. Seeing the flames leap and dance hungrily about the edges of the pot, I thought of the abyss and the burning plain.
‘I wonder why Sentinel came to get me,’ I said.
Rushton looked at me across the fire. ‘Because of the beastlegend – the second part of your quest.’
‘Atthis told me I was supposed to ensure that beasts would walk free from humans,’ I said. ‘Many beasts said the same and I thought it meant I was to somehow free all beasts. It seemed impossible. It was impossible, of course. I did not realise until Sentinel came, that the legend was talking of the ancient sleeping beasts at Eden, laid there in the Beforetime. The thing is, it will not be me who frees them, but Sentinel.’
‘And you freed Sentinel,’ Rushton said.
‘Yes, but if that was my part, my quest was done the minute I destroyed the Omega Base.’
Rushton frowned, then he shrugged. ‘Maybe it’s time we humans accepted that we are not necessary, or no more necessary or important than any other creature. For myself, I would be happy never to be necessary or important again. It will be enough to go to Eden, to help Sentinel in any way I can and learn what she can teach me, and live my own life at last. Our life,’ he added, his eyes softening.
I smiled at him as he turned back to his porridge.
But he had not answered my question. I had not asked him about our purposes and importance. I had asked why Sentinel had bothered to fetch me and bring me to Eden, when I had already played my part.
‘Foolish funaga,’ Maruman sent, but gently, fondly, looking up at me with his shining yellow eye. ‘Sentinel did not bring you to Eden because she needed you. She brought you because you had played your part faithfully. She brought you to Eden as a reward.’
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