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      Enter the SF Gateway …

      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:

      
      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’

      

      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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Introduction

What separates women’s country from the rest of the world? A wall with a gate in it, of course: the title of the novel alone tells us that. But it’s more than that. In this richly imagined post-nuclear women live in walled communities with names such as ‘Marthatown’, ‘Tabithatown’ and the like. Most men live outside the walls in military camps, and spend their lives training for, and fighting, wars. The flavour of this world is neo-Hellenic: the warriors train and fight like Spartans with spear and shield; technology in the ‘post-convulsion’ cities is, by modern standards, rudimentary. Marthatown has been deliberately modelled upon the prototype of a fifth-century BC Greek polis, right down to the collective performance of tragic drama—Tepper interleaves her chapters with scenes from this latter, a play called Iphigenia at Ilium, modelled in part on Euripides’ Trojan Woman.

It’s possible this arrangement may strike some readers as schematic. It might, for instance, be thought unlikely that the post-nuclear-holocaust western US of the 24th-century AD could so strongly resemble an idealised version of the patchwork of 5th-century BC city-state (I say ‘idealised’ because Tepper’s world does not include slavery, and does not exclude women or foreigners. It is not ‘idealised’ in the sense of pulling its punches about the hardships, suffering and danger of this world). But Tepper works hard to realize her world as believable, vividly rendered actuality. Outwith the cities are wandering gypsies, bandits, austere and repellent religious communities; the inner life of women’s country is shown to be conflicted, hard, under threat and in many ways limited. The novel written with the same superb depth of attention to the workings and the ritual of the ordinary—cooking, cleaning, working, planning—that marks all Sheri Tepper’s later novels. You believe it; that’s the key thing. It resonates with our sense of how people, and especially young people, behave.

Before I go on, a warning: The Gate To Women’s Country is a novel with important surprises in the way its narrative plays out. There is a twist in this novel’s tail, and if you have not yet read the novel then I urge you to do so before reading the rest of this introduction.

In fact Women’s Country is somewhere between a utopia and a dystopia. Marthatown, though civilised, sophisticated and hospitable, is overshadowed by a pervasive sense of regret—we might call it a rue-topia. The regret is dramatized early in the book as the mothers of Marthatown tearfully give up their five-year old sons to the army camp stationed outside the walls. There the boys will be raised as soldiers. They have the choice to return to Women’s country at fifteen, or else thereafter to dedicate themselves to the supposedly masculine arts of war. Those who return agree to abide by the laws of the city, and are roundly mocked by their martial comrades as cowards and womanly men. The remaining men work at war. But it runs deeper than that, through the novel’s finely observed dramatization of the frustrations and remorse of young love, through to the ‘reveal’ at the novel’s end, when we discover just how deep the human sorrow upon which the city is founded goes.

Disposing men and women into separate monogendered communities is a venerable tradition in feminist SF and utopian writing. Sometimes the intention is polemical, to argue that women would order society better without the oppression, or distraction, of men. Charlotte Perkins’ Gilman’s Herland (1915) is a foundational work in this regard, a tale about a 2000-year-old all-female utopia that reproduces parthenogenically. When three men stumble upon Herland, their different but equally masculinist preconceptions are shown-up. More common, it has to be said, are works in which a female-ruled society is hypothecated in order to score satirical, or perhaps merely chauvinist, points against women. It is in fact a little sobering to realise just how many novels have been written along these lines. From Walter Besant’s The Revolt of Man (1882), through J D Beresford’s A World of Women (1913), Owen Johnson’s The Coming of the Amazons (1931), Philip Wylie’s The Disappearance (1951), Richard Wilson’s The Girls from Planet 5 (1955), Charles Eric Maine’s World without Men (1958), Poul Anderson’s Virgin Planet (1959), Edmund Cooper’s Five to Twelve (1968), Robert Bloch’s Ladies’ Day (1968) and up to Edmund Cooper’s Who Needs Men? (1972). Cooper’s novel was also published under the variant title Gender Genocide, a title that, in its rather grisly wordplay, gets to the nub of the sort of masculinist fear informing many of these works. Male authors responding to the (very slow) expansion of female rights that has characterised modernity by stampeding to the grimmest of extrapolated conclusions.

It has to do with gender, of course. Male sexism depends on the belief that women are essentially different to men, in ways that disqualify them from governance. One major strand of feminist thought has challenged the assumptions underlying such a view of gender. Many feminists address the supposed ‘differences’ between men and women—male ‘hardness’, technical competence and aggression on the one hand, female ‘softness’, emotional intelligence and nurturing capacities on the other—by arguing these are not ‘innate’ or biological facts of life, but traits exaggerated and bedded-in to behaviour by the conventions and ideologies of culture. Different feminists may hold to stronger or weaker versions of this belief, but it is worth stressing how ‘essentialist’ Tepper’s own conception of gender roles in this novel is—worth stressing because I, like many, come from an academic generation in which ‘essentialism’ is close to a term of abuse. It is not that Tepper holds to a procrustean view of gendered humanity. Many of her women excel at supposedly ‘masculine’ pursuits, and she includes many men who excel at supposedly ‘feminine’ ones. But The Gate To Women’s Country is premised on the notion that certain ‘gendered’ traits are genetically determined. This carries with it at least two correlatives: one is that an aggressive, untrustworthy boy, being born that way, can’t really be reformed. On the largest scale this leads to the, to my eyes, startling and unsettling justification of the mass murder of the Marthatown garrison with which the novel ends. In several novels Tepper shows herself (shall we say) steely enough to exterminate entire groups, even entire races, that she considers to be both beyond redemption and a threat to the larger polity: The Margarets (2007) is the most recent novel predicated upon this notion. Personally speaking, I’m too squeamish—though I prefer to think of it as more ethically engaged—to believe group-execution can ever be a solution.

There’s another moment in the novel where essentialism strikes a, to 21stcentury sensibilities, odd and unpleasant note. I’m talking about the lack of homosexual characters in the novel. This is not an oversight by Tepper; it’s a deliberate decision by her women.

Even in preconvulsion times it had been known that the so-called ¨gay syndrome¨ was caused by aberrant hormone levels during pregnancy. The women doctors now identified the condition as ¨hormonal reproductive maladaptation¨ and corrected it before birth.

It is startling nowadays to read a feminist novel which treats homosexuals as delinquents to be ‘corrected’ rather than accepted as another example of the beautiful diversity of human existence. That it was less startling in the 1980s does not excuse it. Still, I’d want to argue that there is more to this than simply reactionary homophobia. It needs to be read in the larger Hellenic context of the novel. The garrisons in the novel are organised according to a Spartan ethos. I mean that in the strict sense of the word: they live, in most respects, according to the martial code of the warriors of ancient Sparta. In most respects but not all, for Spartan warriors were actively encouraged to fight alongside their gay lovers. The rationale here (and it’s a good one, I think) was that a soldier is more likely to fight bravely if his lover is right there, watching him.

And this is precisely the point, for the rulers of Women’s Country do nothing without a reason, and improving the soldiers martial efficacy is not part of their plan. This is nowhere made explicit in the book, but it is, I’d argue, pervasive nonetheless. The men of the military encampments dedicate their lives to war, and yet—oddly—they don’t seem very good at it. They fight inconclusive battles against other garrisons, taking heavy casualties in the process. They police the land for bandits and criminals and yet bandits and criminals seem everywhere (and many of them are precisely ex-soldiers). Chernon, a twentysomething man who has trained for decades in the arts of war, is easily overpowered by two young men from a backward farming community. None of this is an accidental feature of the novel. It speaks directly to the larger design of the women. They are, we discover at the novel’s end, breeding war out of mankind. Contrary to the stereotypes that treat gay men as weak and effeminate, this novel treats male homosexuality as a Spartan intensification of one mode of male martial prowess: one of the qualities the women are seeking, precisely, to breed out.

This, I think, is the key. It is tempting to read the division of labour of this novel as ‘men do the war, women grow the food, tend the sick and maintain the culture.’ But that would be a deep misunderstanding of Tepper’s project. We mistake the set-up here if we think that the women have engineered the military encampments as a way of syphoning-off male martial belligerence, turning war into a kind of sport in order to direct it away from female life. It looks a little like that, I concede, but it’s not right. It’s not right because the women in this story are soldiers too. They are not only fighting a war, they are winning it. They’re not fighting in the way men traditionally fight wars, but they are fighting for all that. The men here make war like boxers. The women make war like chess players.

To be clear, I am arguing that The Gate To Women’s Country is, fundamentally, a war novel; and that one of its great strengths is its profound understanding of the nature of war—something surprisingly few war novels achieve, actually. Cormac McCarthy’s novel Blood Meridian (1985) a 19th-century western, is also a book about war. Its most memorable character, known only as ‘the Judge’ (he may be the Devil) has some interesting things to say on the topic. Why does war endure? ‘It endures because young men love it and old men love it in them.’ 

It makes no difference what men think of war, said the judge. War endures. As well ask men what they think of stone. War was always here … The judge smiled. Men are born for games. Nothing else. Every child knows that play is nobler than work. He knows too that the worth or merit of a game is not inherent in the game itself but rather in the value of that which is put at hazard. Games of chance require a wager to have meaning at all. Games of sport involve the skill and strength of the opponents and the humiliation of defeat and the pride of victory are in themselves sufficient stake because they inhere in the worth of the principals and define them. But the trial of chance or trial of worth all games aspire to the condition of war for here that which is wagered swallows up game, player, all. War is the ultimate game because war is at last a forcing of the unity of existence. War is god.

It’s not, I think, that The Judge is wrong. It’s just that he thinks of war, with masculine linearity, as men facing men on a battlefield with spears and shields (or guns and body armour). That’s one mode of war. But Tepper understands that there are others. That the game is larger than men realise.

I talk above of the ‘twist’ in the tail of The Gate To Woman’s Country, but there’s something almost demeaning in that phraseology. Tepper does not structure her story this way in order to generate cheap narrative thrills but, rather, to bring articulate the potent main line of her work: that the truth of relations between men and women is neither in plain sight, nor expected. Call it rather, after the Greek tragic model that plays so large a part in the formal structuring of this piece, the novel’s catastrophe. We think we understand the relationship between the men-only garrisons and the gated cities of women’s country. But then we discover that we are wrong. We discover that the women of Marthatown have been waging war against men for centuries, or to be a little more precise waging war against the destructive qualities in some men that led to the nuclear catastrophe in the novel’s past.

The interleaved Iphigenia at Ilium, and its Euripidean prototype The Trojan Women, reveal themselves (in a sly piece of intertextual misdirection) not to be the key Attic dramas behind this novel. It is rather, we discover, instead a reworking of Aristophanes’ Lysistrata. Where Euripides’ tragedy treats women’s role in war only in terms of passive suffering, Aristophanes’ comedy gives them a much more dynamic role. The women of Athens, sick of war, refuse to have sex with their husbands until peace is arranged. The dramatization of this ‘sex-strike’ is very funny (we might remember that the women of Marthatown insist, howsoever counter-intuitively, that Iphigenia at Ilium is a comedy). It is also, in its way, profound. Aristophanes’ women use sex to get what they want, and in doing so easily outmanoeuvre their men. Indeed, the playing field is not level. Their men cannot use sex to get what they want because sex is what they want.

The situation in The Gate To Women’s Country is similar: the male warriors plan to capture Marthatown and its women. This is despite the fact that Marthatown already supplies the men with food, clothing and necessaries, a supply that would be put in danger rather than consolidated by men seizing the city. Moreover, the women of the town freely have sex with the soldiers, although (mostly) only during specified carnival times. But Michael and his men think in terms of seizing women in order to possess them. Tepper’s men see sex in terms of short-term gratification, whereas Tepper’s women see sex in terms of much longer timescales and ambitions. What separates women’s country from the rest of the world? It is this.

It is not that Tepper sees women as immune, sexually speaking, to the future-erasing intensities of present pleasure. On the contrary, she includes several female characters who are like Myra, possessed by desire in exactly that way. It is rather that women more than men have, historically, had to care for the results of sex, the world population of babies, and children, and adolescents. We could perhaps say that women have had more experience of needing to temper their ecstasy with responsibility than men have.

In this novel the men plan to seize the city for short-term and hedonistic goals. The women are also fighting, but for long term goals to do with the larger social good. The women are winning. Since I, personally speaking, would much rather live in Women’s country than amongst the warrior men, I take this to be a good thing. But Tepper’s novel comprehends the losses as well as the gains inherent in such a victory. The currency of all war, even a war successfully prosecuted, is death. Dead Iphigenia, a character in a play that carries her name, has the last word in this novel. ‘What is Hades like? Like dream without waking. Like carrying water in a sieve. Like coming into harbour after storm. Barren harbour where the empty river runs through an endless desert into the sea. Where all the burdens have been taken away … Hades is Women’s Country.’

Adam Roberts


1

STAVIA SAW HERSELF as in a picture, from the outside, a darkly cloaked figure moving along a cobbled street, the stones sheened with a soft, early spring rain. On either side the gutters ran with an infant chuckle and gurgle, baby streams being amused with themselves. The corniced buildings smiled candlelit windows across at one another, their shoulders huddled protectively inward—though not enough to keep the rain from streaking the windows and making the candlelight seem the least bit weepy, a luxurious weepiness, as after a two-hanky drama of love lost or unrequited.

As usually happened on occasions like this one, Stavia felt herself become an actor in an unfamiliar play, uncertain of the lines or the plot, apprehensive of the ending. If there was to be an ending at all. In the face of the surprising and unforeseen, her accustomed daily self was often thrown all at a loss and could do nothing but stand aside upon its stage, one hand slightly extended toward the wings to cue the entry of some other character—a Stavia more capable, more endowed with the extemporaneous force or grace these events required. When the appropriate character entered, her daily self was left to watch from behind the scenes, bemused by the unfamiliar intricacy of the dialogue and settings which this other, this actor Stavia, seemed able somehow to negotiate. So, when this evening the unexpected summons had arrived from Dawid, the daily Stavia had bowed her way backstage to leave the boards to this other persona, this dimly cloaked figure making its way with sure and unhesitating tread past the lighted apartments and through the fish and fruiterers markets toward Battle Gate.

Stavia the observer noted particularly the quality of the light. Dusk. Gray of cloud and shadowed green of leaf. It was apt, this light—well done for the mood of the piece. Nostalgic. Melancholy without being utterly depressing. A few crepuscular rays broke through the western cloud cover in long, mysterious beams, as though they were searchlights from a celestial realm, seeking a lost angel, perhaps, or some escaped soul from Hades trying desperately to find the road to heaven. Or perhaps they were casting about to find a fishing boat, out there on the darkling sea, though she could not immediately think of a reason that the heavenly ones should need a fishing boat.

Near the Well of Surcease, its carved coping gleaming with liquid runnels and its music subsumed into the general drip and gurgle, the street began its downhill slope from the Temple of the Lady to the ceremonial plaza and the northern city wall. At street level on the right a long row of craftswomen’s shops stared blindly at the cobbles through darkened windows: candle makers, soap makers, quilters, knitters. On the left the park opened toward the northwest in extended vistas of green and dark, down past the scooped bowl of the summer theater where Stavia would play the part of Iphigenia this summer. Not play, she thought. Do. Do the part. As someone had to do it. In the summer theater. In the park.

A skipping seawind brought scents of early spring flowers and pine and she stopped for a moment, wondering what the set designer had in mind. Was this to remind her of something? All the cosiness of candle flame and gurgling gutters leading toward this sweet sadness of green light and softly scented mist? Too early to know, really. Perhaps it was only misdirection, though it might be intended as a leitmotif.

The street leveled at the bottom of the hill where it entered the Warrior’s Plaza, unrelenting pavement surrounded on three sides by stories of stolid and vacant colonnades. The arched stone porches were old, preconvulsion structures. Nothing like that was built today. Nothing so dignified, so imposing, so unnecessary. The ceremonial space seemed far emptier than the streets behind her. The arches wept for spectators; the polished stones of the plaza cried for marching feet, the rat-a-bam of drums, the toss of plumes, and the crash of lances snapped down in the salute, ker-bam! The plaza sniffled in abandonment, like a deserted lover.

Oh yes, the journey had been meant as a leitmotif, she could tell. The plaza made it clear.

On three sides of the plaza, the colonnades. On the fourth side, the towering wall, high-braced with buttresses, glimmering with mosaics, pierced by the Defenders’ Gate, the Battle Gate, and the Gate of the Warriors’ Sons, which comprised a triptych of carved timbers and contorted bronze depicting scenes of triumph and slaughter. The Defender’s Gate was at the left of this lofty arrangement, and she stood close to it for a long time—perceiving herself before it as though from a front-row-center seat, the compliant lines of her cloak melting before the obdurate metal—before reaching out with her staff to knock the requisite three times, not loudly. They would be waiting for her.

The small door at the base of the great portal swung open; she walked with every appearance of calm down the short corridor beyond. In the assembly room she found an honor guard. And Dawid, of course.

How could she have forgotten he was fifteen? Well, she hadn’t. She was thirty-seven, so he was fifteen. She had been twenty-two when … when everything. All this pretense that the summons was unexpected was really so much playacting, a futile attempt to convince herself that something unforeseen might happen despite her knowing very well what the plot required. Despite Dawid’s ritual visits on holidays, his twice-yearly homecomings—during which the initial shyness of the original separation had turned to fondness, then to shyness again, finally becoming the expected, though no less wounding, alienation—despite all that, she had chosen to go on thinking of him as she had when he was five and had gone into the hands of the warriors.

So, now, she must guard against speaking to that child, for this was no child confronting her in his polished breastplate and high helmet, with pouted lips outthrust. No child anymore.

“Dawid,” she said formally, bowing a little to indicate the respect she bore him. And “Gentlemen,” for the respect she bore these others, also. One had to grant them that; one could grant so little else. She risked one raking glance across the ranked faces above the shining armor, subconsciously thinking to see faces that she knew could not be there. Those that were there were young. No old faces. No old faces at all.

“Madam,” intoned one member of the host. Marcus, she thought, examining what she could see of his visage between the cheek and nose guards of his helmet; Marcus, probably, though it might have been another of her sister Myra’s sons—all three looked disconcertingly alike and had, even as babies. “Madam,” he said, “your warrior son greets you.”

“I greet my warrior son,” the actor Stavia said while the observer Stavia annoyed herself by weeping, though inwardly and silently, as befitted the occasion.

“I challenge you, madam,” said Dawid. His voice was light, very light, almost a child’s voice, still, and she knew he had been practicing that phrase in the shower room and in corners of the refectory, no doubt listening with heartbreaking attention for the vibrant echo of command. Still, it quavered with a child’s uncertainty.

“Oh?” she questioned, cocking her head. “How have I offended?”

“During my last homecoming”—he gave the word the aversive twist she had believed only a mature warrior could give it, “homecoming,” as though it were something dirty; well, perhaps it was—”you made a suggestion to me which was unworthy of my honor.”

“Did I, indeed?” The actor Stavia was properly puzzled. “I cannot remember any such.”

“You said,” his voice quavered. “You said I would be welcome to return to my mother’s house through the Gate to Women’s Country.”

“Well, and so you would be,” she said calmly, wishing this farce were done with so she might go home and weep. “So are any of our sons.”

“Madam, I summoned you here to tell you that such a suggestion offends my honor! I am no longer your son. I am proud to name myself a son of the warriors. I have become a Defender!”

So, and well, and what had she expected? Still, for a moment she could not respond. The observer Stavia held the actor in thrall, just for this moment, seeking in that face the face of the five-year-old Dawid, mighty hunter of grasshoppers, thunderer on the toy drum, singer of nursery rhymes, leading contender in the skipping race from home to candy shop. That level-browed, serious-eyed, gentle-lipped child. No more. No more.

No, it was all bronze and leather now. The Marthatown garrison tattoo was on his upper arm. He had a cut on his chin where he had shaved himself, though his skin looked like a baby’s. Still the arms and chest were muscular and almost adult, almost a man’s body. Fit for love. Fit for slaughter.

Get on with it, wept the observer Stavia.

“Then I relinquish all claim to you, Dawid, son of the warriors. You need not visit us again.” A pause for the words which were not obligatory but which she was determined upon. Let him know, even now, that it cut both ways. “You are not my son.” She bowed, believing for a moment that the dizziness which struck her would prevent her getting her head up, but then the actor had her up and wheeling about, finding her way almost by instinct. Women could not return through the Defender’s Gate. There was a corridor here to the left, she told herself, remembering what she had been told and managing to get into it with level tread, not breaking stride, not hurrying or slowing. Even the hiss behind her did not hurry her steps. A serpent’s hiss, but by only a few, possibly only one set of lips, and those not Dawid’s. Stavia had played by the rules since Dawid was born, and all those metal-clad automatons knew it. They could not hiss her in good conscience, and only zealots would do it. Despite them, she would not hurry. No, no, and no, the thing must be done properly if it had to be done at all.

And then, ahead of her at the end of the narrow corridor she saw it for the first time, the gate that all the fuss was about, narrow and quite unprepossessing. The Gate to Women’s Country, as described: a simple sheet of polished wood, with a bronze plaque upon it showing the ghost of Iphigenia holding a child before the walls of Troy. On the right was a bronze latch in the shape of a pomegranate, set low, so that even a small woman could reach it easily. Her eyes sought it, her thumb pressed it down, and the door swung open smoothly, as though well used, well oiled.

In the plaza arcade, where the gate opened, old Septemius Bird was waiting for her with his nieces, Kostia and Tonia, their twinned exoticism long since become familiar and dear. Though not friends of her childhood, they were neighbors now, and Morgot must have told them the summons had come. Beneda was there as well, even though Stavia didn’t really want to see her, not right now. But Beneda was a neighbor, too, and she had found out about Dawid somehow. Well, she had a right, in a sense. Besides, Beneda always found out about such things.

“Alone?” she now asked. Beneda had become fond of rhetorical questions and purely exclamatory phrases, needing to fill all silences with little explosions of sound, like a string of firecrackers which once lit could not keep itself from popping, set off no doubt to keep her own demons away. So she repeated herself, “Ah well, Stavia, so you return alone, as I have done, as we all have done. We grieve, Stavia. We grieve.”

Stavia, who had loved her dearly once and still did, wanted to tell her to be quiet for heaven’s sake, but instead merely smiled and reached for her hand, hoping Beneda would silence herself for lack of anything to say. What was there to say? Hadn’t they all said it to one another, over and over again.

Septemius, on the other hand, knew how to be comforting. “Come on along, Doctor. I’m sure it’s no more than you expected, and these girls of mine have been to the Well of Surcease for a kettleful. There’s a nice cup of a nice cup of tea waiting.” His arm around her shoulders was firm and wiry, as though it belonged to someone half his age. Next to Corrig, who as a servitor could not appear in the plaza with her, Septemius was the one she found most comfort in.

As they returned through the empty streets, the observer Stavia, now in command of herself once more, noted the quality of light. What she had thought was nostalgic and sweetly melancholic was now livid and bruised. The light was a wound, and like a wound it throbbed and pulsed. If it had not been for the old man’s arm about her shoulders, Stavia might not have managed the last few steps into her own house where Morgot and Corrig waited with the tea, where Stavia’s daughters, Susannah and Spring waited with questions.

“So Dawid chose to stay with the warriors, Mother.” Susannah was thirteen now, her face already firming into a woman’s face, with serious dark eyes and a strong jaw.

“Yes, Susannah. As we thought he would,” said Stavia, telling them the truth she had refused to tell herself. She had not really let herself think he would stay with the warriors, even though both Joshua and Corrig had known that it was certain.

“I wish for your sake he’d come home to us,” Spring said, repeating some adult comment she had overheard. Spring was only eleven, still a little girl. She would be slenderer than Susannah, and prettier. For Stavia, looking at Spring was like looking into the mirror of her own past. Now the girl added her own perceptive comment. “I knew he wouldn’t come back. He never really cared about us.”

She knew more than I, Stavia thought, looking deep into Spring’s eyes.

“What are you thinking?” Corrig murmured into her ear as he warmed her tea.

“Of me when I was almost Spring’s age,” she said. “Long before I knew you. Of my first trip to the Warrior’s Gate when we took my little brother, Jerby, to his warrior father.” She turned to her mother, murmuring, “Remember, Morgot. When you and Beneda and Sylvia and I took Jerby to the plaza.”

“Oh, so long ago,” Beneda, overhearing, interrupted with a little explosion of breath. “I remember it well. So very long ago.”

“I remember,” said Morgot, her face turning inward with a kind of intent concentration. “Oh yes, Stavia. Of course I remember.”
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