

[image: Cover Image]


ANCIENT LIGHT

Mary Gentle

[image: image]

www.sfgateway.com


      
      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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PART ONE


1

Rooms Without Doors

The alien settlement merged with the desolate earth on which it stood, half a mile away. As I stepped down from the shuttle’s ramp, I couldn’t help thinking: Is this the great discovery?

Nothing but cleft and gully and hillock surrounding me; rock and stone and dust. To the south were cliffs, and a hint of mountains in the haze. And to the north, the Inner Sea.

The hot, bright winter light washed over me, shattering into dazzles on the sea. Too sharp and subtle, this white sun, Carrick’s Star – and the pressure of the world underfoot, gravity slightly different … All but imperceptible in these equatorial regions, Orthe’s daystars shone. Orthe: Carrick V, whose sky is full of the Heart Stars, that cluster at the galaxy’s core.

Then the smell hit me: an odour of heat and rock and rank water. That is the most ancient sense, and it bypasses rationality. For one second I felt hollow in the chest, as if I had been punched under the ribs, and I thought, Orthe, this is Orthe, I remember –

And then, like seeing a face once so familiar, that now you can’t name, ten long years reasserted themselves and I thought, I don’t know this world at all.

Which is unfortunate, girl, because that’s what they’ve brought you back here for.

As if she were a mind-reader, the representative of the PanOceania multicorporate Company said, ‘You were never on this southern continent, were you, Lynne?’

‘Once,’ I said. ‘Briefly. But that was a good few hundred miles west along the Coast from here. At least there they could scratch a living out of the dirt.’ And, looking round, I thought, No species should be able to survive here, this land is sterile as a moon –!

On other continents of this world, things are different.

The Pacifican woman left the shuttle-ramp and walked over to join me. The scrape of her boots on rock was louder than the lapping waves.

‘The Earth-station on the northern continent must have more extensive records.’ She glanced across at me. ‘Do you want to stay in the ship? You look as if the heat’s too much for you.’

I glared at her. Molly Rachel’s total lack of tact is something I find disconcerting and pleasing in about equal measures. Only the young can be so honest.

‘Molly, you think this is bad? You want to be here in the hot season. And shall we assume that a few years’ difference in our ages doesn’t make me either decrepit or mentally deficient?’

‘Or even bad-tempered?’

‘Oh, very witty.’

I don’t know why I like this woman when she irritates me so much. No, that’s a lie. What I do know is that I have to dislike her, because I dislike what her people are going to do. And – God help me, being special advisor to her Company – her people are my people too.

Molly Rachel craned her neck, looking at the nearest settlement-structures. ‘I still find it difficult to believe we’ve found any kind of alien technology here. Either relics, or functional.’

‘I don’t believe it’s functional –’

Orthe’s technological past is dead. The Golden Witch-breed are a dead race, perhaps as alien to this world then as we are now … and the high-level technology they had was destroyed, millennia past. Not without consequences: witness this desolate land.

‘– but I know what you mean, Molly. This is a post-technological world, and pre-tech and post-tech societies don’t look that different on the surface. Primitive. The difference –’

‘Maybe there isn’t much difference anyway. If the Ortheans allowed the necessary infrastructure for technology to decay, it’s no wonder they’re reduced to this.’

I winced. She didn’t notice. Orthe is more than this, I silently protested. Much more. But do I want the Company to realize that?

‘Maybe things have gone too far,’ I said, ‘and then it won’t matter if we do find a few artifacts that still function. Unless we’re very lucky, that won’t tell us the nature of the alien technology that built them.’

And what if the artifacts that the xeno-archeology team found, so recently, tell you no more than the shells of ancient Orthean cities, that Earth has had ten years now to study? Or the ruins of the Rasrhe-y-Meluur, dead these three thousand years? What then?

‘Maybe the Company needn’t have come here,’ I suggested, but she shook her head, negating that.

She stood silhouetted against Orthe’s pale blue sky: Molly Rachel, tall, angular and black, with a mass of fine-curled hair, and the flattened features of her Aborigine mother. Like most people from Earth’s Pacific Basin area – Asia, India, South America, Australasia – she is possessed of a certain impenetrable self-confidence. It comes from knowing that history is on your side. And since Earth’s economic centre shifted there, we all take good care to be on the Pacifican side.

Dear God, I thought, was I ever that young? But come to think of it, she’s thirty, and I was four years younger than that when I first set foot on Orthe.

A world must be vast, one thinks, taking in cities and mountains, ancient civilizations, strange skies and suns. But it shrinks. The whole bright gaudy carnival shrinks to a coloured dot in the night sky. And feels to me now like an achievement of youth, recognized and remembered, but put aside for other things.

A warm wind blew off the sea: sparky, salty, electric. Carrick’s Star dazzled. The world touched me, alien and unfathomable, too real to be safely locked in a memory.

‘One of us should stay here with the shuttle,’ Molly said. ‘David Osaka, or you?’

‘David. The multicorporate’s seconded me here to be advisor. Let’s say I need a refresher on some points of alien culture.’

The woman gave me a shrewd look. ‘I’ve studied your old reports. Let’s say wild horses couldn’t keep you out of that settlement.’

I laughed, but it was wry humour. Here, in the early light of the sun, the native settlement towered above us.

It is a settlement without streets or city walls.

Flat-roofed stone buildings clung together. Five- and six-sided, like the cells of a beehive; three storeys tall. All faced us at ground level with blank white walls; windows were fifty feet above us, black slots. Squinting up, I could see where wooden steps led from one roof level to another, and from there two or three different stairways led to different roofs, and in turn from them to others …

Long shadows fell towards the west. I saw no movement on those roofs. Multiple layers of a celled alien city, a city like a scatter of sun-bleached dice.

The first exultation of arrival faded. This is not the same world and I am not the same person – and the reason I’m here is not the reason for which I would have chosen to return.

‘Shall we go?’ Molly Rachel said.

‘Sure.’

The morning sun glittered on the sea, and the white buildings shone, embedded in the rocky coast, and I took a sudden sharp breath.

Once I might, just might, have believed I would come to Orthe again. But I should never have believed this – that I would come to this backwater settlement on the shores of the Inner Sea, to the rumoured and disputed last stronghold on Orthe of the race called Golden Witchbreed … to the city of Kel Harantish.

A metallic note rang out. Flying rock-splinters stung my ankle.

I exclaimed sharply; simultaneously Molly said, ‘Wait –’

Nothing but silence and sun.

‘That’s close enough,’ she observed. ‘We’ll consider ourselves warned.’

A white chip scarred a boulder just ahead, and the sun picked out a metal dart that lay in the rubble. My heart hammered. I felt foolish, tricked. And at the same time irritated by the young woman’s confidence.

‘Some of the xeno-archeological teams have had this problem,’ she said.

‘I’ve read the same reports that you have.’

She gave me a very straight look.

Heat made movement an effort, slowed thought. The half-mile walk from the shuttle exhausted me. Now I looked up from the broken ground to the blank walls of the city that rose up like cliffs. I tasted dust on my lips. Walls and rock seemed all one colour, as if the sun had bleached them together for uncounted thousands of years; vertical slabs that leaned over us.

A foot scuffed rock.

‘Lynne –’

Movement drew my eye: a humanoid figure that bent to pick up the fallen dart. Swift and economical action – but disorientating: the human eye reads alien musculature as wrong. As the figure turned, I saw the crest-like mane growing long on the narrow head and down the spine. Skylined, the proportions of his limbs subtly different from the human. I saw bleached skin with an almost imperceptible scale-pattern, as six-fingered hands gripped a crossbow-like weapon.

For a moment his glance caught mine, an almost triangular face, wide at the brow, narrow at the chin. His whiteless eyes blurred now with the movement of the nictitating membrane, that third eyelid of the Orthean race. A glance unfathomable and clear: ophidian.

Without the slightest forethought, I said, ‘Kethrial-shamaz shan’tai.’ A greeting and offer of hospitality, in a northern dialect of the language of the Desert Coast. And it was nothing to do with thirty-four days shiptime spent revising Orthean culture, but with that overpowering shock of familiarity.

The Orthean male didn’t speak, but wound and reloaded the bow. A small group of Orthean natives appeared from the deceptive gullies. Molly Rachel walked forward until she could talk without raising her voice, and in a southern Coast dialect said, ‘Give you greeting. You need not fire on us, we’re not armed. Our weapons are in our ship.’

That’s a nice blend of conciliation and threat, I thought. Now why not try the Orthean for ‘take me to your leader’?

Despite the heat, I felt cold. In the northern continent’s settlements, I might know what to expect. But even there, time has passed. Here …

Orthean faces turned first towards the harbour, and then to the shore where the shuttle was visible, regarding it without detectable change of expression. There was a silence that made my mouth dry. They stood each a little distance from the next, and, as far as it is possible to read the signs, were both alert and afraid.

‘There are just the two of us, at present,’ Molly Rachel added.

I saw two Orthean males and three females, with dyed-white manes that lay lank over tunics, and what looked to be a brown metal scale-mail. These carried winchbows. A fair-maned female leaned on a thin spear, her exposed lower torso showing the paired nipples of vestigial second breasts.

If I could read their faces, I would be terrified, I thought.

‘Give you greeting, shan’tai.’ A sleek, plump male stepped forward. Light glinted from his brown skin. His mane was braided elaborately, and chains and belts wound round his tunic-robe, but for all that, there was something indefinably seedy about him. Like the others, he stood a good handspan shorter than Earth-standard.

More comfortable now, I stepped up beside Molly. ‘Shan’tai, this is the representative of the Earth multinational corporate Company PanOceania –’ at least half of that had to be in Sino-Anglic and not Coast dialect ‘– who is called Molly Rachel. Our people have visited your city, a half-year ago.’

The Orthean male seemed confused. I put it down to my imperfect memory of tenses.

‘Our people came to study the ruins of the ancient Witchbreed civilization,’ Molly Rachel said. ‘Shan’tai, I believe we have business with the authorities in your settlement. We have come entirely without threat, and dependent on your goodwill. When will it be possible to discuss these matters?’

I mentally crossed “assistant interpreter” off my list of duties. While the plump Harantish male spoke to his companions, I said: ‘You’re fluent enough, aren’t you? Hypno-tapes?’

‘No. Hard work,’ the young woman said, without taking her eyes off the Ortheans. ‘Hypno-tapes scramble the brains.’

There are times when I wish they’d known that ten years ago; it would have saved a lot of us time, trouble, and subsequent analysis. But I forbore to mention that. What she didn’t say was, Am I doing this right? and what I didn’t say was Jesus Christ I hope so.

The Orthean male turned back to us and said, ‘I believe you should speak with the Voice of the Emperor-in-Exile. These guards will see that you truly have no weapons. Then you may enter the lower city.’

Molly Rachel let out a breath, momentarily relaxing; then she craned her neck to look up at the pale walls. The tension returned. Half of me thought, We’ve got closer than even the xeno-archeology team, they didn’t get into the city itself. And the other half thought, This is Kel Harantish and I don’t want any part of it! But that was the half that could remember the rumours and superstitions of an alien race.

‘Do you want to go back to the ship?’ the Pacifican woman asked.

It seems to me – though no doubt it’s an illusion – that kids her age get through because they don’t know enough to fear. And because they don’t believe in luck.

‘I’ll come,’ I said. ‘The sooner this is proved a wild-goose chase, the sooner I can go home.’

‘You’ve seen the artifacts the team brought back. I don’t believe the Company is wasting its time trying to analyse this technology – there must be some profit –’ she broke off the long-standing argument, frustrated, as two of the Ortheans came to body-search for weapons.

Orthean skin is fine-textured, dry, warm; the beat of a different pulse beneath the surface. That brief touch brought back, shockingly abruptly, how it feels to dig fingers into the depths of a rooted mane …

Dislocation of reality paralysed me for a moment. Air pressure and sunlight: wrong. The air rasped drily in my lungs. Daystars were pinpricks in the arch of the sky. But more – this heatstricken moonscape is not the Orthe of my memories, not this barren rock and sterile sea, without even the sound of an insect. I felt twice-exiled from expectation.

‘This is a weapon,’ the plump brown-skinned male said, holding Molly’s belt-communicator in his delicate hands.

‘It’s not a weapon, it enables me to speak with my ship.’

The nictitating membrane slid over his dark eyes, and flicked back. He said, ‘I could imagine circumstances, shan’tai, in which that would prove as deadly as a winchbow. But keep it, if you will.’

I had walked perhaps fifty yards closer to the city before I identified that gesture and tone as amusement.

Here the ground was smoother. I looked up, dazed with heat, to see the outcrops of buildings recede away and back, like chalk headlands. At the base of the nearest sheer wall, wooden platforms were being winched down on ropes.

Molly said, ‘There isn’t any native vegetation or forestry. God, you don’t realize what that means … didn’t you say in your old reports that this place survives entirely on imported goods? What’s funny?’

‘You remind me of me,’ I said. ‘It’s the sort of thing I used to notice. Generally when about to embark on something horrifically dangerous … At the moment I’m just worrying about whether those rope and pulley contraptions are as unsafe as they look.’

The young woman sighed, a little self-consciously long-suffering.

I saw how the nearest buildings stood separate, roofs on a lower level than the main mass. Rope-bridges, just visible, were slung across the narrow crevasse between this cluster and the city proper.

With a scrape of rock, the wooden platform grounded. We stepped on. The ropes creaked, and I caught Molly’s arm to steady myself. The dark Orthean male got on with us. I reached out to touch the sheer city wall, and it was smooth under my palm, not yet fully warmed by the morning sun. Then the platform lifted and swung free.

‘Pardon?’ Molly Rachel said.

‘Don’t mind me – I can throw up quietly.’

As we inched higher, I saw how ancient bedrock cropped out on this coast, worn down to this Harantish peninsula and a crescent scatter of islands that the sea could not erode. Far out on the water were sails, lost in the molten white glare.

‘You come in trade-season,’ the dark male said. ‘Ships commonly come in Wintersun – if not commonly such ships as yours.’

‘Shan’tai …’ Molly left a demanding gap.

‘Pathrey Shanataru,’ he supplied.

‘Shan’tai Pathrey, our archeological team didn’t report any contact with the city authorities here.’

‘The Emperor-in-Exile has no love for your people,’ Pathrey Shanataru said. ‘He did not see them. He will not see you. You will meet his Voice.’

‘Who is Emperor-in-Exile now?’ That alien title comes to me with no hiatus of memory: K’Ai Kezrian-kezriakor, the supposed lineal descendant of the rulers of the Golden Witchbreed.

Pathrey Shanataru said formally, ‘The present heir of the bloodline of Santhendor’lin-sandru is Dannor bel-Kurick.’

‘I think – I’ve met him?’

Pale sea and sky blotted out: for a second I felt dizzy and half blind –

some subterranean room, a chamber lit by candles set on rough iron stands. Candlelight and … the ruins of technology? He is bending over a panel or cube of some material. And then he lifts his head …

That face that is half child and half old male: Dannor bel-Kurick. Wide-set eyes veiled by nictitating membrane, white mane rooting down his spine; and faded skin whose reptilian texture has in it a hint of dusty gold …

‘How could you meet him?’ Molly asked me in Sino-Anglic. ‘The archeological team said the local ruler doesn’t leave this settlement.’

The Emperor-in-Exile leave this paranoid fortress? No. But –

‘I … may have seen a picture, I suppose.’

She nodded, minimal curiosity satisfied.

I was suddenly uncomfortable, and pushed the thought away. That is ten years ago. Still, such a clear mental image of that face, and something almost there –

The wooden platform lurched to a halt, level with the flat roof. I stepped unsteadily on to plaster-roughened stone.

Surrounded again by guards, we were ushered across one roof and up a flight of wooden steps. Square penthouse-structures stood on each roof. As I stepped inside, under the low arch of the nearest, the sudden shadow blinded me. When I could see again, the plump male was already descending a rope-web that led down through a great open trap door. Molly Rachel followed him. I paused.

Ropes are easily cut, trap doors easily barred.

But I hesitated because of a much more mundane fear. I may have grown less agile than I once was; I have grown no greater liking for looking a fool.

Those Ortheans that carried winchbows remained on the roof. I climbed cautiously down, and found myself in a spacious room. Pale light slotted in through narrow windows. With some relief, I saw that a further trap door opened on descending stone steps. By the time our party had gone down two more floors, I realized something else: there were no interconnecting doors between individual buildings.

‘Given the level of technology here,’ Molly Rachel observed, ‘this place must be impregnable.’

Paranoia, I thought. To take Kel Harantish, you would have to take each building, individually, and from the top down. That partly solved a question long on my mind: how a settlement so hated and feared could remain undestroyed.

The male, Pathrey Shanataru, paused at the foot of the next steps. ‘Shan’tai, here you will meet the Voice of the Emperor-in-Exile.’

Molly nodded, walking in front of me as we entered. This room was windowless, a silvery light reflected in by concealed mirrors; the air was hot and still. I heard someone move.

An Orthean woman rose from where she sat cross-legged on a mat by a low stone table. She was tall for a Coast Orthean: some five foot and an inch.

‘Kethrial-shamaz shan’tai,’ she said, her voice oddly accented.

I could only stare.

This world’s rumour says that the Kel Harantish Ortheans claim Golden Witchbreed blood. My memory, prompted by shiptime study, said, But that race is extinct – surely? And Kel Harantish’s claim, propaganda?

Small, thin, electric: her skin was pale as stone-dust, in the room’s dim light holding a faint glimmer of gold. Her white mane seemed so fine as to float on air, a breath of fire. I looked into her narrow-chinned face. Her eyes were yellow – buttercup-yellow, capriped-yellow, unnatural as flowers. She wore a white tunic girdled with thin gold chains, the tunic badly stained at the hem with spilt herb-arniac.

– stone arches that open upon depths, and that narrow face with coin-gold eyes, and the scent of charnel-halls –

With an effort, I shut the mental image out. Hypno-tape data thrown up by the chance firing of synapses, that’s all; fragmented and confused by hypno-erasure and the passing often years. Maybe after a while I’ll get used to it.

Molly Rachel said, ‘Thank you for consenting to see us, shan’tai.’

Orthean ages are difficult to judge: this woman seemed younger even than Molly, but that might be deceptive.

‘Pathrey told me that an offworlder ship had come. And that you would speak of what your people found in the Elansiir mountains.’ She seated herself again, and gestured for us to do the same. There was a stone table beside her that stood only a few inches above the floor, and on it were ceramic bowls containing a hot liquid. Droplets of steam coiled in the air, and there was a sharp strong scent: arniac-herb tea.

‘The Company’s archeological team brought several interesting artifacts to light in this area.’ Molly cupped one of the bowls in her pale palms. ‘Unfortunately it was at the end of their projected stay, so they couldn’t complete their work.’

‘Complete?’ queried the young Harantish woman.

‘Establish if the artifacts were from the old technological culture, the Witchbreed.’

I saw Pathrey Shanataru, who was kneeling down beside the Voice of the Emperor-in-Exile, hesitate momentarily at that word.

The woman linked claw-nailed hands. ‘Pardon, shan’tai, but that is the name that superstitious barbarians give us. We are the Golden.’

Molly Rachel passed a ceramic bowl over to me. I was vaguely aware of her covert scan, and her nod that it was not poisoned. Crimson liquid steamed: the bitter arniac-herb tea of the Desert Coast. Taste and odour were utterly familiar. That hot drink scalded my mouth, brought back names and faces – memories of what this Harantish woman would designate the ‘superstitious barbarian’ northern continent, and that long year when Kel Harantish and the Emperor-in-Exile had seemed as much Earth’s enemy as enemy of the Hundred Thousand.

‘Earth may at some time in the future be interested in Golden science –’

The Orthean woman interrupted Molly: ‘More “archeology”?’

‘A more complete investigation.’

The nictitating membrane veiled those chrome-yellow eyes. ‘Well now, shan’tai, do you know what that might mean?’

‘I’m aware that certain cultures on this world are technophobic. Earth has no intention of importing technological knowledge. This is still classified as a Restricted world.’

‘What I meant, shan’tai Rachel, is that there have always been those who, since the Golden Empire fell, desired to build it anew. If they could not find the key to the lost science of those “artifacts”, how will you do so?’

‘Artifact’ is an interesting word. It doesn’t have the implications of dysfunction that ‘relic’ does. I thought it time to interrupt, and disabuse the Voice of the Emperor-in-Exile of her ideas of ignorant offworlders.

‘I understand that not all knowledge of Witchbreed technology is lost. Doesn’t Kel Harantish maintain the canal system on the Desert Coast, keep it functioning?’

Molly Rachel said, ‘The Company is also very interested in the canals. We understand their construction dates from the time of the Golden Empire.’

The Harantish woman shrugged. The humanoid frame admits of many variations. I watched the movements of alien musculature: the sharp-hulled ribs, thin limbs, the long-fingered hands and high-arched feet. Those signals that stance and gesture send are oddly muffled, uninterpretable. She looked at me: ‘You are not new to this world, shan’tai. What is your hiyek – your name?’

‘Lynne de Lisle Christie,’ I said. ‘New to the Coast, shan’tai.’

Molly leaned forward. As she spoke, she unconsciously hunched down, and I realized that with her height – she topped the two Ortheans by a good ten inches – she must feel giant-like.

‘Naturally there would be the necessity for discussing trade privileges.’ She slightly stressed the final word.

The brown-skinned male, Pathrey, leaned over and muttered something inaudible to all but the Harantish woman; she, for the first time, smiled, and briefly touched his arm.

‘Why, yes,’ she said; and then to Molly: ‘It seems you offworlders have new ways of negotiating. You’ve quarantined us for ten years, and now this?’

Molly smiled. ‘What I say is of course subject to an Earth government’s approval.’

No kidding? They will be pleased to hear that …

And then I thought, Sarcasm would become you better, Lynne, if you weren’t Company-employed yourself.

Pathrey Shanataru said, ‘The northerners have been content with quarantine. What will you say to them, shan’tai Rachel?’

‘That depends on how it concerns them.’ Molly, without a word, implied the addition If it ever does …

Old habits die hard. With the Pacifican woman playing conciliator, it left me the perfect opportunity to ask awkward questions.

‘If the Emperor-in-Exile has no intention of negotiating with us, is there any point to this?’

Pathrey Shanataru leaned forward as if to speak, and a mere gesture of the nameless woman’s hand silenced him. Beginning to interpret Orthean expressions, I thought there was real fear on his face. For an instant it became real to me, this position of power: the Voice of the Emperor-in-Exile.

The young Orthean female rose and for a time walked back and forth, without looking at anyone.

Dropping back into Sino-Anglic I said to Molly, ‘Are you going to push this much further now?’

‘I’ll push as hard as I have to.’

Pathrey Shanataru was kneeling beside the stone table, his gaze fixed on the Orthean woman. I wished desperately that I were reaccustomed to Orthean expressions.

I said to Molly, ‘I don’t think you realize what a destabilizing factor Earth is.’

The Harantish woman stopped, and then turned with a dancer’s grace and balance. She spoke rapidly: ‘I’ll see others close to the Emperor, later today. Pathrey, convey these s’aranthi to a place where they may rest until then –’

Her bare feet scuffed the stone steps, and she was gone.

‘What –?’ Molly stood.

Pathrey Shanataru looked apologetic, almost embarrassed. He rose to his feet. ‘Pardon, shan’tai. I will show you to more comfortable quarters.’

Molly looked at me, and I shrugged.

The dim silver twilight and heat were oppressive; to climb the steps – even if only towards the scorching sun of the Coast in winter – felt like liberation.

As we stepped out on to the flat roof again, Molly said, in Sino-Anglic, ‘Do you think they know we’ve got Witch-breed artifacts that may well turn out to be functional?’

Before I could answer, Pathrey Shanataru spoke. In badly-accented Sino-Anglic he said, ‘Do you know who put them there for you to find?’

Stunned, I made to frame a question, but the Orthean male stepped aside and gestured for us to precede him down rope-webbing, into the entrance of the next building. Molly swung down, I climbed more slowly, and then I turned to Pathrey Shanataru.

We were alone.

The trap door fell shut above us. I heard the click of lockbars sliding into place.


2

The Spoils of Kel Harantish

At midday everything stopped except the fighting.

Running footsteps sounded on the roof. The trap door vibrated, but stayed closed. I felt each sound, deep inside; a physical ache. There was a distant clash of metal.

‘What the hell was that?’

Molly Rachel, from where she clung to the rope-webbing, leaned across to the narrow window. Her arms shook with the strain.

‘No,’ she said at last, dropping lightly down. ‘I can’t see anything but the sky.’

The light of Carrick’s Star slotted down from the high windows like bars of white-hot iron. Outside, it would be unbearable for human eyes without protective gear. Inside, the heat robbed any desire for movement.

I sat with the small comlink in my lap, the case open, trying to manipulate the receiver-amplifier. Static crackled in the hot twilight. My fingers were clumsy. The ache of tension settled in my gut.

Molly squatted down on her haunches. ‘I don’t think it’s the comlink. It’s the atmospheric interference. Communications are hell on this world.’

‘After ten years, I’d’ve thought you’d’ve solved that one.’

‘Talk to the Company about my shoestring budget, why don’t you.’

The heat made me dizzy, made all movement exhaustion. I wiped sweat from my face. From outside came a cry that might have been pain or triumph or something quite other.

The comlink’s static resolved into a voice.

‘Here.’

Molly took it. Her tone was sharp. ‘David? What’s the situation there?’

‘… shuttle’s secure. A few … groups from the settlement. You want me to take any action on that?’

‘Negative. Not yet. Stay secure.’

David’s voice suddenly came through loud, Sino-Anglic accent plain. ‘Are you going to put in an official complaint to the native authorities?’

Molly looked at me, and then up at the trap door, and for the first time smiled. ‘I don’t know if the “authorities” now are the same ones that existed this morning. Why we had to arrive here just in time for a palace revolution … Can you contact the orbital ship?’

‘Negative. But we expected that.’

‘Sure. Contact me again if the situation changes.’

She flipped the comlink case shut. One dark hand rested on it for a moment, as she stared blankly into the middle distance.

I said acidly, ‘As for being “just in time” for a palace revolution – I doubt there would have been one at all if we hadn’t arrived. Whichever faction supports contact with Earth, we’ve made it worth their trying to take control here … I thought that was likely, when we were kept away from the Emperor-in-Exile.’

The air was hot, stifling. The trap door that led down into the lower building was also locked. Claustrophobia ran a close second to hunger and thirst.

‘It’s like you said, Lynne, we’re a destabilizing factor,’ the Pacifican woman agreed, ‘but that’s inevitable.’

‘Is it? – No, is it? Molly, you tell me. PanOceania doesn’t need to be here –’

She stood, rising to her full height, took a few steps and then swung round: ‘Tell me what you know about it. You were envoy here for eighteen months, and that was ten years ago! For God’s sake stop acting as if you owned the place. And if you’d like to get off my back for five minutes, I’d feel a whole lot better! I don’t hear anything from you except criticism. And if I want advice, which is what you’re here for, all I get is –’

‘Is what?’

‘– is you acting like a sulky three-year-old. You’re paid to do a job here. For God’s sake, Lynne!’

‘Shit,’ I said.

I thought, Dear God I’m too old for this, what am I doing here, I don’t have to take this –

Midday silence is oppressive; the ear needs birdsong or human voices. There was not even alien sound. Two of us, in the heart of a violent city. Sometimes it’s safer for one to come alone, one is easily missed. With two … well, then, an example can be made of one of them, the least valuable. What price a Company representative here? I thought. What price a special advisor?

‘This place unsettles me,’ I said.

The young woman still stood looking down at me, with fading anger. I felt ashamed of half-hearted apologies.

I said, ‘You’re doing what I used to do here, as envoy. And maybe doing it rather better. So.’

‘So tell me something I don’t know.’ She gave me a brat’s grin, and sat down again, long legs folding under her.

‘Sorry. It’s because of having been First Contact with this world. I know that if it hadn’t been me, it would have been someone else, but … there’s a responsibility. Maybe a guilt.’

The white square of sunlight had moved on the dusty floor, falling now to illuminate the corner of a low stone table. Molly leaned back against the wall. She watched the narrow slot of sky. Then she turned her dark, dazzled face towards me.

‘Not guilt. A world’s too big for one person’s responsibility.’

I’ve lost the ability to balance fear against result, and gamble. This angular young woman has it still.

‘It’s …’ I searched for words. ‘It’s as if I’d stepped back into the past, to my year on Orthe, and it was being repeated in a minor key. The same theme, but somehow darker.’

‘Ah, but those days, the Dispersal – it was a bit unreal. You could touch worlds and hardly change them. It isn’t like that now.’

Her tone carried the conviction that her present time and “the real world” are identical.

A shadow flicked across the falling sunlight, and another, and another; perhaps a dozen Ortheans passing the window-slot, unseen but for that. Voices on the roof above us were muffled.

That accented voice sounded again in my mind: Do you know who put them there … No! I thought, we have to hear more from Pathrey Shanataru. Who is it wants the Company here that badly?

Is it those people who are fighting now; is it that woman, the Voice, who’s in favour of Earth? Or was she bluffing? I don’t know. I don’t know. We’re blind, here.

I said, ‘I feel as if there’s something important that I ought to remember.’

Molly’s expression changed, so that I recalled she was the Company representative of PanOceania; a thing I have difficulty always keeping in mind.

‘Something that could help us now?’

I shrugged.

She said, ‘There are gaps in your old reports.’

‘How do you mean, gaps?’

‘When they’ve been on alien worlds, there are always things that people don’t say. You don’t say more than most. I know you had a very bad reaction to hypno-tapes. I wondered if it affected your memory.’

That directness hurt.

For an unguarded moment, all the self-doubt and fear that made up that “bad reaction” hit me again. Memory is identity: lose the one and you lose the other.

‘It’s possible,’ I said. ‘I don’t know. Okay, no more three-year-old stuff. But I do find this world more disturbing than I thought I would, when I agreed to come back.’

From somewhere above came a scream, choked-off; and footsteps that ran into silence.

Molly laughed, wryly. ‘I don’t find it all that reassuring myself.’

White light hardly shifted on the dusty floor. Orthe’s day is 27 hours, E-standard; a slow time passing – but even fear rests. Not so long after that, I looked across and saw that the Pacifican woman had slumped into the obtuse angle of two walls, and was soundly asleep.

They won’t take one of us, I thought.

But it’s been done before.

Sudden light, the grating of stone: the trap door flung back. Many harsh voices resolved into one: ‘Shan’tai – come from there.’

Molly started up. The pattern of the fibre-mat had imprinted on her arm, and she blinked and rubbed at cramped shoulders and neck. To give her time to collect her thoughts, I climbed with some difficulty up the rope-web, and stepped out on to the roof.

White fire dazzled. I fumbled shields over my eyes and the world turned sepia. Voices were loud. I blinked away after-images, and at last began to see through blood-haze to the afternoon light of Carrick’s Star.

Molly appeared beside me. ‘Shan’tai, you owe us an explanation.’

Five or six young Ortheans jostled us. All were armed – spear or winchbow or curved hand-blade – and tension was plain in every glance over the shoulder, every sudden movement. Is that residual? I thought. Or is fighting still going on?

One male had an arm bandaged, and the blood that seeped through was black.

‘Come with us, shan’tai,’ he ordered.

‘But the Voice of –’

‘Move!’

I stumbled after the Pacifican woman, herded across that roof. We were enclosed in the group. The male followed. His face was masked against the glare, and I thought, Yes, I’ve seen those masks on another part of the Coast; north, in Kasabaarde –

Molly gripped my elbow. ‘Problem?’

‘No, I – it’s the heat, I think. I’m okay.’

I barely noticed as they escorted us across the fibre-rope bridges to the main city. Like the vibration from a bell struck long ago, the name repeated in my mind: Kasabaarde, Kasabaarde.

And I wasn’t even there that long, though God knows they helped me when I needed it – Kasabaarde: that city that is toll-gatherer of all trade between the two continents (standing far to the west, where the Archipelago meets the last habitable strip of the Desert Coast); that has, besides, an inner city of mystics and madmen; that has also, at its heart, the Brown Tower of the Hexenmeister …

Molly sucked in her breath. I followed her gaze.

This wider roof was bleached by the alien sun. A scent came off it. Not unpleasant, a little sour; but I suddenly realized it came from liquid that soaked the rough plaster surface, two great stains that were dark, dark-red, black.

‘Is ship-contact a possibility for us now?’ Molly said.

‘I’d give it a fifty-fifty chance.’

‘Okay. If that’s as good as it gets.’ She unconsciously straightened, towering over the Harantish Ortheans.

They took us into the warm shadow of a larger roof-house, and we descended through another trap door, down into a twilight that smelted of dust and herb-arniac. Without pause, they took us down steps; one flight, two; down into lower levels, three and four and more, and the mirror-directed light brightened. I tried consciously to deepen shallow breathing. My legs were beginning to ache badly.

On the next floor down, the pale sandstone gave way to blue-grey walls. A semi-translucent substance as cold to the touch as metal or stone.

‘In the northern continent there’s a wasteland called the Barrens –’ Momentarily I was far from these silver-dim warrens, in winter air and desolate tundra. ‘There are ruins of ancient Witchbreed cities. They’re built of this, chiruzeth.’

‘I’ve read the same reports you have,’ Molly echoed, smiling without malice.

‘They were my reports,’ I said; and then, ‘Jesus Christ!’

This level was spacious, one vast subterranean hall that stretched out in perspective, lit with the sheen of reflectors from the roofs high above. To me, the ceiling felt low; Molly actually had to stoop. Water-channels ran beside the nearer wall, and the air was cool and sweet.

‘This place is a junk-heap,’ Molly whispered, sounding momentarily closer to thirteen than thirty.

Mirror-light is deceptive, distances blur. The hall’s long perspectives were tenebrous with glints of silver. Bright tapestries hung against the chiruzeth, between the great low arches groining the walls; tapestries that hung four and five layers deep, but still showed great rents and patches of decay. Threadbare embroidered cloths were scattered underfoot. Metal gleamed in the shadows.

The spaces between the arches were so cluttered that one could only walk down the centre of the hall. The guards escorted us there, between two rows of iron candletrees, sparsely furnished with tallow candles. Junk had spilled from the arch-spaces. Carved stone chairs, swords; great bales of metal-cloth, the links now frail with rust; broken fountains, crystal tanks starred with shatter-lines, and mirrors set in chiruzeth frames, and old discarded implements of crafts and warfare … I had a sudden image, totally incongruous, of a child’s rocking horse abandoned in some dusty attic; the children long since dead and turned to dust.

‘There could be anything in here …’

I said, ‘You expect to reconstruct Golden technology from this?’

Molly looked at the Ortheans at the further end of the hall. ‘At the moment, that’s the last thing I’m worried about.’

The guards pushed a way through the crowd. Ortheans: lithe, quick-limbed, ophidian-eyed. Their close scent surrounded me. We drew stares and whispered comments. A female half turned, hand on knife; a male spoke softly over the shoulder of another; one pulled bright robes aside as we passed. With sudden memories of the north, I thought, But there are no children present.

With the presence of children there is, sometimes, more safety.

‘Can you see Pathrey Shanataru or that woman, the Voice?’ Molly asked quietly. Even Sino-Anglic might not be a refuge here.

‘Not a sign of either.’ That made me certain: whichever faction they were, the opposition is in power now.

We found ourselves isolated in the space between the crowd and the arched end of the hall. The guards took up station behind us. The great archway-space made a frame, deliberately dramatic, for the Orthean who sat there in a tall carved chiruzeth chair.

‘Give you greeting, shan’tai,’ Molly Rachel said.

Above the Orthean male’s head, spheres of light clung to the chiruzeth. As I watched, one drifted a few inches lower. It glowed … a shadowless light, the colour of lilac and lightning.

Dannor bel-Kurick. Something in the light keyed memory. When this thin, tense-looking male had a child’s face, hardly more than a boy, I did see him – but not in person. I saw him through a viewscreen.

‘I did not command s’aranthi-offworlders into my city,’ he said.

For a moment, metal-gilt and gems confused the eye; then it became clear that the jewels were polished pebbles; the gilt, green verdigris. There was an underlying scent of decay. Molly’s gaze went continually to the one genuine treasure in that heap of trash, the light-spheres, globes no larger than a child’s fist. I recalled one, identical and soon dysfunctional, in the research labs of PanOceania.

She said, ‘My people will demand explanations, shan’tai. The imprisonment of Earth personnel –’

He blinked, a slow veiling of citrine eyes. They were so pale they seemed to have a light behind them. There was little of that boy-Emperor in this haggard man.

An elderly male, standing beside the carved chair, spoke smoothly: ‘Shan’tai Rachel, what else could we do? You were in danger from the fighting. Not intentionally – but accidents happen. This was for your protection.’

‘We would have been equally well protected on our ship.’

‘You could have stayed with your ship and not entered the city,’ Dannor bel-Kurick snapped. Then he said, ‘What other Coast cities have you been to?’

‘None as yet, K’Ai Kezrian-kezriakor.’ She stumbled, giving him his title.

‘Not to Quarth or Reshebet or Maherwa?’ His tone, that had been hectoring, became quiet. ‘Or Kasabaarde?’

A pulse of adrenalin hit me. To recall Kasabaarde now is to recall shelter, the Brown Tower there a refuge from a hostile world – and to recall that Kel Harantish is Kasabaarde’s traditional enemy. I must have had some expression intelligible to alien eyes, because Dannor bel-Kurick looked straight past Molly Rachel to me.

‘You are not a stranger to Kasabaarde, shan’tai.’

‘I’ve been there. Many years ago.’

‘Those who have been there bear always a mark.’

A certain tension was plain among those in earshot. The Emperor-in-Exile made an irritable gesture, and the men and women round him drew back instantly.

To my surprise, he turned back to Molly. ‘What do you know of Kasabaarde, shan’tai Rachel?’

The Pacifican woman shifted her stance, still slouched down to avoid hitting her head on the archways. I caught a quizzical expression on her face.

‘I know it’s a small settlement with a reputation for being a centre of religion and trade.’

‘And otherwise?’ He looked at me.

‘A centre of – news.’ I chose the word carefully. ‘The Archives of the Brown Tower there are said to go back over many years. I always understood them to be equally interested in present-day history. Which they collect from many sources.’

‘S’aranthi, I think you have forgotten much. The Tower has a hand in all conspiracy, plot, and cabal on the Coast; and in the barbarian north, also. Now I wonder if they draw offworlders into their plans? I wonder, shan’tai, if you have not come from them to us.’

Tension stopped breath. That’s the only question he wants answered, that’s the reason nothing’s been done to us –

‘We haven’t been to Kasabaarde; we don’t have plans to, at the moment,’ Molly said. ‘All our business has been with this settlement, shan’tai; I’d hoped to continue that.’

She was young enough for the truth to be plainly discernible in her voice, and I was glad of it; I’ve dealt with too many equivocations ever to be that honest in appearance.

Dannor bel-Kurick leaned back in the carved chair. That strange lilac-blue light fell on his face, casting violet shadows on his pale mane. His thin six-fingered hands picked at the folds of his tunic. When he spoke, he sounded infinitely weary.

‘You know we have long had Kasabaarde for our enemy. I do not know you, shan’tai. But if you know that city, you will have heard the Tower disseminate lies about us. If you have only heard of Kel Harantish from them, you have heard little truth.’

The Pacifican woman said, ‘Our business is with you.’

Her face was guarded, but she couldn’t keep from looking at that treasure-junkheap that cluttered the length and breadth of the hall. I think she looked right past the faces of the Ortheans who watched us.

‘You have no business here now.’ He smiled, sudden and unwilling, and for a moment I saw Dannor bel-Kurick young again: mercurial, cruel, unpredictable.

‘Shan’tai –’

‘I have ordered a guard to take you to your ship,’ he said. I went cold. Caution and hatred contended in his voice: I couldn’t tell which would win. Then he said, ‘I will give you a message to take to the rest of your people. Kel Harantish is closed to you now. If one of you s’aranthi-offworlders enters the city, now or ever, I will have you instantly killed.’
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An Echo of the Lightning

‘I call it fucking incompetent!’ David Osaka shouted. ‘The stuff’s in there, and you get us banned from the settlement –!’

‘If I hadn’t got in, you wouldn’t know for sure that it was there!’ Molly Rachel slapped the palmlock as she passed, and the port irised shut. ‘There are still the canals. And the northern continent.’

Inside the shuttle, light was a soothing green. There was the subliminal hum of systems on stand-by. I dropped into a reclining seat beside David Osaka, feeling the padded comfort enwomb me.

He stood, now coldly angry. ‘That stuff is the only reason we’re here. The Company –’

Molly Rachel rubbed her temples. ‘You didn’t expect to walk out of there today with it, I hope? There have to be preliminaries. Remember, this is a technophobic culture.’

David Osaka leaned over to adjust a scan-screen, kneeling on a seat. His fair hair had grown long enough to fall into his eyes, and now he tucked it back behind an ear with a characteristic gesture. Then he looked over his shoulder at her.

‘Molly, it was a stupid thing to do, going in under those conditions. The risk … You think the Company’s name is enough to protect you? This is some backwater world that’s hardly heard of Earth, never mind the multi-corporates.’

I said, ‘That’s something of an exaggeration, David,’ and they both ignored me.

‘It’s going on report,’ he said. ‘It’s not just yourself you’re risking, it’s the Company’s future here.’

‘Unless we come up with something concrete, the Company won’t have a future here. I didn’t bust a gut getting a team together just to look at some post-holocaust agricultural muck-heap – if it wasn’t for the chance there’s something real here –’

She broke off, and took the navigation-comlink seat, fitting her long legs in with some care. Shuttles are too cramped to quarrel in, we are all within each other’s space. She tapped desultorily at touch-controls. ‘Communications systems out again?’

David grunted, leaning over the console. ‘About sixty per cent of the time. As far as I can make out, it’s the background interference again.’

I said, ‘We always put it down to some quirk in the solar radiation here. It could be looked into, when you – when we – take time off from the commercial interests.’

‘If it weren’t for the commercial interests, PanOceania wouldn’t be on this world.’

David brushed fair hair back again. A slight, wiry man, with a smooth-skinned face, and folds of skin at the corner of dark eyes; I would have put him around eighteen, I knew him to be a decade older. He had that kind of sexual attractiveness that becomes plain in movement. When not angry, he can be both charming and amusing.

He touched the console, converting one of the screens to 3D-cartographic. ‘Carrick V.’

A globe formed, turning slowly. Figures superimposed over it: mass 0.93465 E-standard, gravity 0.9482745 E-s, atmosphere …

Travelling against the sun: a scatter of islands showed up, and then the slow revolution brought continents over the slope of the world.

‘You really think there’s something here?’ His voice lost its sharpness. ‘You know the odds against it?’

Northern and southern continents connected by an island archipelago, all but enclosing an equatorial sea.

Molly Rachel said, ‘There’s evidence, here. It’s not been possible to investigate fully all the worlds the Dispersal found –’

‘Wouldn’t be possible even if every woman, child, and man on Earth took a world each,’ I put in.

‘– why shouldn’t something be tucked away in a dirt-poor settlement on a post holocaust world? Why shouldn’t it be here?’

‘“It”?’ I queried.

David added, ‘And even then, it has to be something we haven’t found on half a hundred other worlds.’

Molly leaned forward, watching the map’s population-indicators fill in: round the shores of that Inner Sea, and further inland on the northern continent. She touched a key.

‘Desert Coast,’ she ordered; and then, ‘I don’t mean artifacts. That’s toy stuff. I mean some science based on a totally alien perception of the universe, something we couldn’t create on our own …’

‘And what d’you think you’ll do with it when – if – you find it?’ I asked.

The light from the screen shone on her blunt features, gleamed in her hair. I recognized a hard ambition in her.

‘Maybe there’s – I don’t know. Simultaneous communication, so we don’t have to spend days waiting for FTL-drones between worlds. Transgalactic stardrives, cures for mortality, who knows?’ She grinned. ‘Whatever it is, better we should have it than NuAsia or any of the other Companies!’

‘And you personally would settle for a fat promotion?’

‘Be ungrateful to refuse, right?’

In the screen, webs of lines shifted. A perfect illusion: the God’s-eye view of this world. It zoomed in to the southern continent, cutting out all but its northern coast, that strip of barely habitable land some few hundred miles long, bordering the Inner Sea … West to east, names came back: L’Dui and Lu’Nathe, Kasabaarde, Quarth, Psamnol, Reshebet. And here, on the hook of the easternmost peninsula, farthest from the trade-routes, Kel Harantish. The backwater settlement of a backwater world.

I said, ‘I’ve a feeling that Kel Harantish would have found something, if there was anything to find. They’re the only ones here that would go looking for it.’

Memories of that treasure-junkheap were plain in her face.

‘And just maybe they have found something. God, I wish I could get back in there with a full research team!’

Her intensity bothered me. It didn’t seem to worry David. But he’s Company, himself.

Molly sent the narrow-view north from the Desert Coast, over the representation of the Inner Sea, and even to scale it was long minutes before the sea gave way, first to the Eastern Isles and then to Lone Isle. And then, long moments after, to the coast of the northern continent.

‘I want to get in touch with the Earth representative before we make another attempt here. There was something in his report about political negotiations in progress now, between the Desert Coast and the northern continent –’ She touched other keys, frowned. ‘Navigation back-up out as well?’

David said, ‘I’ve made contact, but not reliably. I wouldn’t advise night-flying without it. Not in an old model like the QKN-40.’

I think it’s standard practice these days for an orbital ship to broadcast a complex system of navigation aids over any non-tech world; it makes piloting a shuttle no more difficult than piloting a groundcar. It also means you don’t have the on-board equipment necessary to do without it.

The woman studied figures. ‘It’s much faster, but it’s a waste of fuel to go back up to the orbiter … If we stay on-world, we’ll have to do a night stop-over on one of those groups of islands. Dave, can you punch a transmission through and let the others know?’

‘I’ll get on to it now.’

I said, ‘I’d stay on-world, if it was me.’

‘Mmm. There’s something to be said for that, psychologically.’ She rested her chin on the heel of her hand, gazing at the screen.

I tried to see it just as that – lines and beads of light, neatly-scripted Sino-Anglic names, figures, latitudes …

‘I’ve notified them,’ David said.

‘Okay. Lynne, what’s the settlement the British government envoy will be in? Didn’t they change it from the original first contact?’

‘Northern continent.’ I indicated a point about midway along the coast of the Inner Sea, a river-port in temperate, fertile latitudes. ‘That was my original base, Tathcaer. The records say there’s been a move west along that coast, here, to Morvren Freeport.’

She nodded. ‘The government envoy, Clifford. From what he reports, over the last decade there have been considerable changes in the northern continental culture.’

No cold recitation of names can hide them: Tathcaer, the city where first I came to negotiate with the Hundred Thousand – with Dalzielle Kerys-Andrethe, and Haltern, and the Orhlandis woman. And Morvren Freeport, a city seen once, ten years ago, on the run for a murder I didn’t commit …

Changes. Reports are sketchy, don’t see what I would see. What changes? The Desert Coast is nothing to me, I hardly know it, but I know the Hundred Thousand telestres of the northern continent, I’ve been over them on foot or by riderbeast, honoured or hunted, I know the Ortheans of the Hundred Thousand –

Fierce impatience fired me. To have come so far, to be so close; no room now for other considerations, nothing now but urgency – how have you changed since I’ve been gone?

David began routine flight preparations. Molly flicked the screen back to exterior-view.

The winter sun’s dry heat gone, temperatures plummeted. The Coast’s rocky landscape glittered now, thickly furred with frost.

Once, in a room where alien sunlight shone upon the still surface of a well, an Orthean woman marked me with light and sacred water, for her Goddess. I thought it then either a charming irrelevance, or some obscure privilege. I know now it is neither. It is a responsibility. For all the years gone by, this alien world and I still have business with each other.

Luck held. Flying north and west across the Inner Sea, late afternoon of the next day brought the shuttle away from unbroken cloud-cover, into clear weather over the coast of the northern continent.

Land shone grey and blue in the viewscreen, furred with a moss of forests; silver-thread rivers thirty-thousand feet below. Nothing showed it to be inhabited country. And yet every acre down there is accounted for, I thought. A great jigsaw of interlocking territories – the telestres that are (in human terms) estates, farms, communes, communities … And are in Orthean terms the heart and centre of kinship, and love of the Goddess’s earth. They have been so for two thousand years. What changes might there be?

‘I’ve got an intermittent signal,’ David Osaka reported. ‘Standard code. Must be a landing beacon – hell, we must be right on top of them!’

‘I thought this world was Restricted, no hi-tech?’

He shrugged. ‘Don’t ask me. Ask your government’s envoy.’

Did I imagine an emphasis on your?

‘One has to be reasonable,’ Molly added. ‘Is it enough to bring us in, Dave?’

‘It’s as good as we’re going to get. Activate crash-straps.’

Linking the web across myself, I saw land swelling from a blue bowl to a misty plain, indistinguishable from the sea. The shuttle thrummed and lurched, losing height rapidly.

I felt new enthusiasm. Kel Harantish and that room without doors: I could put that behind me now. Let me get back on firm ground, with the Company administration and the government envoy. That’s a system I know how to work. I can do something there.

The shuttle levelled out, and then switched into hover-mode. I watched a sea too pale for Earth, and white stars in the daytime sky. For the first time since my return, I felt confidence.

The port irised open. A blast of cold air and rain rushed in. A break in the mist showed water, the estuary shore, and blue-grey mossgrass uprooted by the landing. We disembarked. Rain drizzled, warm and sparky, leaving a tang on the tongue. Clouds shifted, bright, echoing Carrick’s Star beyond. Wind drummed in the ears.

‘I’m not landing blind again,’ David swore.

‘We were coded to this area, but I don’t see –’ Molly Rachel turned her collar up against the drizzle. ‘– where … ah.’

Morvren Freeport is built upon islands, across the massive estuary of the Ai River. Walking round to the other side of the shuttle showed us a dock-shed, and ferry, and a figure who left that shelter and walked towards us. It was human, and I let him speak to the Pacifican woman, and then: ‘Douggie!’

We embraced, and then stood back to look at each other. I thought, How dare you look this young?

‘It must be, what, five years?’

‘Six,’ Douglas Clifford said. ‘I heard about Max. I’m sorry, Christie.’

I’ve never managed to answer that one satisfactorily. ‘So am r seems flippant, though it’s true; ‘thank you’ is no acknowledgement of grief.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘You’re looking well, Doug. Offworld agrees with you. And you’re the government’s –’

‘Peripatetic representative,’ he said, relishing every syllable. Douglas Clifford: a short, slightly-built man in his mid-fifties, with bright eyes and grizzled red hair; dapper even in these conditions. ‘I’ve got a six-world circuit, two months on each. It’s good to see you again. You should have come back to the Service to visit us.’

‘With this?’ I touched the PanOceania logo on my shoulder. ‘I’d have been as welcome as the plague.’

‘Can we get out of this weather?’ David Osaka protested.

‘I have quarters in the city.’ Clifford indicated a nearby island. When the shuttle was secured, we walked down to the water. Spongy mossgrass gave way to mud, and an uncertain footing, and the rain-haze quickly cleared. Across the narrow strip of water, I saw pale walls, long low buildings. Like shadows, tri-vaned sails of windmills stood locked and still.

I smiled at a memory. ‘Do you still have to pay to get in and out of the city?’

For answer, Clifford slid metal beads from a thong, handing them to an Orthean in the ferry-shed; a cloaked and hooded figure.

The ferry was a wooden platform with canvas stretched over wicker hoops: I walked uncertainly down the floating jetty and on to it, gripping the near rail. The two young people huddled under the canvas, Molly with her head ducked down; and after a word with the Orthean male, Clifford joined us. A cold day. I tried to place the season – Orventa Eleventhweek? Twelfthweek? Late winter, anyway.

‘How many Earth personnel on-world at the moment?’ Molly asked.

‘None, I think, not since the Richards brothers left. They had an archeological dig up in the Barrens,’ Clifford said.

‘We paid a visit to a Company archeological site on the way here – Kel Harantish.’

Douglas Clifford looked at her with a certain stillness. Yes, I thought. Circuit world or not, you know Orthe …

‘You went to Kel Harantish?’

‘That’s right.’

He let the challenge in her voice pass. Chains clanked as the wooden platform pulled away from the jetty. Choppy water tugged us seaward. I held the rail tightly, looking out across that level expanse of water; and it seemed odd, in that flat country, to look up at the Freeport’s walls.

David Osaka, glancing back at the small island we’d left, asked, ‘Is that the only available landing site?’

‘The locals are touchy about land. So yes,’ Clifford said, raising his voice over the sound of the sea. The fresh wind blew in his face and made him squint. He watched Molly, not the boy.

‘I’m beginning to wonder if your Earth-base is in the most advantageous position,’ she said. ‘The Desert Coast has more to offer.’

‘That depends on what you’re looking for. The Hundred Thousand is the largest political entity –’

‘I’m looking for Witchbreed technology. Not agricultural societies in cultural decay. I need somewhere for my research team to set up a base – I’ve got to get the demographic people down soon, and the basic equipment.’

Wind whipped hair, drove cold spray into cloth. The ferry platform shuddered as it was winched into the quayside; I saw the turnpike-winch was powered by squat reptilian quadrupeds, copper-coloured beasts with cropped horns. Skurrai. The sour smell of their dung was overpowering.

‘If I may say so, this world is still nominally under the guidance of the British government. Restrictions are still in force as regards the importing of technology.’

She watched Clifford, and there was no compromise in her expression. ‘I have authorization for what I’m doing. You can rely on the Company’s being responsible –’

‘Of course,’ he said mildly. I winced.

‘I need results,’ she said. ‘I need them fast, if I’m to get the funding to stay here – and I need to stay, because I’m certain there’s something here for the Company. More likely on the Desert Coast, but possibly here. So if you’ll set up a meeting for Lynne and me with the local T’An or T’An Suthai-Telestre or whoever –’

He said, ‘There is no T’An Suthai-Telestre. Nor is there a T’An of Morvren Freeport.’

‘There isn’t what?’ I demanded loudly.

The platform grated against some steps, and I followed David up to the quay, treading somewhat unsteadily; then I swung round on Doug, as we stood among deserted, canvas-covered bales of cargo.

‘Douggie, what the hell are you talking about?’

‘The telestres don’t have a central authority now. Or local leaders. It’s a little difficult to explain. The system of administration has been in abeyance for some years.’

‘Cultural decay,’ the Pacifican woman repeated.

I thought, Christ, you’ve been quiet enough about that in your reports. And I guess her kind of comment is the reason why.

The rain passed, and every moment the other Freeport islands grew more distinct: Northfast, Little Morvren, Southernmost. Daystars made brilliant points of light in a silk-blue sky. One sound underlay all conversation: the ceaseless beat of the waves, driving back sand into the estuary. There was a smell of rotting vegetation, siir and hanelys that, having died upriver, was now swept down on rain-fed winter floods.

I thought of that small, pale-maned Orthean woman, Dalzielle Kerys-Andrethe: T’An Suthai-Telestre in the white city of Tathcaer. If those days are gone … what could have caused it?

Not cultural decay. Orthe is never so simple to comprehend.

I heard David Osaka’s sharp exclamation, and looked up to find him staring south across the estuary. He said, ‘That …?’

‘That,’ I said, ‘is the Rasrhe-y-Meluur.’

Chill wind made my eyes water, squinting south across the islands and multiple channels of the Ai river estuary. And there, six or seven miles away on the last outcrop of the mainland …

The winter air is pearl-blue and grey, so close in colour that the massive chiruzeth structure hardly shows against the sky. A great spire, or pylon, its sides reflecting silver light; so vast that the passing clouds cast shadows on its surface. I had forgotten the sheer size of it, greater than PanOceania’s hiveblocks back on Earth.

It is a hollow ruin. A chiruzeth shell.

The simplicity of its line is broken once only, where a thin bridge-structure juts out, soaring straight across the Inner Sea to where (dimly visible in haze) there is another spire, and then another …

One should see it so. I was grateful to the cloud-cover, because for some odd reason I hadn’t wanted to look down on this from the air. Bridging the waters on which its shadow falls, this that was once both highway and air-hung city of the Golden Witchbreed …

And once, on a sailing ship, I travelled beside it for the full length of the Archipelago, from Morvren across the Inner Sea to Kasabaarde – two hundred miles and more. Just to look was to feel the sheer weight, the massiveness of these ruins.

‘The satellites picked that up on low-orbit.’ Molly sounded stunned.

‘That was the level of technology here,’ I said, still looking at that shell. ‘Five, maybe ten thousand years of it.’

As if by common consent, we turned away. Paradoxical as it may seem, the Rasrhe-y-Meluur is somehow too big to be seen. The mind rejects it.

Molly Rachel, as she turned to the first buildings of the Freeport, said, ‘Isn’t it tragic that these people should have lost all that?’

I said, ‘That’s a matter of opinion.’
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