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PROLOGUE

From the journal
of Miss Millicent, previous Principal of the School of Arts

‘Just a few more steps,
Lady Millicent, least until we’re out of sight of the City walls,’
gasped old Lieutenant Clegg.

He stumbled and would
have fallen but for my arm under his. The men near us leading the
carts carrying the sick moved to support me, but I motioned them
away. I would manage. At the start of the march from the City I had
told Cruge, their fearsome chieftain, exasperated at Clegg’s
slowness, that he and I would march together, and so we would.

Clegg was near the end
of his strength. He had been one of those stricken by the
mysterious malady that had afflicted the Gatherers. It had emerged
from a swampy putrid region they rarely visited, but some had
carried the disease back to their camp outside the City walls.

Hard to think any
sickness could reduce these sturdy folk, the tax collectors for the
City, but true nevertheless.

I had only become aware
of their plight after the Gatherers had been rehoused inside the
City during the Sorgon War. Cruge and I, forming an unlikely
alliance, brought it to the attention of Lady Tenile, the new first
consul, who discovered it was already known about by the medical
researchers. These experts had taken it upon themselves to stop
looking for a cure once it had been established they, and the rest
of the Citizens, were immune from the malady. To compound their
neglect, knowledge of its fatal effect on the Gatherers was
suppressed to keep them manageable.

Lady Tenile, appalled
by this dereliction, had ordered a new effort to find a cure for
these loyal servants of the City.

Servants no longer. The
whole tribe — men-at-arms, their women and children — were
honourably discharged of their duties by Lady Tenile; and to atone
for their shameful treatment, provision made for their passage
through the Sorgon kingdom to their future home at New Edina.

New Edina — an ancient
unrecorded settlement, abandoned for centuries, but now sheltering
the survivors of a disaster that had overwhelmed their fair harbour
city of Edina, far to the south of the Great Sea.

Noble Hector, the
previous chieftain of the Gatherers, had recently returned from New
Edina with the vital news that the folk there had learnt of the
medicinal properties of the mineral springs emerging from the
nearby hills of the settlement. Hence the reason for the march of
the Gatherers.

Although Hector had
arranged safe passage with the Sorgon king, Mouffetard, in our
hearts we realised it would be a desperate venture. For the
strength of the Gatherers, still formidable at a pinch, was
nevertheless failing; and there remained lawless lands between
Mouffetard’s capital at Sorg and the settlement at New Edina.

There was further
reason for our sense of desperation; the knowledge that while
medical research had confirmed the easing of symptoms and some
prolonging of life afforded by the springs, a cure for the malady
had yet to be found. The march was thus an action of last hope for
existence while the search for an ultimate cure went on.

What was I doing on the
march? Well, I wanted to assist Clegg with his proud desire to
march from the City, as he had since a lad on his first tax
mission. Along with my students, I had become very fond of the
valiant old man-at-arms. He had taken to visiting the School of
Arts, where I was the principal, and was responsible for me
introducing our paintings to the Gatherer women. To their unfeigned
delight.

But I was a Citizen,
not one of them. Well, you only had to look at me. The Gatherers
were large and solidly built. I was not. A pipsqueak, that’s what
the women called me at first. Out of bewilderment and, I suspect, a
little jealousy. For, you see — and there was general astonishment
about this — Tugg, one of their men-at-arms, and aside from Hector
and Cruge, probably the toughest of the Gatherers, and I had become
close.

And the women could not
understand what he saw in me...a pipsqueak. But that was before I
had brought the paintings to them. I was long aware of how these
folk responded to anything of beauty, rare in their rough and tough
lives, and they had been captivated, especially by the ‘life
studies’.

And they had warmed to
me, with a rather shy fondness, hidden by the formality by which
they addressed me. It was always ‘Lady Millicent’, and though I was
the principal of the School of Arts, I had absolutely no claim to
such a title. Miss Millicent or plain Milly, that’s what I got from
the students, and lucky to get that, I suspect. I was noted for my
firmness and attention to detail, and was pretty sure I had
sobriquets to match out of my hearing.

So, not a Gatherer and
immune from the malaise — why was I here? I did want to support
dear Clegg, but I had a greater, more urgent, desire. I needed to
see Tugg, to join him at New Edina.

Yes, Tugg, he had
followed Hector aboard the Oceanic Venture, Pont the Merchant’s
great ship, on a quest to the far south of our world, finally
arriving at New Edina.

New Edina...and its
marvellous mineral springs giving relief and a chance, at least, of
life for the very ill; among whom was Tugg. The love of my life.
Simple, good hearted, and until the malaise, almost indestructible.
Tugg was failing.

How did I know about
his illness, and, for that matter, how did I know about much of
what I will relate?

Tugg had a friend —
Urgus. A grubby, appalling fellow, filled with vast conceits as the
only literate one among the Gatherers — The Scribe was how
he referred to himself.

I will admit he had
some claim to that title; for I got my information from his
journal, parts of which were delivered to me by various means for
safe-keeping. These were as mucky as their author — my students had
the devil of a job making them fit to be shelved at the School of
Arts. But they were well written; descriptive and with credible
details.

An awful person, but a
remarkable recorder of events; an historian of perception — about
others, if not himself.

When I describe events
that I could not have seen, it is his voice, not mine, that you
will hear...


CHAPTER ONE

From the Journal
of Urgus the Scribe, himself — Part Four

Well, there it was. It
seemed I was to embark on another voyage of adventure. I might have
thought of a better way to deal with my boredom; but what with one
thing and another I had, again, thrown in my lot with my lord.
Hector, that is, one time chieftain of the Gatherers, the tough
tribe of tax collectors for the City.

He might also have been
made a prince of New Edina — had he shown a grain of sense.

But no, refusing that,
he had been given command of Pont the Merchant’s ‘Oceanic Venture’,
following the retirement of Darrow, her long time captain. I learnt
Hector was going to sail to the far side of the Great Sea — a
region unknown to civilised folk — with a view to making a direct
sea route to New Edina. Although such a voyage had never been
attempted, Hector thought it preferable to the long and tedious
overland approach through the Sorgon realms of the Countryside.
Well, it certainly was tedious, had I not just made that trek in
returning to the City?

Hector had lately come
from New Edina, after saving the settlement from an attack by a
force of renegades, those lawless rogues of the Countryside. I had
followed him not long afterwards, leaving my ailing friend Tugg to
the mercies of the formidable Sorgon women in charge of the hot
mineral water baths.

I had quite a success
there, you know, telling my tales to the convalescents to cheer
them along as they drank their daily dose of the ghastly spring
water. I would repeat one particular story, about Tugg and a whale,
that would bring the house down, or at least, stir up the bowels of
the convalescents, already made uneasy by the malodourous
waters.

But I tired of it. I am
an historian, a recorder of events, not a mere tale teller for sick
folk. So, as I say, I followed Hector to the City, which he and I
not so long ago – and with others, to be strictly fair – had done
much to save in its war with the Sorgons and Seapeople.

But once here I found I
had nothing better to do, so I signed on, as I believe it’s called,
as a crewman of the Oceanic Venture, under repair and refit at the
harbour.

I was already familiar
with this famous vessel, having accompanied Hector and other heroes
on her previous voyage to the south; which I, with a touch of the
dramatic, called The Quest Beyond The Great Sea, in my
journal.

And what a voyage it
was! Desperate encounters with pirates, renegades and even
cannibals. Truly! At one time Tugg and I had been captured by
cannibals — a severe test of the nerves. Most of the cannibals, and
especially their leader, Tibia, were courteous and well-spoken; but
at the end of the day it had to be faced that on special occasions
they ate people. As their captives, this knowledge could set you on
edge, wondering if your hosts were becoming peckish. Also, while
waiting, one approached one’s dinner cautiously, weighing the
possible ingredients if stew was on the bill of fare.

It had been a profound
relief to escape and return uneaten to the Oceanic Venture; even if
that meant a return to its barnacle be-crusted cretin of a bosun,
who had long taken a set against me.

Now, having signed on,
we were naturally thrown together again, and he immediately set me
to tasks he thought me well suited, burrowing into tiny smelly
corners to clean out the muck and so on.

But I was far too canny
for him. I made a point of making such a mess of each task that he
pleaded with his new captain to send me ashore. But my lord kept me
on, ordering I be given easier duties – an uncharacteristically
gentle action for him, but there was good reason. I had my
usefulness, you see, for in spite of our equivocal relationship,
Hector at heart needed a scribe, a recorder of his travels and
adventures. Though probably the greatest man-at-arms in the
Countryside and beyond, he was quite illiterate; and he yearned as
only an illiterate can to be kept informed.

Mind you, this was not
the first time my literary abilities, my intelligence, had saved me
from brutal treatment from diverse oafs, whether on land or
sea.

As it happened, the
refit of the vessel required more effort and time than expected.
Suited me, I was in no hurry to go sailing. With the necessary
replacement of bits of tackle, ropes and ships’ planking, who
knows? Maybe some chance might arise for replacing the bosun.

In any case, I would
spend this extra time in the City profitably. I would renew my
acquaintance with Art. It was my interest, you must understand,
after my vocation as an historian. And my particular passion was
for what we experts call ‘life studies’.

One morning, when I
felt my aesthetic inclinations most keenly, I eluded the bosun —
and his ‘easier duties’ — and slipped away from the harbour to make
for the School of Arts. As I crossed the cobblestoned courtyard I
recalled that dread, glorious final night of the battle for the
City, when we select band of Gatherers defended the entrance to the
School against the treacherous Lourmel of the Seapeople and his
clan warriors. What tales and songs I afterwards composed of the
dauntless defence of Hector, Tugg and, yes, even awful Cruge, vice
chieftain of the Gatherers, and my personal nemesis.

The buildings had been
repaired from the assault, though much of the stonework was yet
smoke stained.

I walked confidently
through the entrance – I was ready to claim acquaintance with Lady
Tenile, the first consul, to ease my way in – when one of the inner
doors opened to reveal a young woman awkwardly carrying a
collection of tins and bundles of paper.

‘Whoops!’ she cried as
one of the tins slipped from her grasp to fall on the floor with a
small explosion of paint.

‘Oh dear...’

More of the tins
appeared to be getting away from her and I was obliged to catch a
couple before they added to the spreading purple ooze on the floor.
I asked might I help.

‘That’s nice of you,’
she replied in relief, ‘let’s put all these things on that little
table over there.’

We did so. In spite of
my warnings, I was unable to forestall her walking over the ooze.
She looked down at the purple footsteps across to the table with
dismay, and gave another ‘Oh dear’; but brightened at my suggestion
she take off her shoes and walk barefoot on the unmarked
cobblestones.

We made it to a clear
space in the foyer from which a number of passageways evidently
debouched. After thanking me for ‘a very nice suggestion’, she gave
me a closer look.

‘You’re Mister Urgus,
aren’t you?’ She spoke with pleasant recognition, unusual in my
experience. ‘I’ve seen you with Mister Hector. I’m Sarah, assistant
to the principal.’

‘I am indeed he,’ I
replied, ‘and I now recall you, but in a different setting – were
you not one of the Social Arbiters?’

I was alluding to a
group of women of extreme eccentricity, self-appointed setters of
taste and fashion within the City and slaves to trends emanating
from that select emporium, the House of Eugene.

Sarah gave a heartfelt
sigh.

‘Yes, I was, but Angela
— she’s our leader — decided to close the group for a while. We’d
become a bit unpopular...’ She gave me a little look. ‘There’d been
some breakages, even a couple of fires...and Master Eugene told
Angela he did not want to be associated with us ever again. Even
after we had made up a song to him...’

She gave a sniff, and
began to sing, softly and dolefully:

‘We sing in praise of
Master Eugene —

Nicest frocks you’ve
ever seen —

Bright, colourful and
always clean —

You’ll catch nothing
bad from the House of Eugene!’

Adequate comment eluded
me while she bowed her head, and I was only just able to catch her
whisper: ‘I think I was the problem.’

The evidence presented
so far suggested this might have been so; however, she could surely
assist me in her new position at the School.

I asked might I not see
the life studies.

‘You mean the ones
where they don’t wear any clothes?’ she asked, gathering herself
after a final sniff.

I concurred. She
thought for a long moment, and asked:

‘Don’t you like
clothes?’

She gave my attire an
austere look.

‘Well enough, but
clothes are not the issue.’ I explained I was more interested in
aspects of form and style, perspective and the use of colour and
tone; words pertaining to art I had picked up over the years.

‘You still have them —
you know
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