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Chapter One

 


Dooley wakes up…

 


 


One by one the crew were awakened from
stasis, headspace, as their duties were required aboard
ship. In some cases, decades had been spent in cold storage, with
only their dreams for company. As the starship got closer and
closer to the home world, the video, radio and laser-casts became
ever more recent in date of origin, and ever more current.

The data was ever more relevant to the actual
situation as it existed on Earth. Down there, the present day was
circa 14,059 anno domini. Their faster-than-light outward
journey lasted three generations. Twelve thousand years of history
had passed. Avid study of the signal spectrum was crucial to the
survival of the passengers and crew of Ark One. They had the
dubious honour of sitting in review, objective observers in
accelerated time, as the future unfolded in reverse from out of the
past.

At the time of departure, radio had been in
existence for a century and a half. The outer edge of Earth’s
bubble of electromagnetic radiation dated back to a time when
signals were faint, sparse, and sporadic. Under deceleration, there
was plenty of time to listen in and catch up on the news. Analysts
were fascinated by the evolution of the languages over the
centuries. The officers in charge of the ship determined that
society had crashed shortly after departure, from chaotic
environmental degradation and a worldwide economic collapse. This
led to revolution, war, famine, disease, with a sudden consequent
die-off of humanity and many higher animals. The closer to home
they got, the more worrying and darker in tone the news became.
Then they slowly began to wink out and fade from the airwaves, and
one day there just wasn’t anyone out there anymore. The world had
re-entered a darker age of human experience. It was even possible
that human life had gone extinct.

 


***

 


“Jesus Christ, I’m only twelve thousand years
old. Why am I so tired all the time?” Dooley Peeters had a kind of
never-ending internal monologue.

His top-priority briefing ended. Nothing he
hadn’t already guessed. Now it was all out in the open. The
corridor was as cold as a witch’s tit as soon as he opened up the
door of the compartment. He scuttled along on wooden-stiff legs,
shivering and cursing aloud. The room wouldn’t let you out until
you were briefed. You never got used to it. Thankfully, his
quarters were only fifty metres along. As soon as he got in, the
room lit up and the heaters kicked on. Feeling the quivery belly
tension that comes from near-hypothermia, he bolted for the shower
stall, grateful to strip out of the rubber suit, with its itchy and
sometimes painful plug-ins, inserted into veins in wrists, ankles,
groin and neck. You wanted to be careful not to accidentally yank
one of the little stoppers out, and leak to death. It was quite
difficult, and his patience was tried by the urgent need to get
warm, but he had to be careful pulling the tubes out of the suit’s
reinforced circular openings.

The rush of negative emotions was intense,
and some training in biofeedback and mood control was essential.
You had to become objective about yourself, and learn to control
your passions. Everybody felt the same way when they came out of
the suit.

“The one common element in all of human
experience is suffering.” The briefings always ended the same
way.

We suffer for the common good.

Complete with feet, mitts and a hood, like a
baby’s sleeper, the suit protected against ice-up. His skin was
pink, wrinkled and moist as he clambered out of it and disposed of
it in the chute. The first lukewarm drops of the shower spray stung
like a sandblaster on a sunburn. He gritted his teeth and thought
about what came next. An unwelcome glimpse in the steam-fogged
mirror revealed the deep-set lines from where the face-rig clipped
on with elastic straps. The sphincter-like ring in the hood left a
solid blue line, crinkled around his forehead, under the chin, and
along both cheeks. He looked like death warmed over, but then they
all did after wake-up. There was never any provision made for
psychological or physical recovery. You were expected to be on the
job a half hour later. Why the machine couldn’t wake you up the day
before was a mystery. The drain on life support wasn’t all that
great. In a ship of this size, there had to be so much air in the
system just to fill the vessel up to the proper pressure. Whether
or not anyone was there to breathe it was quite secondary.

He wanted a shave and a hot meal. Men
complained about the way they felt, when talking about the
experience. Women complained about the way they looked. Or was that
just bullshit, from the secret little book that women passed around
amongst themselves, never letting a mere man get a look at it? He
wondered what the operating manual for a woman’s mind looked
like.

Based on past experience, it would be two or
three days before he could take a dump.

He needed some clean pants, a shirt, a cup of
coffee and a smoke. Dooley Peeters had his priorities in the proper
perspective. The damned plug-ins still itched, especially with the
sting of hot water and soap on the red-rimmed Fluid Entry
Points. The fluid was based on the paw-pad antifreeze of
Siberian husky dogs, distilled from tissues grown in an
industrial-scale in-vitro process. This was mixed with a
blood-plasma replacement rich in oxygen, due to the low
temperatures and therefore the slow pace of chemical reactions
under hibernation.

He wanted to remove the Fluid Entry Points as
soon as humanly possible. He lived for that day, when he was
feeling a little down. For a moment he reveled in being grumpy, as
he began lathering up his hair.

The scary part was when you had to put the
mask on, knowing full well that a few seconds later a sickly-sweet,
pungent smell would come through, and you would be knocked out.
Certain thoughts never left. They showed up in your dreams.
Dooley’s heart began to race at the thought. He carefully cleared
his mind of animal fear. Good posture and long, slow breaths were
the key.

It took real guts to suit up, after a while.
The first few times were all right. But that was before he had all
that time to think, and to calculate the odds.

Statistically speaking, sooner or later you
wouldn’t wake up.

You could only tempt the odds so many times,
and he accepted that part. What scared him was the possibility that
your number might come up on the very first roll of the dice. It
might not be an entirely rational fear, but it was his, and his
alone, and he just had to live with it. It felt very reassuring to
button up a clean white cotton shirt, and to feel the rug under the
soles of his bare feet. With luck, he would never have to put the
mask on again.

The key thing was to make no mistakes. It was
all he could do, to pray for luck, and prepare for the worst.
Dooley liked living, and the notion that the universe could just as
well do without him was a distinctly unwelcome one. At last, he
could have a smoke and a half-decent cup of coffee.

Dooley feared that random hit of bad
luck.

 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


“By all and thunder…”

 


 


“By all and thunder.” Kjarl cursed as the
black sky was split apart by cracks of lightning.

Sheets of rain came pummeling down to lash
their mount’s eyes, the horses’ heads now whipping from side to
side in a vain attempt to evade the painful impact of numerous
pea-sized hailstones. They were tucking their heads under, having
stopped dead in their tracks. Kjarl stood on the stirrups and waved
his right arm around in a circle, if in fact any of the boys could
see him.

“Ho-lay.” He bellowed into the face of the
storm. “Ho-lay!”

The man close at his left reigned in his
mount under the wide-spreading branches of a hickory tree.

“One place is as good as another.” Akim
grimaced. “I’m already soaked!”

Kjarl rounded his horse and put it in under
the tree as well. Her hoof-beats were soft, dull thuds on the
decomposing twigs and leaf litter. The thunder rang out all around
them, rumbling on and on forever. It had been going on like this
for three days now.

“Damn this weather.” A trickle of cold
rainwater began to slide its inexorable way down the back of
Kjarl’s collar.

He must quell this rising impatience. The
white stallion was a passion of his, but real horses in the corral
are what brought profits. Akim sat silently beside him, watching
the rain come down, waiting to see if anyone would heed the signal
to halt the drive. A couple of riders came into view. They stopped
where they were until visibility returned.

The sound of a faint cry came from the land
to the west, where the gully ran up against the biggest hill. The
thing to do was to shelter the horse’s eyes and hold steady when
caught in the open in a hailstorm.

“They got the signal.” Kjarl noted the faint
trace of pride in Akim’s voice.

Kjarl was building a team of men that he
could work with.

While he didn’t expect to be the biggest
horse-trader in the Kirtele Nation, it didn’t pay to think too
small. One or two men could only catch so many mounts, no matter
how skilled.

With the proper crew, he could catch a
hundred times as many. So far, Kjarl was successful enough at
catching horses, that quite a number of men had clamoured to go
with him. They expected a share of any success, which was never
certain. If he failed, some of them wouldn’t be willing to try
again. If he had only limited success, the payouts to the men would
take most if not all of his profits, taking into account
meat-offerings to the Horse-catcher’s Guild, and token fees and
sacrifices at some of the other guilds and temples.

The rain was letting up. The pressure to
perform was heavy, and so he had gambled on a new place, not far
from the village of Kuub. Here at least he knew the lay of the
land, although he wasn’t too sure of how many mounts there might be
in this particular valley. The reason for choosing this one was
that he knew at least one horse had been seen here very recently.
An early success, especially after the last few days, would help to
bond the crew to his leadership. And if by some great good fortune
they should sight the white stallion, then they would believe.
Faith had the power to move men. Kjarl planned on building up a
breeding herd of his own over time.

Akim gave him a look, but he wasn’t ready to
move yet. At twenty-two summers, Akim was second in command. He was
studious, taciturn but not always tactful, son of a bow-maker. He
was the most professional of Kjarl’s men. Akim had been test firing
his father’s weapons for customers since he was about five summers
old. None of this really mattered, but the fact that he was the
oldest helped, and the fact that he could read, write and do
arithmetic was absolutely vital. The fact that the dark, skinny
Akim might be able to fight in a pinch was a plus.

“Let’s move them out.” The younger man
nodded.

The worst of the squall was over. Akim
cantered out from cover, and Kjarl followed. Akim stood up and
waved. There were whoops and hollers from the half-dozen riders who
shared this part of the drive. He had two riders on the other side,
the left bank of the river, riding a little ahead of his own
position and two riders up on the ridge of the hills to the west.
With the bank so steep, and the hillside almost a cliff, a pair of
riders would be enough to dismay most of any herd caught in
here.

There was a tumbling side creek. It came in
from the right side, a half hour’s ride up ahead. Ten days
previously, Akim and a trio of other men had gone up there, cut
down some pitch pine, and barred the side creek between a pair of
buttressed cliff-faces. There was no way horses could get out of
that. Just past that creek, a barren cliff of pure white clay came
down almost vertically right into the river, which had carved the
place. The key thing was to get the herd into that small gully
before they panicked. The plan was Kjarl’s. The feat of explaining,
and persuading the men had been partly his, and partly Akim’s. He
couldn’t escape the gift of speaking that the young man had. In a
small way, Kjarl was even jealous of it.

Any horses that tried to escape would have to
swim the river, and the bank on the far side was steep and covered
in trees and brush. In Kjarl’s estimation, it would be too
difficult for a horse to climb up out of the water there, although
probably not impossible.

Even to a panic-stricken animal, it wasn’t an
attractive prospect. While a stallion might fight, the rest of the
herd tended to remain passive, and accept a situation as long as
they weren’t being outright eaten alive by wolves or bears or cats.
He wanted to catch horses, not drown them. He hoped they would be
smart enough to return to the west bank, or he could try roping
them as they went past in the water. That was a hard thing to do,
very chancy at best. It wasn’t worth losing a man over. The bank
was too steep and the current too strong. The important thing was
not to let the horses get past their line.

Kjarl was relying on the old adage, ‘Where
there’s one, there’s bound to be two,’ and the fact that foals and
yearlings would follow the mares. It was vital to keep them from
becoming separated. The studs could try to climb out, or swim out,
but Kjarl would be extremely pleased to catch a few pregnant mares,
and a shy yearling colt or two.

It would be a start, and if this was to be a
successful business venture, they had better start catching
something soon. The valley narrowed in a little further ahead. They
were picking up tracks, if the distinctive whistle he heard from
Arnis over to the right was any indication. Arnis looked over
significantly and held up four fingers. Four!

Kjarl spurred gently and his mount, a dappled
grey mare called Acorn, took the bit firmly between her teeth and
lunged forward, responding eagerly to the stimulus of the
chase.

 


***

 


“I swear by the Red Wanderer, that looks like
Brother Raffin.” Akim pointed as the pair of riders entered a
fringe of the dark forest, the thud of hoofs swallowed up by the
moist turf of the bottomlands. “Hey!”

Brother Raffin was wending his way on the
thin wisp of a game-trail along the lip of the steep bank. A
waist-high screen of wild flowers and grasses obscured the
obligatory sandals, but the monks in their cowls and their cloaks
were a familiar sight to most of the Kirtele. They had one of their
network of world-wide fastnesses up in the northeastern hills of
the Kirtele holdings.

They held tenure on the land by the consent
of the Council of the Kirtele nation. The brother must have come
down the trail that led up from the gulley to the village of Kuub,
perhaps a kyle and a half further up the river. The trail was too
steep and too narrow for horses, in fact the game-trail was barely
discernable as Kjarl knew, but it was there if you were determined,
and agile enough.

Brother Raffin strode towards them, swinging
his staff in a hearty fashion, with a cheerful look on his face.
Kjarl and Akim waited to meet the man, who might have invaluable
information regarding horses, wolves, or even bandits ahead. Kjarl
wondered how the fellow could stand the heat of summer or even the
chill of winter in the dank woolen cloak, with its heavy hood. The
long staff, sign of his ministry, with its silver crook, might be
helpful in walking, but it was no substitute for proper
transportation. The staff was said to be useful in beating off
assailants. As yet, no thief had found the skill or sheer audacity
to relieve the man of it. Raffin looked to be about ten stone and
six, stones of fourteen pounds each.

The brother was about thirty-five summers
old, with a bald crown surrounded by long, wild blonde locks under
the cowl which he rarely pulled down in even the hottest summer
weather. He was a familiar sight in the village of Kuub, and half a
dozen places within a radius of twenty or thirty kyles. His
sky-blue eyes were accentuated rather than obscured by the thick,
hand ground spectacles he wore. The monks were not all single,
unmarried men, although Raffin was. Those destined for the priestly
orders were forbidden to marry. They swore an oath of honour,
sacrifice, chastity and service to all men. The lower orders of
monks were teachers, warriors, healers, scribes, lawyers, whatever
service was needed. The Brethren were nothing if not political, so
their favours were dispensed according to the exigencies of the
moment, as Akim would have said. His political acumen wasn’t why
Kjarl had hired him. The monks preserved what ancient knowledge
they could, in their hide-bound books and those chip things and the
machines that could speak. How much they actually understood of it
was any man’s guess.

“I’m sorry if we disturbed your meditations.”
Kjarl began with courtesy.

Akim offered Raffin a snort from his
wineskin, which he gratefully accepted. He politely waved off a
plug of tobacco.

“To work is to pray, especially in this
business.” Akim had a sense of humour.

“The Gods appreciate honest toil and labour.”
Raffin winked.

“Perhaps the Gods will buy you a horse
someday.” Kjarl never knew what to say to Raffin.

He didn’t quite understand why, but sparks
always flew between him and Raffin whenever they met. It wasn’t
that they didn’t like each other exactly. Somehow they were rivals,
like two brothers hoeing the same row, or two leaders, competing
for the same group of men.

“I don’t mind walking.” Brother Raffin
regarded the tall, brown-haired horse-catcher with his glittering
hazel eyes and the slim, dark-eyed Akim, with his shaven head and a
blue-dyed scalplock hanging boyishly over his left eye.

“Have you seen any horses? Any tracks?” Akim
had duty rather than gossip in mind.

There was also the knowledge that he had
persuaded his father to let him join up with Kjarl as opposed to
being articled to the Forester’s Guild, and spending the rest of
his life stirring maple syrup, burning potash, or making soap or
charcoal for months at a time.

“Yes, you may be in luck, although not so
lucky for your victims!”

This brought a flush of pink to Kjarl’s
sun-hardened features, dark and aquiline at the best of times. His
green-brown eyes glittered with a kind of repressed humour, jaw
twitching.

“How many horses did you see?” Kjarl asked in
a reasonable tone of voice. “Any wolves?”

“I didn’t see any horses or wolves.” Seeing
Kjarl’s visage darken further, he hastened to clarify. “But I did
hear hoof-beats, and there are a number of horsey-footprints. You
might be able to catch a couple of sway-backed old mares, pregnant
with twins.”

Raffin bit back a remark about a stray cow,
or a wolf. No sense in it. A wolf was worth a few shillings for the
bounty. With a laugh he turned away, but Kjarl wasn’t ready to just
let him go.

He dismounted from Acorn, and began walking.
The horse stood there, then began to

follow Kjarl. When Raffin glanced back for
one more parting shot, he was bemused to

see Kjarl on foot, a kerchief over his head
like a monk’s habit, swinging his bow like a big walking-stick,
with the confused horse following him around like a lost puppy dog.
Akim convulsed in silent stitches upon his mount, trying not to be
rude.

“So your horse loves you. Big deal.” Raffin
was at a loss as to whether or not to try again.

His momentary silliness had unaccountably
gone. Kjarl wasn’t a bad man, he was just misunderstood. He was the
most single-minded young buck the Brother knew. He really did have
a way with horses. Everyone has their little gifts, the brothers
taught. The trouble with Kjarl was that sociability wasn’t one of
them. That was unfair. The man was just trying to make a living. In
that sense, Brother Raffin was lucky. The brotherhood paid him a
monthly stipend, and the occasional small fee for a wedding or a
funeral was supplemented by begging or simply scrounging around in
people’s gardens. Brother Raffin wasn’t under the same pressures
that Kjarl faced. People killed a chicken for dinner when Raffin
came. The story would be repeated endlessly around the fire tonight
in Kjarl’s camp. The man simply had to do something, rather than be
diminished in the eyes of his troop of young men.

Teasing him wasn’t very kind. Teasing a man
with no sense of humour wasn’t very smart either. The fact that
Kjarl could actually attempt to make fun of him, was food for
thought. He wouldn’t have thought him capable of it.

 


***

 


The valley was closing in, but the trees were
also growing taller and closer together, crowded into a smaller
space by the steep walls and the rampaging white water of the
Litt’ossabow River.

Akim and Kjarl waited as the men dressed
their line. They were only separated by a hundred or so feet now.
Kjarl kept the flank for himself, not trusting any of these fellows
to handle a rope or make any kind of quick decision. It was easier
for him to watch in only one direction.

There was Arnis, then Akidorn, then Alpirt,
the three brothers who had signed on right from the start, but
beyond the forest swallowed everything up. Alpirt was relaying hand
signals from someone further on. A quick mental review of the
deployment told Akim that it would be Skorpdal, a fellow from the
village of Kuub and the newest member of their crew. Kjarl had good
reason to put him in the middle, where he could do little harm if
he lagged or out-rode the rest.

Kjarl waited patiently, but then gave a quick
forward wave of his right hand, and it was repeated up the line. As
one man, they set forwards, converging as the valley narrowed and
as trees permitted. The biggest drawback was that no one really had
the stomach to force their horses through the great heaping mounds
of berry-canes, with their multiplicity of viciously sharp thorns.
The noise of horses thrashing in the underbrush should be enough to
drive any wild herd before it. As yet, no challenge had been heard
from a rival stallion. He would be sure to defend his harem.

As if called up on cue by the puppet-master
who haunted the marketplace in any town or village, the ragged
whinnying cry of a wild horse rent the unnatural silence of the
woods and the suspense of the moment. Along the river, white stones
were scattered along in a pale, sloping beach. Kjarl caught Akim’s
eye.

“There’s the last fording-place.” Kjarl
whispered. “Now we drive them!”

On their left, a hedge of dead trees obscured
their view of the river, although the roar of the white water was
strong.

Kjarl’s eyes locked onto Akim’s in triumph,
and the younger man suddenly understood why the other did this. The
feeling was shared but a second, and then Kjarl’s voice rang out
like a clarion call, his savage ululation of glee and vindication
the result of emotions and stresses too long pent-up in the breast
of a civilized man.

Akim almost fell backwards off of his horse
as it leapt forward. He started to curse the boss aloud, but then
thought better of it.

“Yah! Yah! Yah!” Akim shouted, feeling the
blood course through his veins, and knowing that from now on, he
was to be a horse-catcher. “Yee-hah!”

 


***

 


As the monk rambled along the riverbank, his
mind was going both ways at once.

One moment it was a pearl of deep
introspective wisdom, next he sang some silly little lullaby from
his youth. For one so used to solitude, to entertain oneself in
such a way was no great stretch. He had composed great ballads in
his mind along this pathway of life. He had never taken the trouble
to write them down.

He should, someday, before it was too late.
Raffin quickly shook off that morbid thought. With a six-hour walk
in front of him, it was best to remain cheerful.

The village of T’seela was his destination.
He’d grown up in T’seela, although it had changed so much that he
no longer recognized but a handful of its residents. His parents,
even most of his aunts and uncles, had long since passed on. He was
aware of one or two cousins. They must still be out there
somewhere, but he hadn’t looked them up in years. The village had
about a thousand souls in it, or so they claimed.

His sister Benefritha still lived there, a
widow with two small daughters, Zithloe and Teela.

As a boy, he and some friends had gone from
street to street and from house to house, trying to see if they
could count all the people. With so many closed doors, and so many
empty yards, the task quickly proved an impossible one. The boys
had found better fortune simply by closing their eyes, and counting
up in their heads every person they knew. The four of them soon
came up with the names of three ‘tens of tens’ of folks, and that
was just the people they knew. They were satisfied with their
answer, and they quickly lost interest. That was his first big
burst of youthful self-awareness. He had no real memories before
that.

It was only when he got older, when he
learned that they could have gone to any village council member
with their question. Small boys care nothing for politics. Every
thought brought a fresh mystery to a boy’s eye, but adults had to
keep track of numbers of households, numbers of people, and the
number of heads of tribute due to the Council.

It was the price of manhood to understand
this. You had to give up a little of your innocence. It was that
very conflict, and a kind of natural turning away, that led him to
join the Brethren.

 


 


 



Chapter Three

 


The observatory was a musical place…

 


 


The Observatory was a musical place, as a
gnat brushed up against his cheek three or four times. Norakis
couldn’t take his hands off the dials, or the locking knob just
yet.

He sensed the presence of Tsernalik, with his
hookah burbling and bubbling behind and off to his left in the
traditional relationship between master and student. A softly
glowing ember reflected in the black pits of his teacher’s eyes was
the only hint of his patient tuition. No one really knew why the
teacher had to sit there, they just did. Like the stool he sat
upon, the teacher’s was bolted to the ring of gleaming steel that
dominated the centre of the room, rotating on bearings. The
circular platform was driven at a set pace by clockwork gears,
powered by the water from the River Halissarnok, twenty-five
pasangs away up in the hills. This system enabled scholars
to follow the heavenly body of most interest to him or her. With
his man Naion treading the cyclic for the fan over his head, he
carefully reached up and brushed at his face with a quickly grasped
handkerchief. The down-rushing air cooled the observer.

“Ugh.”

“Patience, lad.” His mentor Tsernalik spoke
quietly. “He’ll get here…he’ll get here.”

The pair of them had been waiting quite a
long time for a servant to bring some chilled wine. While the night
was cooler now, sweat trickling down into the eyepieces would spoil
his observation, and it would also entail painstaking and
time-consuming cleaning.

To leave a dirty eyepiece for the next
student was considered the utmost in discourtesy.

Star of Dogs was predictable enough to set
the Observatory’s clocks by, but other objects were also
fascinating because of their very unpredictability. Perhaps
different-ness was a better word. Red Wanderer, for example, was
among them, with its apparent retrograde motion, which was visible,
predictable, and measurable. The five brightest stars in the sky
exhibited similar motions. Tsernalik said it was because they were
in a bigger orbit around the sun than the Earth. He’d barely even
heard the word before. Their orbit was bigger than Earth’s, but how
could Tsernalik prove it?

When is a star not a star?

A thousand scholars had debated for over a
hundred years on the significance of that.

The glowing blood-red orb of the astral
wanderer was always a good test of the arithmetic skills of a
student. He shivered, but not from any chill in the humid night
air. He shivered in a kind of ecstasy, unaware that this brought a
small smile of approval from his teacher, intent more upon the
student’s face, and body-talk than by any routine examination of
the heavens. The young man had fought long and hard to get here,
going up before examination council after examination council. The
hardest ones to convince had been his own parents.

With the tubular ring of the sighting bore
pressing up against his left eye, his best, the young fellow
contemplated the good fortune that had allowed his victory. His
victory over his father, who had wanted him standing ready to take
over the family’s holdings some day, just in case.

The mentor saw all this reflected in his
visage and his posture, and approved the sentiment.

Better to live than to reign.

The cluster of observatory buildings included
a number like this one, although there was a great disparity in
size between them. He was fortunate to have bagged the biggest one
tonight, due to the influence of the teacher. It was a tall,
drum-like building, open to the full night sky overhead, but also
ringed with three rows of precisely constructed windows. These were
geometrically accurate in their placement around the circumference
of the space they sat in. The northern star, the only ‘fixed’ one
in the sky, sat some few degrees above a notch on the north side.
The star Vigga bobbed up and down over the course of the
year. Some theorists said that even it moved, albeit slowly.
The slender, wire-thin cruciform frames mounted in each window were
used for making the most accurate measurements of the astral
display ever attempted. Beads strung on them could be moved
accurately by slaves on a catwalk just under each ring of portals.
The next morning, when full light returned, the position could be
accurately measured, and then the accuracy of their star maps, and
the prophecies made from them, would be assured. It was very
scientific. The slaves who wound up the frames, placing the
cross-lines in exact position in accordance with whispered
commands—silence was another ancient tradition in the
observatory—were chosen for patience and docility. In ancient times
their tongues had been removed, but this was no longer the
practice. Now they were carefully selected for good hearing and
acuity of vision in dim light. Overhead, a crisscross grid of wires
were stretched taut, so higher angle shots could be taken of stars
in the night sky, with beads affixed to relevant cables and then
winched into position. This type of measurement, made by
stepladder, was notoriously inaccurate.

That’s why his seat couldn’t be moved, or
raised or lowered, and that was why the lower end of the
sighting-bore was fixed, in the sense that the bottom end was
mounted on a fantastically expensive but precision-crafted ball
joint. It was a legend, in that it was said to be taken from the
drive-mechanism of an old land-cruiser, ten thousand years old.

It was irreplaceable. For theoretical
purposes, the exact centre of the ball was considered to be the
centre of the universe, although everyone agreed it was but a mean
and arbitrary convention. It was the highly polished mirror mounted
a few fingers ahead of it, and what it would reveal that had
inspired, driven and motivated the young astronomer. Mirrors
looking into mirrors, it was both a riddle and a dream.

In order to look at something, you had to
move the other end of the tube, and the turning-table it was all
mounted on was equipped with system of gears, pulleys, cranks,
counterweights, and slaves to power it all. The water-powered
turntable followed the arc of the stars in the heavens, and the
telescope could select an individual star. It was elegant in its
simplicity and thoroughness, and adjustable with different sets of
cogs. It had a valve to control water flow through the turntable.
It was useful for all kinds of cosmic observations.

It was an impressive piece of equipment, and
they had it to themselves. He held his breath for a moment,
listening to the lyrical sounds of the ever-present life of the
school. When a priest and an acolyte in another part of the
observatory complex struck a gong, the note told of the hour, or
the minute, or a ten or a five. By pre-arrangement between various
schools of philosophy, timers could be induced to chime the
one-minutes and even the seconds, using their musical system of
notes in order to measure or check certain observations with
mathematical precision.

The observatory was also a teaching facility,
thrumming with activity, for astronomical observations of solar
eclipses were made during daylight. It was also used in lunar
studies, and predicting the seasons and weather. In the fresh,
drier breezes of the evening, darkening quickly in this locale, the
university was a place of music, and the tune it beat out was the
song of the cosmos. His new home was a long ways away from his
boyhood land of Mittainagor. He wondered for a brief, smiling
minute what the old folks were doing back at home. A strange new
object caught his attention, just above and to the left of the tip
of the sighting-bore. It was just an amorphous, pale little blob.
His heart stumbled at the notion that it was bird-poo on the upper
lens. He irrationally thought that it hadn’t been there when he
arrived. But, it wasn’t in the mirror, it was outside of the view
of the tube…if he hadn’t looked up just then, he might never have
noticed it.

“What’s that, Master?”

It looked like nothing more than a piece of
cotton lint, hanging in the black velvet of the heavens between a
pair of familiar stars of The Heron constellation.

 


 


 



Chapter Four

 


The herd was cornered and they knew it…

 


 


The herd was cornered. Turning on the noises
that had prodded them in this direction, the stallion’s wild call
rang out again and again, hoping to challenge some rival male. The
situation was not of his understanding, and the big chestnut turned
away from the line of tall, strange, yet half-familiar
on-comers.

The lead mare pushed hard with her shoulders
and turned away, the whole line of them slamming out of the trees
and wheeling across a small clearing for a brief second, as the
stallion picked and pranced, uncertain which alleyway through the
trees might lead to safety. His first instinctive urge was to
fight, but in the face of his own confusion, the confrontation with
organization and tactics he could never conceive on his own, his
only option was retreat. Kjarl’s carefully plotted teamwork was too
much to contend with.

The gulley was blocked. The forest was thick
and full, heavy with vines hanging in thick ropes from above, with
plenty of cane thickets, impenetrable clumps of hawthorns and small
potholes of green, greasy swamp. It was the small, sun-kissed
meadows of spring grasses that had attracted them in here, and
which now had become their undoing. The maple buds were only just
cracking out of their skins. The sight of the herd curling back
around in front of them awed Akim in its simple rawness. The horses
had no way of knowing that the men meant them no harm. Their
determination to avoid capture was balanced by a kind of
resignation, a defeat written in the clearly visible whites of
their eyes and the tongues now hanging out on some of the weaker
members of the herd. Thin white foam streaked its way down withers
and flanks of the animals. The scene was terrible, barbaric in its
beauty. The sound of all those crushing hooves was unforgettable.
It could be felt deep in the guts, right up from the ground and
through the legs of his mount. An azure hole in the sky mocked
reality, in its distant inscrutability.

“Zoh-Soh.” Akim called off to the right.

Kjarl studied the hindmost horses as they
attempted to batter an escape through the underbrush. The signal
came back, an indeterminate number of voices, excitedly
acknowledging Akim’s call.

“Aoh-soh!”

“Help them.” On Kjarl’s order, Akim promptly
rode back behind his employer to snag and pull into position the
first of the fir trees stacked and piled up under the forest canopy
for just these purposes.

The singing cry of a blue-jack, perched on a
branch, followed his passing. All was quiet a hundred feet away
with little but an arc of flattened grass and newly bent saplings
to show the animals had ever been there.

“Well, they’re in there.” Kjarl rode out of a
gap in the barrier before he got closed in with the wild ones.

“Any idea how many?” The younger man’s chest
was taut with nerves, making it hard to get a good breath.

“No. Maybe half a dozen.” It was sheer
speculation.

The impression Kjarl got from the quick
encounter with the herd was at least a half a dozen really
healthy-looking animals, maybe a couple of old ones. He thought
there were three or four young animals, easily spotted by their
tendency to stick very close to their dams. As for the stallion, if
they could actually get it to a marketplace, or one of the bigger
fairs in the more settled southern tier of Kirtele counties, they
could make all the costs back for the trip on the sale of one
animal. A creature like that would go a long way towards cementing
Kjarl’s reputation as a horse-catcher when enough of the right sort
of buyers beheld it.

“Here comes the rain again.” Akim groaned in
disbelief.

“Well, that may help them to settle down in
there. Ride down and tell the men to keep quiet, and if they want
to talk, get fifty or a hundred paces back from the fence.”

“And no fires.” His employer regarded him
with a brief smile, the first Akim had seen in at least three days.
“Yes, sir.”

With a gesture, he rode off at a measured
pace, meaning to speak to every man on the line. With some of them
so new, their training was very much as-it-happened. He had better
make sure to check for thin spots in the fence as well.

Kjarl stood up on his stirrups and waved,
making himself as tall and visible as possible. He hallooed at the
men on the far side of the river. The herd hadn’t tried it in the
heavy rain. He couldn’t see anyone over there. Perhaps they were
anticipating him. Suddenly it was very quiet.

Notbala came cantering up on his mount, a
strong and youthful brown mare that was his own property, and not
supplied by Kjarl. This earned him double pay as compared to a man
without a horse. Notbala carried a capable-looking black bow slung
over his shoulders, although Kjarl had never seen him shoot. That
side of the family had some small reputation as fiercely
independent smallholders up in the hills where the Litt’ossaba had
its source.

“Can I get you to ride back and look for the
muck-wagon?”

“Yes, sir.” Kjarl grinned as the fellow
rubbed his belly in an exaggerated manner.

Notbala was a good lad, and on this trip he
seemed to have settled down, in full confidence that he could do
what was asked of him. He seemed to be having the time of his life.
He wheeled and spurred away.

Notbala’s mother was Belletha, Kjarl
recalled. He never hired a man he didn’t know, or a boy he hadn’t
studied a little. It only made sense. The stakes were too high.
Belletha was an accomplished potter, and his mother’s second
cousin. This distant blood relationship didn’t necessarily buy
Notbala any special consideration, but the boy was working out very
well.

Lek and the dogs must be back there
somewhere.

 


***

 


The Kirtele are a nation of traders, farmers,
hunters, trappers, and fishermen. Horse-catching was an old and
time-honoured tradition. They were also great storytellers. Ages
ago, under pressure from larger and stronger tribes from the
southeast, the thirty villages had migrated a thousand kyles to the
northwest to a hilly, mostly wooded country with fertile, open
plains. It was cut by meandering rivers that sprang up in a range
of small mountains that rimmed their northern borders with the lake
tribes. Settling down, the villages began spreading out.

A part of their territory straddled the Great
River, and the access to the trade that navigated the watery
highway across the continent had helped them to a pleasant
prosperity in their new home. To the south, the once-dominant
Kulatawas were driven further north before the victorious
Tczlinacoque Confederation. This was a kingdom in everything but
name, dominated by the Five Cities, or Pentapolis.

Worshippers of the sky and the rain-god, they
excised men’s hearts at the point of a knife made of crystalline
volcanic glass and offered them up to the demonic underworld gods
that they adored or perhaps feared most. They were an agricultural
people, who had built and maintained vast irrigation projects to
the south. Word of their rapidly expanding empire had come up with
trade along the Great River. Their wealth sustained a large,
well-equipped standing army.

Every spring, the river flooded its dikes and
inundated the land. Some said thirty, some said a hundred kyles
wide in places, it deposited a thick layer of rich and fertile silt
on the farmlands of the Tczlinacoque, who spoke a northern dialect
of Espanlisshke.

The nomadic Kulatawas herded animals on the
grassy plains through the cold of winter and the heat of summer,
returning season after season to hereditary garden plots along
small rivers in the northern part of their range. They lived in
houses of mud-brick, with flat roofs, and small, square-shuttered
windows, with oiled paper or thin-scraped skin to admit a little
light, but that kind of building was only common in their larger,
semi-permanent towns. For the most part the Kulatawas were not
politically organized into larger units. The majority of them lived
in nomadic tent villages. Their tents were framed up from light
timbers which they carried with them in heavy wagons. They moved
around a lot in different seasons, camping on lands held by the
villagers in common.

It was little wonder they couldn’t stand up
to the military machine being built by their immediate neighbours
to the southwest.

 


***

 


Kjarl was exultant when the noise and
excitement died down. An initial count was made by olive skinned
Akidorn. Seventeen-summers old, the lad was rotund yet solid, and
considered himself capable of great feats of strength. He described
roughly seven animals. By his story they were fairly
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