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Chapter One

[image: image]


Mireway Pools

‘Oh Goddess! Damn! Damn!’ Corinna Trotgarden jumped backwards, clutching her right hand then shaking it wildly.

‘You alright, C’rin?’ Hollis Backwater dropped his tools and hopped from tuft to tuft across the mireway.

Corinna was still dancing with pain. ‘It’s not much. Dammit, one of those mean whipthorns got me right in the palm!’

‘Not much? Here, let me look.’ 

Corinna held out her hand obligingly. She and Hollis had been repairing the mireway boundary fence since dawn. A flash storm the day before had uprooted a plaisel bush and hurled it at the fence, causing a gap in the defences. The damage had been greater than they’d anticipated, but there was no way they wanted to come out again later.

Mireway Pools, in the south of Freespace territory, was an unwelcoming location of blood-crazy whirball nits and corroding acid-puddles; nobody went there unless it was unavoidable. The place had its advantages, however. It was unlikely that scavenging leapdogs or stray smooms seeking easy meat would cross the Mireway to reach the settlement. Also - although it was rarely alluded to for fear of tempting fatal agencies - the Pools were a more than adequate defence against any unwelcome visitors from the south.

The Freespacers tried to convince themselves they had travelled too far for pursuit to be a real possibility, but they still harboured a consensual, superstitious fear that, one day, someone might come and hunt them down in their sanctuary. The cruel thorns of the fence were an illustration of both their anxiety and their desire to maintain their freedom.

Hollis was peering at the injured hand. ‘Can’t see any trace of a splinter in there, C’rin, but you’d better get it seen to. Seems to be swelling.’

‘Let’s get cracking, then. I’m damned if I’m coming out here again this season.’

‘You sure you can work with that?’

Corinna sneered, her scarred face twisting to dramatic effect.

Hollis shrugged. ‘It’s your infection, Trotgarden.’ He jumped back to his tools. ‘Here, take this.’

Corinna caught the thrown hammer in her left hand. ‘It’s nearly done,’ she said, knocking in a nail.

The thorns writhed and steamed in the mid-day heat, and the Pools exuded a none too refreshing odour behind them. With luck, they’d be finished in half an hour. Privately, Corinna fretted about the thorn-wound. It would mean being handicapped for several days; not time that she could afford. There was so much she wanted to do - not least because manual labour eased her mind of other stresses that she’d dragged with her from the south.

The Freespacers had only been rooted in the patch of land they’d named Freespace Town for a couple of moons-arc. Always reluctant nomads, they’d tried to settle places before, but never successfully. What might appear to be a promising location initially, generally presented a host of problems as time went on; stealthy, unseen, local predators picking off their meagre herd of stock animals, irrigation supplies being contaminated by sour-water leaks so that everybody got sick, shifting ground - a common phenomenon in the north it seemed - undermining all attempts at settlement. It was as if the land possessed a sentient objection to human life, throwing up obstructions to keep the Freespacers moving. The new site, however, appeared to be suitable and had, so far, presented no major problems. It was rich in edible plants, situated near to water and could be easily defended, if necessary. Gradually, the Freespacers were daring to suppose they’d found a place to call home. 

Corinna could remember how, on the journey north, she had lost patience with her friend Rosanel Garmelding’s tireless insistence that they would eventually discover some paradise plot. As time went on, the majority of the travellers, whatever they had believed at the outset, became disillusioned, and their concept of paradise undoubtedly underwent severe change. And yet, despite their cynicism, most people believed that, with the benefit of a few years’ hard work, Freespace Town could be crafted into a shape approximating their original dreams.

By the time the fence was secure, Corinna’s hand was throbbing in time to her heart-beat headache, and the flesh was turning purple. Hollis kept on wittering about it, which Corinna found irritating because, although whipthorn slash was inconvenient and painful, it was never really dangerous. They remounted their dank-beasts and set them splashing for home. Corinna knew that most of Hollis’ concern was because he’d developed a pointless fondness for her. He’d been making this obvious for several moons-arc now; a phenomenon that Corinna found rather surprising. She felt that over the last two years, since they’d left the marsh, she had evolved into a hard-bitten and difficult creature. In her more charitable moments, Corinna would admit these characteristics were perhaps only superficial. Hadn’t she been likable and easy-going once? Nowadays, when she was around other people, her old self went into hiding and sent out the defence persona, which bristled with sharp words. Most of the time, she bitched Hollis into the ground yet, in spite of this, he worshipped her. No matter what she said to him, he had a way of making a joke of it, or else - even more infuriating - would ignore it. Was it the status he wanted - to be able to call himself the partner of Corinna Trotgarden? He couldn’t desire her, surely? And yet, she noticed his hands always hovered to touch her, fluttering around her but never landing on skin. She wondered what perverse part of his nature found her physically attractive.

Although her body was fit and lean - perhaps the only thing she was proud of - she felt her face had been ruined, made hideous, by its scars. Corinna knew Hollis was a generous, caring person, attractive and, to many people no doubt, desirable. He could probably take his pick of the Freespace women and receive a favourable response to his advances. This knowledge invoked the worst demon of all in Corinna’s heart: did he pity her? She would prefer it if he was only status-seeking.

Corinna was aware that the Freespacers regarded her facial scars as marks of honour. She despised this concept deeply. True, she’d received them during imprisonment for crimes which, through a slight distortion of facts, could be termed as being of a political nature. Privately, Corinna considered her participation in past events to have been entirely accidental. Certainly, it had lacked bravery, valour, or even political conviction. The Freespacers had had to flee the comparative comfort of the southern marshes because of their disagreement with the policies of the women who held power in the major southern city, Silven Crescent. Corinna had been a casualty of that conflict of ideas. She and her fellow Freespacers had fled the marsh, escaping what they considered a cruel and unjust regime. They knew its prime mover, Yani Gisbandrun, was dead, but there had been plenty of her followers left alive, eager to pursue the woman’s demented aims, and continue the matriarchal dictatorship that had been her life’s work. The Freespacers were farmers, who for generations had familiarised themselves with the landscape of the marsh and had become used to those static conditions. Now, they were floundering in alien conditions, and many of the skills they needed to establish themselves had to be hastily relearned, often through trial and error. The availability of usable water, for example, had been taken for granted, which had led to the failure of many attempts at settlement.

Corinna had confided in no-one the truth of what had happened to her in Silven Crescent, and it gave her a strange kind of comfort that she possessed this hidden knowledge, for all its vileness. Apart from the scars on her face, there were other wounds too, both physical and mental, that Corinna kept secret. These were the injuries that she felt had rendered her emotionally functionless. The Freespacers, unaware of her inner pain, seeing her only as a heroine of war, wanted her to be a figurehead for them; something she’d had to fight in the early days. She wanted none of that; no leaders, no possible matriarchs. If the pioneering group couldn’t thrive as a non-hierarchical society, then it might as well sink into the Mireway and be thoroughly destroyed by whipthorns. They hadn’t come all this way to repeat old mistakes. Corinna gradually had to admit to herself, however, that human beings found it difficult to function without some kind of pecking order, someone at the top to take responsibility. She couldn’t decide whether this was an innate trait or learned behaviour, but still hoped it was the latter, and that it could be unlearned.

Artemis was a big world, and there was so much of it uncharted by human hand. Freespace literally had the world at its feet. There was so much potential, and Corinna sometimes feared opportunities would be missed because of petty human dilemmas. She had vowed not to compromise her principles, not to take a commanding role, no matter how much it was thrust upon her, yet it was difficult to avoid at times. She was a planner, an organiser and, in the face of what she considered her ghastly disfigurement, wanted to be admired for her efficiency and creative skills. Having Hollis fawning over her did not help, whatever his motives. It only reminded her of how much she’d lost.
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Chapter Two
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On Africa Plate

Zy Larrigan was not a happy man. Not only was he having to escort his lover, Kitzuki, to one of her damned company functions within the hour, but she was not being at all sympathetic about his new commission. Did he want to leave Africa Plate for a while? Yes. Did he want to work again? Well... Yes, of course he did. Did he want to court danger on a back of beyond world, peopled by cultural Neanderthals? No, he did not, and neither, he felt, should Kitzuki expect him to. So she hadn’t actually voiced the complaint that, unless he took the job on, he would soon be living off her income, but the message was there anyway. He’d learned to detect it during previous episodes of financial distress. ‘It’s too much to ask anybody,’ he was saying. ‘I’m not qualified to handle diplomatic incidents.’ 

Kitzuki had lost patience. ‘So get another job, Zy. Quit moaning, will you!’

‘I’m not moaning. This is rational objection. Do you think I’d be worrying if I could just get work somewhere else? You know the score.’

‘Don’t I just!’ Kitzuki, more used to functional chic than official ceremonial garb, looked uncomfortable trussed into an evening gown comprised mainly of turquoise wire and feathertrim. She was perched awkwardly on the edge of Zy Larrigan’s most comfortable recliner, knees together, feet splayed out, waiting for him to put the finishing touches to his own regalia. Her thick, black hair was tweaked and stretched into incredible coils, making it impossible for her to scratch her head, which was itching madly. Why did Zy have to be such a hopeless case? He wasn’t a loser genetically, she was sure. There was no way she’d have taken up with him otherwise. He was just sloppy, and lazy. Now, he would ruin the evening by wearing that face; a mask of pinched self-pity she loathed. He knew she abhorred these ritual functions as much as he did. Usually they endured the situation, supported by mutual wit. Tonight, she felt that would be out of the question. ‘Anyway,’ she said, flexing her fingers together in an attempt to dispel stress, ‘I think the job sounds kind of... interesting. I’d like to take a look around that place myself.’

Zy snorted disparagingly. ‘Yeah, of course you would!’ He frowned into his vanity screen. His holographic image grimaced back. He was host to a recently-kicked expression, and attempted to modify it. ‘I suppose it’s a secret wish every female has inside them; woman power and all that.’

Kitzuki hissed. ‘Don’t be maddening, Zy! That’s not what I meant at all. I just think it would be interesting, like I said. They say that world hasn’t changed for hundreds of years. If I went there, I’d feel like an archaeologist or something. Aren’t you even a little bit curious about it?’

‘Intrigued beyond measure. Naturally.’ He sighed. ‘The truth is, no-one else would touch this job, Kitz, so it comes down to me.’ His voice took on a martyred tone. ‘Clearly, I am expendable.’

‘Well, if you hadn’t been such a naughty boy, you wouldn’t have to be treading so carefully nowsabouts, would you! It’s your own fault you can’t turn it down. Right?’ Kitzuki made a tutting noise and shook her head, smiling; her exquisite, porcelain features crinkling up. ‘You have no choice, Zy. It’s either get on with the job or quit it.’

‘I can’t quit. As you know, I took out another credit extension recently. I still don’t think it’s worth risking my life for, though.’

Kitzuki shrugged. ‘You’re exaggerating. Astracruise wouldn’t be going in there unless it was safe. They have their customers to think of. You’re just making excuses.’

‘I am not...!’

Kitzuki had heard enough. She knew Zy well enough to be aware that if he had reservations about this job it was not because he feared for his life. He had travelled across a hundred worlds alone. It was altogether to do with another aversion; a distaste for the inhabitants and their way of life. She stood up and interrupted whatever exclamation Zy was preparing to make. ‘You ready? I want to get this over with.’

‘Enjoy it tonight,’ Zy said. ‘It might be the last time we socialise together.’

Kitzuki rolled her eyes. ‘Oh, please ! Don’t give me that garbage, Zy. You don’t believe that.’

‘I know men are a threatened species where I’m going, that’s all!’ Zy took one last glance in the screen, and flicked his white-blond hair out of his eyes.

‘I’m really not looking forward to this,’ Kitzuki said, her voice tight, making it clear the evening was going to be a trial for her in more than one way.

‘Right. Furthering your meteoric ascension within D&K really hurts you, doesn’t it? How terrible. I pity you.’

‘I do what I have to do,’ she replied, which was more than a slight accusation. ‘Let’s go.’

The reception was only walking distance away. Zy’s apartment was a central address in the fashionable New Latin district of Africa Plate. He’d over-reached himself the previous year, taking out the lease on the place but, because being in the right surroundings meant so much to him, he didn’t consider it an undue sacrifice. New Latin was simply the place to live at the moment. All the most celebrated people had apartments there; it boasted the best consumer galleries, and the entertainments complexes of all the most influential companies. Zy, cushioned among these illustrious neighbours, bloomed within the designer under-statement of his personal space. The orbital state of Africa Plate was segmented into several dozen boroughs, each of which had a group of artists, under the patronage of the Interior Design Guild, employed specifically to imbue the decor with their inimical and exquisite marks. New Latin was serviced by a collection of designers who espoused the Post Terran style, embracing an almost Spartan, neoclassical purity and simplicity - colours of pale biscuit, faded terra-cotta and ochre, with a hint of faintest cerulean blue. Zy adored these surroundings. A walk down the public gallery, amid the cool, soothing statements of architecture and colour, could restore the worst of his humours to gentle contemplation.

By contrast, Kitzuki lived downside, in Carabanda, spurning Post-Terran chic, in favour of the baroque intricacy of Neo-Byzantine. Zy was given to panic attacks and claustrophobia in her apartment, and avoided walking through the borough when he went to visit her. 

They promenaded down the vast public gallery of Tosca Plaza, where raw starlight shone down onto giant, hybrid palms, which were dwarfed by the sheer size of the space they occupied. Cafes, bars and curio shops, all outfitted in the bare Post-Terran style, lined one side of the plaza; the other open to the stars, but for the seemingly-fragile, polarised barrier of sheer polycrystal. Other residents of Africa Plate were ambling slowly across the sward of tan and ochre reproduction antique carpet, towards appointments of their own, mingling with Plate visitors, who were faster and noisier presences. Visitors were always recognisable by their tendency to point at things, their swivelling heads anxious not to miss anything of interest. Kitzuki marched like a princess, her coiffure trailing nodding wires, tipped by featherbursts and glittering beads, her stiff, shiny skirts catching starlight. People moved from her path. People turned to look at her, and also at the handsome escort walking by her side. Both she and Zy stared straight ahead. They were used to this attention.

Zy knew Kitzuki was impatient with his complaints about his job. She believed he could have eased himself into a more comfortable and less demanding position years ago, had he not repeatedly fallen foul of his employers. He blamed bad luck for this, never himself. He was a prospector for Astracruise Pleasurelines; a galactic tourist company, whose resorts were to be found upon 236 worlds. The job itself sounded like a dream to Kitzuki who, as project coordinator for a pharmaceutical company - albeit an embarrassingly successful one - envied Zy’s ability to move around the galaxy without having to pay his own travel fees. She marketed new products; drugs from exotic sources, milked from newly-discovered plants, animals and insects. Materials from a hundred distant worlds passed through her hands and across the design screens of her staff, bringing with them that peculiar excitement invoked only by the alien and intriguing, but she would never be the one to discover and harvest these magicks herself. She would never forage through jungles, beneath a distant star, uncovering miracles, treasures, or unspeakable wonders. That was the job of the company agents, glamorous people with rough skins and piratical charisma; explorers, alchemists, pioneers. Kitzuki was only a business woman, excellent at her job perhaps, but who would turn her ankle the minute she stepped out of a cruiser onto bare rock. Zy might work for a tourist company but he shared in the freedom of the explorers. He actually trod alien soil, travelled over it alone, and often witnessed things never seen before by another human being. He seemed oblivious to the romantic connotations of his trade, however, and scoffed at her wistful envy. ‘You save lives, give people highs,’ he’d once said. ‘I help steal their money, that’s all.’

Whenever a previously unclaimed potential site presented itself, Astracruise whisked one of its prospectors off to calculate where, when and how a thriving tourist attraction could be engineered. Zy had been off duty for nearly a month now, fretting because he’d fouled up on his last job. Tardiness and inattention to detail had allowed another company to stake first claim on an idyllic moon. Astracruise had simmered with disapproval, punishing him by silence. Zy had been forced to gnaw his knuckles as, daily, his house monitor informed him of the slow descent of his credit balance. He had even considered risking humiliation by approaching a rival operation and asking them for work, although he was aware that his reputation had established him as a less than desirable commodity.

Then, even as Zy had been scanning his accommodation contract for escape clauses, his comms unit had whispered into life, and the commission had been offered. The relief had possessed an almost holy intensity. Forgiveness! Another chance! Oh thank you, thank you! Further examination of the details, however, had caused him first to grin in disbelief, and then frown with apprehension. He was being directed to a world that had been estranged from the galactic community for hundreds of years; only political upheaval had instigated its re-emergence. Its name had become a byword for the unhinged rantings of fanatical beliefs: Artemis.

Artemis, heroine of a thousand moon-silvered legends of sacrificed youths and bloodthirsty Amazons, was a huntress goddess. Her other aspects included that of the Eternal Virgin, Diana, who shunned the contact of men; patroness of a multitude of radical women’s religious cults across the known galaxy. There were even shrines to this misanthropic deity on Africa Plate. After receiving his commission, in a spirit of mounting frustration at his misfortunes, Zy Larrigan had felt compelled to visit the nearest of these shrines. He perceived this as a kind of preliminary research, but in truth he really wanted to look upon the face of the monster he must meet and decide whether or not he felt up to it. Artemis the goddess and Artemis the world amounted to the same thing, ultimately.

An affluent branch of the Revised Dianic Mysteries had a temple in New Latin itself. It was there that Zy Larrigan began his orientation exercise. Naturally, no man was allowed within the temple, so a certain amount of deception was called for. Zy detested religious fanatics of all persuasions and had no qualms about robing himself up in the Revised Dianic fashion, in order to gain access to the fane. He was of slight build and pretty enough to pass for female if he chose. In fact, as he observed other women making their way to the temple, he was probably prettier than the majority of devotees. After a few minutes loitering outside, he was able to attach himself to a group of female pilgrims from off-Plate, and walk sedately inside. Nobody penetrated his disguise, which was perhaps very fortunate under the circumstances. He doubted whether the devotees of Artemis would actually abandon themselves to murdering blood-lust at finding a man on their premises, but a hundred lesser unpleasantnesses sprang to mind.

Like all buildings in the borough, the temple was Post Terran in design, simply and classically adorned. The interior was completely white and devoid of any seating. The only concession to luxury was a thick, cream-coloured carpet underfoot, which was intended to uphold the silence rather than provide comfort for any worshippers. At the end of the room, merciless beneath a crop of withering spot-lamps, a representation of the Goddess presided over her fane, within an invisible haze of smokeless incense. Irreverently, Zy decided her stern expression was one of severe constipation.

A handful of women were sitting cross-legged on the floor before this disinterested idol, rocking and crooning ecstatically, lost in the cosy hum of meditation. 

Zy stood at the back of the white room, hovering on the fringe of the pilgrim group. He reviewed, in the lap of the Goddess herself, what he knew of the world that carried her name. He remembered, from childhood, that Artemis had been one of the planets ringed in red on the star maps he and his peers had studied on their school consoles. The red rings had meant only one thing; prohibited. Like all the kids, he’d been fascinated by this concept and curious to uncover the secrets of the red-ringed planets. He and his friends made a list of all they could find on the star maps. They had scoured encyclopaedic study files for information, gradually piecing together a largely fictional picture of these forbidden worlds. Artemis had been one of the most impenetrable, hugging her secrets to herself, as if she had been scoured from the public information files to conceal a hideous crime. Because of this, Zy and his friends had concocted their own history for the place - lurid and blood-soaked - which was why it had stuck in his mind. The encyclopaedic notations had revealed nothing more than a scant outline. 

Artemis had been colonised by a group of political feminists and their supporters three hundred years before and, after some kind of social disruption, the settlers had shunned virtually all communication with the rest of the colonised worlds. A great silence had come. The Artemisians had guarded their territory against outsiders, utilising an ancient contract that the Galactic Habitational Working Party had countersigned for them centuries past, granting them exclusive rights to the landmasses. Back in those pioneering days, enterprising people could virtually buy whole worlds for their own use. 

After this excision from the galactic community, whatever events took place upon the sparsely populated surface of Artemis were dramas enacted without a wide audience. A few traders had maintained minimal contact with the planet, and they gleefully reported tales of extremist behaviour; madness, burnings, cannibalism. Zy knew now that these reports had been merely legends, because the star-lanes were rife with their own mythology, but perhaps some of them had been rooted in fact. 

Zy Larrigan, despite his pretensions and affectations, was not a person easily scared. He had travelled over many strange, uncharted worlds during the course of his job, usually alone. He had been in danger before, but considered himself enough of a survivor to cope with most of the situations he was likely to encounter. It was simply a residue of that childish wonder then, that thrill of mystery, the scent of smoke and burning flesh that had filled his fantasies, causing his misgivings now. 

The people of Artemis were female; all of them. Males had been relegated to a debased position somewhere alongside, if not below, domestic animals. Popular opinion declared that, even now the planet was turning towards the civilised worlds once more, Artemisians hated men exclusively. 

Zy was experienced in his field, despite his failures, and he was aware of many worlds hidden within the spirals of the galaxy where human societies had evolved that were very odd indeed. Some of them he had experienced firsthand. However, prompted by a deep instinct in his gut, he far from relished the thought of treading Artemisian soil. Although he thought he knew his reasons, there was something else; something he was unable to define. A nebulous unease.

He had stared hard at the pristine enamelled features of the Goddess and tried to fathom what mentality the craziest of her daughters might espouse. Eventually, he had turned away, discouraged. The Goddess would not divulge her secrets to him. Not yet. 

From the moment Kitzuki stepped inside the pale and high-roofed foyer of Dee and Kelly’s entertainments complex, she slipped with ease into her corporate persona. It was all kisses, perfume breath and delighted musical exclamations.

‘My dear, how wonderful to see you again! You look marvellous!’

Zy hovered in the background, collecting cocktails and nodding at people, wandering around the lacquered cavern and casting a critical eye over the few examples of ancient Terran sculpture, tidily secreted into niches, illumined by dim UV lamps. The only people he knew there were colleagues of Kitzuki’s, most of whom they both despised. Therefore, it was with a mixture of horror and relief that he noticed the unmistakable figure of Silas Calico, lounging in a doorway. Silas’ lanky body was clad in clinging garments of dull gold and black, his long hair teased into a riot of braids. He wore a predator grin from ear to ear. Doubtlessly smelling blood, he was lazily assessing the crowd of glittering, twittering socialites, perhaps wondering how best to exploit the situation to his gain. Silas was not a regular presence at these functions. Zy slid across to him. 

Although Silas Calico was ostensibly in the same business as Dee and Kelly, he concentrated on a decidedly alternative end of the market. The avenues and boulevards of Africa Plate were his company headquarters, the lean, star-burned hustlers of deeper alleys his project staff. Some of his operations were undoubtedly of questionable legality. For this reason, it was surprising to find him at this function, although he probably earned far more than any of the D&K people did with their legitimate status. Kitzuki had introduced Zy to Silas, in the early stages of their relationship, five years before. Silas had immediately communicated his interest in initiating a relationship with Zy that was rather more than platonic.

‘He is more than a brother to me,’ Kitzuki had said, meaningfully to Zy. 

Confused but intrigued, Zy had offered little resistance, and Kitzuki had supervised this bizarre courtship, with the benevolent yet detached air of a mother cat watching its kittens tear at each other in mock battle. At the time, Zy had been extremely puzzled by her motives, and also by her choice.

Silas Calico came from a sub-culture utterly alien to Zy and Kitzuki; they could barely understand its patois. Then Zy had learned just how far back Kitzuki and Silas went. A long time before, she’d spotted Silas in a nighthaunt of dubious reputation, and had wanted him immediately. 

‘He was unique,’ she told Zy, ‘so different to all I knew, in many ways.’

She’d wanted excitement, but had ended up falling in love; the enduring kind. Later, it seemed, she had gone hunting for the two of them; Silas had refined her appetites to demand unusual gratification.

Bemusedly, Zy had gone along with their games, telling himself it was a temporary diversion. Now, here he was, five years later, still deeply entrenched. He did not want it any other way. Careers had diverged as age advanced, Silas slipping further into a darkness Zy and Kitzuki could barely penetrate, but personalities still resonated sweetly.

‘What are you doing here?’ Zy asked in a stage hiss.

‘Kitz asked me,’ Silas replied in a similar deliberate whisper, grinning.

‘No!’

‘Yes. You know how it is with her. Keeps tryin’ to make me legit. Got some scheme or other; some blubber-chin for me to ape at. Never works, but keeps her happy. So...’ His grin widened. ‘I hear you’re travellin’ again soon. Why’d you not tell me right off?’

Zy shrugged. ‘Only found out a day back. You’re difficult to locate, you know. There’s a message on your memo. Several messages.’

Silas pulled a face, his ropy muscles contorting his features into a clown’s pathos. ‘Sorry. Never there when you need me, huh? Bet Kitz has been down hard on you ‘bout the knuckle rap of last work, yeah?’

Zy shook his head. ‘No. She gave me a lecture when I got home and then kept quiet. You’ve been off-Plate, I take it?’

‘Here and there. Here and there. Is it right you’re headin’ for Artemis?’

‘News travels fast. Yes. And no comments please!’

Silas laughed out loud. ‘Ah, the bitchin’ of Momma Destiny! You and Artemis’ll find it cruel to be workin’ partners. Never were a woman’s man, were you, Zy. You and Kitz only crack it out because she’s got more dick in her pants than you.’

‘How empathic of you to point that out,’ Zy replied dryly, glancing round quickly to see whether any of the other guests had heard it.

‘It’s true. Wish I could be with you. Kill to see how you handle it.’

‘I’m glad you find it so amusing. It could be dangerous, I think, in that place.’

‘No way! From what I heard, the sweet sisters of Artemis want in, community-wise. They’ll be syrup on your chin, Zy. Don’t worry.’

Silas was a compendium of social information. Usually, his observations on the disparate cultures of the galaxy were infallible. Zy automatically relaxed.

‘So, when are you leavin’?’ Silas asked, intercepting a circulating refreshments trolley and loading his hands with sweetmeats.

‘Day after tomorrow. I’m being briefed come morning. I gather Astracruise has big plans for Artemis.’

Silas chewed thoughtfully. ‘New market, virgin territory. Lotsa room, few people. Ideal.’

‘Theoretically.’

‘So bring me a souvenir.’

Zy smiled thinly. ‘Don’t I always?’

Kitzuki breezed up, having relaxed into her role and nodded at all the right talking heads. The formal gown had magically become malleable, graceful. She kissed Silas’ cheek. ‘Glad you’re here! I expected you not to turn up. Lots of people want to meet you.’

‘Shows you’re into marketin’, Kitz.’ Silas flicked a wry glance at Zy.

‘Hmm. Zy told you about his new job?’

‘Yeah. He’ll get his feet dirty on this one.’

Kitzuki linked her arm through Zy’s protectively. ‘No he won’t. He’ll get round them. They’ll all end up loving him.’ She kissed his nose. ‘Because he’s just so lovable.’

Zy wriggled away. ‘Stop it, Kitz. People are watching. You make me sound like some kind of fluffy pet.’

‘I hear they like fluffy pets on Artemis,’ Silas said, ‘especially ones in the shape of a man. You’ll be fine. Soooo lovable!’ He laughed loudly, causing heads to turn, and Kitzuki smothered a giggle, which came out as a snort.

‘Look, just drop it,’ Zy said.

Kitzuki attempted to mollify him. ‘Oh, come on, Zy! How can you fail? They’re all just peasants there. Isn’t that right, Silas?’

‘Cave women,’ Silas agreed. ‘No technology to speak of, political unrest, the works. Place is a mess, Zy. Get in there and scoop up land by the flyer-load. They don’t know their toes from their tits, I heard.’

‘You won’t be able to call us!’ Kitzuki said, with some alarm, having only just realised it. ‘Zy, I shall worry about you!’

‘Why? You just said the job would be easy,’ The whole business was starting to annoy him.

‘You watch the report on the public net about that place?’ Silas asked.

Zy and Kitzuki both shook their heads. They considered the public net vids beneath their notice.

‘Hardly any of the planet is populated. Weird laws or some shit like that. Anyway, there was a revolution. Can you believe that?’

‘Really?’ Kitzuki said. ‘How fascinating. How historical. What happened?’

‘Yes, well this is all very interesting,’ Zy interrupted, ‘but I shall be having my fill of Artemisian history tomorrow. Let’s talk about your work instead, Silas. That should be entertaining.’

Silas grinned at the waspishness. ‘OK, OK, but I’ll say one last thing. Folks’ll flock to see the crazies of Artemis, Zy. Astracruise’ll be currency drunk. Could be your lucky break at last.’

‘The luckiest break will be your neck if you don’t can it,’ Zy said, but he knew Silas was right. Artemis was ripe for the picking and if he did a good job this time, came up with some innovative and appealing ideas, his fortune might well change for the better. Tomorrow, he would study the briefing data thoroughly. This time, things were going to go smoothly. After all, he was a professional. Brace yourself, goddess, he thought. I’m coming for you. 
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Chapter Three
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The Tent of Windteasel

The danks scrambled awkwardly onto dry ground and loped through a stand of plaisel trees, a loopier and more languid strain than that found further south in the marshes. Freespace Town was revealed beyond them, crowned with heat haze. Corinna reflected that to call the rambling sprawl of hastily-erected cabins and low, sway-backed tents a town was perhaps rather an exaggeration.

The settlers had been experimenting with various forms of architecture; wood, baked clay bricks and woven reedstraw being the different materials available. Initially, many people had envisaged the actual construction of the town as being the main project of settlement, but experience had taught them otherwise. Food and water came first. Which rivers and pools were safe to use? Which new plants were in accord with the human digestive system?

The further north they had travelled, the more widely spaced familiar food-crops had become, the bulk of them dwindling altogether eventually. Now, entirely new varieties of flora and fauna had to be examined, catalogued and warily tested. Sour-water was the worst hazard they’d had to educate themselves about. Seemingly crystal-pure springs and streams turned to virulent poison for what had appeared no reason at all. It was purely by accident that a child had discovered the cause. 

Ellie Clackbrake had come running to her parents, chattering excitedly about seeing long pieces of slime tying themselves together in the river and squirting out black stuff. Adults strode to the scene quickly to investigate and discovered that a northern species of mollusc were conducting their mating rituals underwater. The secretions emitted during their stately copulation were the cause of the disastrous outbreaks of gastric disruption, which at times had halted the progress of the group completely.

As with many of Artemis’ crueller aspects, sour-water’s effects were painful, but rarely lethal to humankind. This was especially fortunate for the refugees fleeing blindly, with no knowledge of the land, into uncharted territory.

Now, Hollis insisted on dragging Corinna directly to the nearest healer. The Windteasels were a marsh family that Corinna had had very little to do with back home, mainly because their isle had been situated at least fifteen lope-leagues from anyone else’s estate. The Windteasels had always enjoyed a reputation of eccentricity and weirdness. They had never exactly shunned the company of their fellow human beings, but had definitely not encouraged it. A dark, sallow clan, they had hollowed out a niche for themselves within the pioneering group as healers, diviners, Wise People. Because of their reserved and dignified nature, and their self-imposed lack of close friends, Corinna harboured a deep regard for the Windteasels. She felt she and they had much in common.

The family were still living under canvas, next to a half-constructed two-storey house of white squeal-wood, unvarnished and fragrant, which Quality Windteasel and his eldest daughter, Softly, had been reverently working on for over a moons-arc now. Corinna had often passed the site at dusk or dawn and heard the skin-prickling melody of Softly’s high voice and her father’s low, vibrating hum as they worked virtue into the wood they handled. As far as Corinna knew, none of the other Windteasels ever offered to help with the work, or were asked to. Other families instinctively withheld offers of their own assistance.

‘One day, one day’ Corinna said. She was leaning rather drunkenly on Hollis’ arm, more than a little crazy with whipthorn toxin.

‘What?’ he asked.

‘That house,’ she replied, waving her left arm towards it. ‘It will become... a nucleus. In hundreds of years’ time, when Freespace is a city the size of Silven Crescent - which it will be - people will walk here and see the house dark with age and smiling and sagging, but still proud, and the people will say that’s the House of Windteasel. It has been here from the beginning.’

Hollis smiled and adjusted his grip on her arm. He wasn’t sure he could share Corinna’s optimism. 

Farris Windteasel, youngest son of the clan, was skulking beneath the far wall of the tent when Corinna Trotgarden came inside leaning on the arm of Hollis Backwater. He was in disgrace. His mother, Elvinia, had been studiously ignoring him for most of the morning; a difficult task for her because, despite his waywardness, Farris was her favourite child. She had asked him to seed some skin-pine cones. He had done so without question, but used a knife contaminated by sick-apple juice. The seeds were now useless for her purpose. Had it been a deliberate sabotage on his part or an act of stupidity? It was impossible to tell with Farris. In her heart, Elvinia wanted to believe he did not set out to be troublesome, or even disobedient. He was absent-minded, just forgot things, and was very shy. To others, who alluded to Farris’ behaviour when it affected people beyond the family, Elvinia would maintain that he had been born under a sour star. He was not responsible for his actions. 

Farris had grown up with this rather gloomy explanation and now accepted it, and life’s cruel ironies, as his natal affliction. He was some four years younger than Corinna making him seventeen years old. In some ways, he felt much younger - the awkwardness of extreme youth still clung to him stubbornly yet in other ways far older. Like all the Windteasels he was dark of eye and hair, yellowy-dark of skin. If he had given himself any love, he might have been beautiful. As it was, he hunched and sulked and merely looked skinny, sharp and mean-spirited. Elvinia tried desperately hard to drag him into the world of light, but whilst he was content to bury his head in her skirts, he would not be affected by her attempts at education.

She worried about him.

He worried that he would live forever. 

Farris looked up with genuine interest when he saw the visitors included Corinna. There were people within the community who held a certain fascination for him, and she was one of them. Although they had never spoken - a requirement, in fact, because Farris generally disliked people after he had talked with them - he admired her wild, slightly barbaric appearance and steely, fist-gripped power. Although she had grown her hair back now (Farris could remember when she had returned to the marsh, shorn, with her scars still livid), it had never regained the sleekness it once had. Now, it resembled a smoom’s mane; tangled, startled, and of many subtle colours. Her scars made her look angry all the time. Perhaps she was angry all the time. Each cheek had been scored twice. Sometimes it looked as if she had painted furious lines there.

There was another girl with the Freespacers, named Gick, whom Corinna had brought out of Silven Crescent with her. She too had been scarred and shaved, had even lost her ears to the disciplinary knife, but in every other way, Gick was different. Elvinia found Gick an irritant and said she was crazy, whereas most people just considered her a fool; amusing most of the time but occasionally annoying. Farris often tailed Corinna and Gick when they were together, never getting too close, just observing. In privacy he would mimic Corinna’s loose-limbed stride and Gick’s careless yet emphatic hand gestures. Occasionally, he thought about how he might actually work towards some kind of communication with these women. Because they were different - and he suspected most of their differences were kept hidden - he felt an affinity with them. As far as he knew, neither of them had noticed him yet, for which he felt grateful. Being invisible meant he could observe more efficiently.

Now, Corinna was here with the Backwater boy, who was behaving in a distinctly proprietorial manner towards her. Farris had no affinity whatsoever with Hollis’ kind - the typical young Freespace male; confident, stepping up beside the women without trepidation, building, creating, giving orders when it was necessary and not just taking them. Farris found this new, liberated man image somewhat contrived. Could Corinna Trotgarden possibly be fond of such a person? Farris wondered about it uncomfortably. He had noticed how much time Corinna had been spending with Hollis recently.

Corinna folded to the floor, trying to sit, but flopping, and Hollis held out her arm to Elvinia Windteasel. ‘Look,’ he said. ‘A whipthorn.’

Elvinia wiped her hands on her trousers and went to have a look. She cleared a path through the tools of her trade; the tent was really too small to accommodate her equipment, never mind her family. She’d been blending healing mixtures over a smouldering fire outside, the smoke of which had quickly drifted into the tent, filling it with a sweet and stinging fog. Her latest project, recently perfected (she hoped), was a new and quicker antidote to whipthorn slash. Mudberry poultices, the usual remedy, were efficacious but took several days to heal the wound. She was delighted by this unexpected opportunity to test the new mixture so soon. ‘Hmm.’ Elvinia poked the wound. She would be diplomatic about this. Some of the Freespacers were squeamish about trying out her newest potions. ‘No splinter in there.’

‘That’s what I thought,’ Hollis said. ‘Swelling though. Quite badly.’

‘Yes.’

Corinna sighed and looked as if she was about to make an abrupt remark but couldn’t manage it.

Elvinia rubbed her face for a few more moments, humming to herself, as if in deep thought and then went outside the tent to fetch her mixing pot off the fire.

Hollis looked at the pungent, bubbling liquid with distrust. ‘What’s that? Haven’t you got a mudberry poultice?’

‘Well, I think we should try this,’ Elvinia replied. ‘It’s new, but I’m certain it’s a better way to treat whipthorn than mudberry poultices. It’s taken internally and fights the toxin that way. You know mudberry takes a few days to completely clear the infection? Well, with this, Corinna’ll be fine in an hour or so.’ She hoped that was a correct assumption.

‘Worked on danks then,’ Hollis said mordantly.

Elvinia shrugged. ‘Seemed to.’ She offered Corinna a spoonful of the stuff. It evidently tasted foul judging by the way the girl’s scars writhed. ‘I wonder if that’s enough?’ Elvinia mused with an alchemist’s curious detachment. ‘Maybe just a little more. I don’t think it will harm her.’

‘How well have you tested this stuff?’ Hollis was beginning to sound worried. ‘Perhaps a mudberry poultice is a better idea.’

‘Don’t panic, Backwater. It’s not toxic. Here, Corinna, just another mouthful.’

‘You’d make an excellent animal doctor, Mistress Windteasel,’ Corinna said shakily, wiping her mouth.

Elvinia nodded. ‘Animal doctor, midwife, physician and witch, that’s me. Got anyone better around here?’

‘Yeah, your daughter Zeta when you’re too old!’

Elvinia laughed good-humouredly. Nobody but Corinna Trotgarden could get away with a remark like that with her. ‘Want a drink?’ she asked. ‘I have some very good plaisel tea brewing.

Corinna settled herself on the bundles of matting more comfortably. ‘Mmm, OK. We’d better not stay too long, though. My mother has decided to hold a celebration tonight. It’s Meonel’s birthday and I promised to help her get the food ready.’

Meonel was Dannel Trotgarden’s second husband, Corinna’s stepfather; although some might argue that he was married to the eunuch Shyya rather than to Dannel. Because of the influence of Silven Crescent, many of the marsh marriages had been a biological rather than emotional institution. In many cases, individuals had turned to their own gender for affection. It was clear that, even now, many Freespacers did not feel entirely comfortable having their taboos ripped to shreds. The liberation of men was as disorientating for males as if was for females. Meonel had never wanted contact with women, yet the marriage of Dannel and Meonel was one of the most successful Corinna knew of. Their friendship had become one of the deepest and most supportive kinds.

The hot drink consumed, Corinna stood up and flexed her hand. ‘You were right, Elvinia, your new method does seemed to be far quicker than the poultices. Just tingles now. Very little pain.’

‘Reckon I’ll start bartering the stuff then,’ Elvinia replied. ‘No need for people to come to me now for whipthorn slashes.’

‘It’ll leave you time to work on the pollen-gripe and melody itch then,’ Hollis said, standing up. ‘And the multitude of other ills this land throws at us! Thanks for the tisane, Elvinia.’ He nodded in the direction of Farris at the back of the tent. ‘Good-day to you both.’
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Chapter Four
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Dannel

The Trotgardens’ new home was as far removed from their farm estate at Vangery Isle than Dannel could imagine. Still, it was theirs and nobody could take it away from them, other than truculent weather spirits. Used to the imposing pile of her old residence, Dannel couldn’t help feeling the long, low four- roomed shack was rather flimsy. It smelt good, for they had used Gomery balmwood to build it, and the pungent reek of incense filled the air when the night-fires were lit - and almost choked people when the sun shone on rain- moistened timbers. 

Nearly all the new plants and trees they had discovered had been named after the person who’d found them. Leto Gomery had an almost fanatical interest in different woods. He graded them for their durability, perfume, and for the indefinable quality of allowing themselves to be worked successfully by human hands. As well as being thoroughly acquainted with the timber itself, Leto also studied the foliage, buds and fruits, working with the healers to assess their properties, watching the way animals treated each species. He maintained that nearly everything you needed to know about a tree could be learned by burning its sap or resin. One good sniff could tell a trained nose whether there was poison present, whether the wood was friable or pliant, whether parts of the tree could be used for food.

Dannel was not so sure if this method was reliable. She usually waited to see what results other people obtained before trying any new food stuffs. The long journey had taken a toll on her statuesque frame. She was still a hefty size but decidedly more nimble than in the past. The first few months’ travelling had been a nightmare for her; a nightmare of heaving and struggling, panting for breath, always feeling cold and uncomfortable. She had watched her daughters, Bolivia and Corinna, and her son Orblin, leaping from raft to raft, running thigh-deep through marsh to catch stray danks, pulling boats from mud-patches, and generally illustrating to the miserable Dannel just what a fit body was capable of. Her offspring had never seemed down-hearted; it had all been a great adventure to them, even Corinna, who to all intents and purposes had become completely strange. Dannel felt she hardly knew the girl now.

Sighing at the memory, pleasurably, because it was just a memory, Dannel settled herself comfortably by the window to shell balm-nuts. It would be quite some time before the Freespacers could manufacture glass for themselves, so nearly everyone who’d built dwelling-houses used skins, cloth and wooden shutters to keep out the cold. The season was mild at present. Dannel didn’t look forward to the time when they’d have to burn lamps all day because the air outside would be too icy for the shutters to be kept open. People had been trying to discover other methods of admitting daylight to their houses. She’d heard that the Tendaughters had been experimenting with reed-pad membranes, stretching the carefully removed underskins of the large, flat leaves and fixing them to frames. So far, it had been found that the skins had a very short life, but if a way could be found to preserve them, they certainly let in sufficient light. Perhaps it wouldn’t get too cold in this land in winter.

Now, it seemed not to matter. The sun was shining, her house was emitting a pleasing fragrance, and tonight her family and friends would gather to celebrate Meonel’s birthday. It was lucky she’d bothered to keep a record of the days on the journey north; hardly anybody seemed to bother with that now. Dannel still missed the assistance of her old cook, Gabriel, but now he had set up home for himself with some of the other men once bonded to the Trotgardens. Gabriel was a free man and although Dannel had considered asking him to prepare the meal for tonight, she felt that would be trying to cling to the past. The celebration would hold far more meaning if she had prepared the food herself.

At first, Dannel had thought the house would be far too small for the six of them, having been used to the space an affluent farm afforded. Most of the time, though, everyone was out working at some task or another, often only coming home to sleep. She loved the peace this gave her, allowing her to potter about her little abode, free of responsibilities and worries. If she broached the subject of materials they were lacking, Corinna or Bolivia would say, ‘oh, don’t worry about that Dannel!’ Invariably, one of them would come home with something approximating what they required the next day. She sensed their almost patronising concern about her well-being and did not resent it. Her beloved Vangery was gone. Life required a new perspective now so that she was not immersed in grief.

In Vangery, Dannel had been a great matriarch of one of the most influential families on the marsh. Now, she felt like a coddled grandmother, even though she was not that old nor had grand-children. Thoughtfully chewing a sweet balm-nut, she allowed her mind to dwell for a moment on what might have happened to her old home. Was it open to the elements now, already sinking back into the cruel and beautiful marsh from which it had sprung? Or had new people from Silven Crescent come to work the shemble-frack and wild rice fields, bringing their technology with them? Although it provoked the slightest twinge of possessive jealousy, she really hoped the latter was true. Her family had laboured too long, and with too much love, for Vangery to decay. She prayed that whoever lived there now cared for the place as much as she had done.

The front door opened with a squeal, interrupting her nostalgic reverie. Corinna breezed in, trailing the Backwater boy, and came to muss Dannel’s hair and kiss her forehead. ‘Really, Corinna! I’m not an animal!’ Dannel said, embarrassed that Hollis had seen it.

Corinna laughed and helped herself to a handful of nuts.

‘Stop it! They’re for tonight!’ Dannel put the bowl down on the floor.

Corinna pushed a nut into Hollis’ mouth. 

Dannel narrowed her eyes. ‘What’s wrong with your hand?’

Corinna flapped it vaguely in front of her mother’s face. ‘Oh, I had a whipthorn slash, but the old witch Windteasel has invented a new remedy and, look, it’s perfectly OK now.’

Dannel took the hand roughly and studied it. ‘Perfectly? Looks sore to me. How do you feel?’

‘Fine. Just fine. Don’t worry about it.’ Corinna turned to Hollis. ‘Dannel worries about everything. It’s her hobby. She hasn’t got used to not being able to throw her weight around yet, and believe me there used to be quite a lot of it to throw around at one time!’

‘Corinna, you’re a shrew!’ Dannel said, resuming her shelling.

‘And you brought me into the world, mother dear! Hollis is going to stick around and help. Want to tell him what to do? We have to let her have these little concessions now and again, Hollis. Just bear with her.’

‘What needs doing, Mistress Trotgarden?’ Hollis asked quickly, to stem any further remarks Corinna might make.

‘You can chop those musk-leaves over there, if you like. You staying to eat with us Hollis?’

Hollis sat at the table and began sifting through the leaves. ‘If that’s alright, Mistress Trotgarden; I’d like to.’

‘Who else have you invited?’ Corinna asked, sitting on the table. Her question was careless but she was studying the blade of the knife she’d picked up far too intently.

‘Your old friends, of course,’ Dannel replied. ‘Meera, Gick, Rosanel...’

‘No-one else?’

‘Not Carmenya, if that’s who you mean.’ Dannel sounded sharp, causing her daughter to look up.

Corinna shrugged. ‘Just wondered.’

‘Did you want me to ask her?’

Another shrug. ‘I didn’t say that.’

‘I didn’t think the atmosphere would be too sweet, if Carmenya was here. Neither Meonel nor Rosanel feel comfortable in her presence. You know that.’

Corinna sighed and spun the knife in the air, catching it deftly by the hilt. ‘Don’t upset yourself, mother. I doubt if Carmenya would have come if you’d asked her, anyway.’

Dannel didn’t reply to that, but had to show her displeasure in some way, and shook her head gravely.

There was a whole history to tell of the friendship between the Trotgardens and the erstwhile General, Carmenya Oralien. Years ago, Carmenya had been one of the most esteemed of Yani Gisbandrun’s personnel. Dannel had known her for many year, from long before Carmenya had possessed such a position, and had experienced only the slightest of qualms when Carmenya had asked for Corinna to become part of her entourage in the city. At seventeen years of age, Corinna had left the marsh for the delights of court life, in Silven Crescent. Carmenya detested malekind exclusively and had seen fit to educate the young Corinna in the ways of city women. They had been lovers until Corinna fell foul of Gisbandrun. Even though Carmenya had decided to leave the city and throw in her lot with the Freespacers, her relationship with Corinna had never been re-established. The fact that interest remained on Corinna’s side was, to Dannel, painfully obvious. Carmenya kept away, maintaining all contact with the Trotgardens to occasional, electric frissons, always to do with necessary work, and after which, Corinna’s scars would burn red, and her temper would be shorter than usual.

It was clear Corinna thought that now the Freespacers had settled themselves, her family and Carmenya Oralien could attempt to mend their rather dilapidated friendship. Corinna was undoubtedly the only person who desired this.

The atmosphere was a little strained in the room after this exchange. Hollis frowned at the musk-leaves, his ears red. The Freespacers enjoyed gossip, as any community does. Everyone knew about Corinna and Carmenya, even about how Carmenya had maintained her loyalty to Gisbandrun, to the extent of helping take Corinna into custody back then. Carmenya was not a popular member of Freespace, but as she was strong, capable and willing to work as hard as the next person, her presence was tolerated.

Hollis did not think that Carmenya had any true friends here. It made him uneasy the way Corinna always reacted when the woman was mentioned. Now, he felt uncomfortable to the point of agony.

The tension was broken by the arrival of Corinna’s brother and sister, Orblin and Bolivia. Orblin had grown into a handsome youth, sharing Corinna’s lighter colouring. The dark, intense Bolivia had mellowed since leaving Vangery, more with the rigours of the journey north than age, but was still a heavy-browed, dashing-looking creature. She and Corinna sparred continuously. To outsiders, their mutual insult sessions were plainly embarrassing. Confidantes of the family knew the sisters’ arguments were merely performances, that both of them enjoyed immensely.

Corinna smiled toothily at their arrival and threw her knife, which flew with a satisfying thunk into the doorframe between them.

‘Corinna!’ Dannel screeched.

Orblin laughed, extracted the knife and threw it back.

Corinna ducked and the blade embedded itself in the wall

‘You are animals!’ Dannel declared. ‘All it takes is one little accident!’ Her face had gone crimson.

Corinna hopped from the table. ‘Oh stop fussing, mother,’ she said, wrenching the knife from the wall.

‘Put that down, or Goddess help me, I’ll throw you all out, and Meonel, Shyya and I will celebrate alone!’

The threat was empty, but Dannel’s children knew when they’d pushed her far enough. Corinna discreetly put down the knife.

Bolivia was smirking, one eyebrow virtually through her hairline. She poured herself a mug of water and drank, daintily. ‘The dam’s nearly finished,’ she announced. ‘If all goes well, our esteemed engineers should have running water in Freespace soon.’

‘For each house?’ Dannel asked.

‘Well, it’s not worth it for this hovel, is it?’ Corinna interjected.

‘You planning on building us a new Vangery within the next few months, then?’ Bolivia asked, acidly.

‘Meonel and I have plans, as it happens,’ Corinna said. ‘In fact, we approached the Tendaughters about it the day before yesterday. Their place is coming on fine. We offered our labour in return for theirs when they’ve finished. This is a community, remember. We help each other.’

‘You didn’t tell me about this!’ Dannel said.

Corinna sauntered over and hugged her. ‘We were going to discuss it tonight actually,’ she said, in appeasement. ‘Meonel was going to indulge in a little more rooting around today. Make a thorough assessment of what other people are building. Naturally, we are planning on constructing a palace for you, mother!’

‘Gick was up at the dam today,’ Orblin said. ‘Carmenya was with her.’

Corinna narrowed her eyes at her brother.

‘These musk-leaves are chopped now,’ Hollis piped up in a deliberate voice.

‘I’ve had some meat smoking in the shed out back,’ Dannel said. ‘Fetch it, Corinna, will you.’ She eyed her son fiercely. He pulled a sour face.
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