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Part One

Into the Inferno





1

In Neverness they called Thomas Rane ‘Lord Remembrancer’ or sometimes the Remembrancer – the man with the perfect memory who could never forget.

On the evening before the day of Maria’s funeral, Rane stood on the shore of the frozen sea, remembering. How very much he remembered! How Maria had loved watching the seals sun themselves on the rocks of North Beach and listening to their barks and moans! With deep winter now taking hold of Neverness Island, the sleek grey seals had sought shelter down in their holes beneath the ice, leaving their favourite rocks and the whole of the beach deserted. With only some birds for company, Rane kept his vigil alone. He called to mind the times when Maria had stood here with him, waiting for supernovas to appear out of the sky’s glittering blackness much as cave dwellers on Old Earth had long ago watched for shooting stars. It was a very human thing to do. In a time when many peoples across the galaxy were leaving their humanity behind them, or trying to, Maria had reminded him how much he relished being a man and how very good it was to be alive.

She had touched others in similar ways. His favourite student, Sunjay, had concocted a little fancy about Maria: the whirling spiral arms of the Milky Way could be seen as the centre of the trillions of galaxies around it because from the very stuff of the galaxy’s stars had evolved the human race. And the Civilized Worlds were certainly the centre of the galaxy, for on the three thousand or so planets from Yarkona and Urradeth across the Stellar Fallaways to Kittery and Kirdun, humanity had reached its finest flowering. And Icefall, upon which Rane stood looking up at the bright constellations, had long been recognized as the topological nexus of the Civilized Worlds, indeed of the entire galaxy: in the deep space above his cold planet, many billions of pathways through the manifold converged into a singularity, a sort of way station that opened upon countless other stars. And Neverness was the centre of Icefall (though the planet’s original people and animals spread out across many frozen islands might dispute this belief). And the Order, which had put down roots in the spires, libraries, and halls of the Academy pushed up against the mountains to the east, centred the life of the City of Light and gave Neverness its purpose. And Maria had come to this axis mundi as from out of nowhere bringing her own dazzling light. And so she had become, in a way, the centre of the Order and of the whole universe itself.

How quickly her brightness had called the Order’s and historians, its eschatologists, notationists, and all the others, to gather around her! And how that had always seemed to Rane so strange! For he was of the Order of Mystic Mathematicians and Other Seekers of the Ineffable Flame, and the pilots who plied the most difficult of mathematics in guiding their lightships from star to star had always been seen as the soul of the Order. The pilots, though, explored the galaxy’s physical spaces only. Whereas Maria, in the poems that she composed on beaches such as this and then recited in the Hofgarten or the Fravashi Green or in other public places, sought a much deeper kind of discovery. She spoke to the most ancient longings of the Order’s academicians and high professionals, the pilots, too, and it was as if the warmth of her musical voice held the secret of kindling that mysterious, ineffable flame.

Sunjay’s sister Chandra had upbraided Sunjay for centring all things around humanity and Maria in particular, and she was right to do so, even though he had offered his conceit in the spirit of play. One thing, though, Rane could not deny: in little time, Maria had become his centre. If the Star of Neverness ceased exerting its force of attraction, Icefall and the other planets orbiting it would spin off into the emptiness of space. So it had been with Rane. Over the days since she had gone away, all his thoughts about returning to his duties as a remembrancer and resuming his life had spun off into a meaninglessness as black and cold as an interstellar void. He had no idea what to do with himself day by day or even moment by moment.

What was there to do, now? He watched a flock of kittikeesha, perhaps startled by the cry of a snowy owl, leap up off the beach in a burst of white wings throwing off the day’s fading light. His life had blown up into a similar white cloud of chaos, and in the end, he had no more control over it than he had over the pretty, panicked birds.

When simple remembering failed him, when deep winter’s cold worked its way through his thick furs and underclothing into his bones, he tried to knock away the pain of his numb fingers so that he could pick up one of the beach’s rounded grey stones and keep it as a memento of one of Maria’s favourite places. He turned and hiked up the path cutting a steep diagonal in the cliff above the beach. Twice, he slipped on frozen rocks, and the second time he struck his head against the side of the cliff.

At the top, at the kerb of the street that ran along the edge of North Beach’s quiet neighbourhoods, he fumbled about with his frigid steel skate blades, trying to snap them into his boots. At last, metal clicked into metal, and he struck off down the North Sliddery, skating along the street’s orange ice with great force in order to warm his legs. He turned south onto a green glissade, toward the moonlit spires of the Old City. He crossed one of the city’s two yellow streets before turning west again onto a purple gliddery that gave out onto a red lesser gliddery only a couple of blocks away. By the time he reached his house, the wind had come up, freezing his face and driving icy needles into his eyes. He decided that he’d had enough of cold to last a lifetime, and he had lived more than one lifetime in this dark, bitter city.

His chalet overlooked North Beach, though the curves of the cliff on which his house was built obscured Seal Rock and various features of the shoreline. He took no thought of this now, for other sights he wished to behold. He went inside by way of the back door, and he hung his furs on a peg in the skate room and took off his ice-encrusted boots before stepping with numbed feet through the kitchen out into his fireroom. The big windows facing the ocean had gone dark for the night; the granite walls, stripped of artwork, rose stark and grey from the wood floor. Columns of red jewood framed rectangles of stone and supported the chalet’s great slanted roof beams. With the tapestries and paintings that Maria had loved packed away, the barren walls reflected the slightest of sounds and filled the whole house with echoes.

It didn’t take Rane long to light the many candles in their bronze stands and get a fire going. He sat as close to its cracking orange flames as he could bear, letting its heat flow into him. Soon, he began to sweat, and he took off his thick wool sweater. He unbuttoned his shirt. Maria, he remembered, had come to Neverness owning little besides a blue dress and a scarf. He wore that scarf now, tied around his neck. Even a strong wind could scarcely move it, for it had a startling heaviness. Its shimmering fabric might have been spun of silver or iridium or gold. Its silky texture, however, felt the opposite of metallic. Incredibly soft it was, softer than shagshay fur and seemingly as delicate as a fire rose’s petals. Whenever Rane put his fingers to the scarf, he could not tell where his flesh ended and the scarf’s substance began. How strange then that its crimson and violet threads paradoxically wove themselves into an inexplicable hardness. The mechanics to whom Rane had taken this artefact had not been able to cut or pierce it, even with diamond drills. They had failed completely to analyse it, and they had pronounced it a work of made matter, crafted by one god of the galaxy or another or perhaps by an alien race. How Maria had come by such an amazing thing, he thought, was a mystery.

In memory of Maria, he pressed his nose down into the scarf’s folds. It still held her scent, the fragrance of her skin and her hair, the sweetness of her breath, her mysterious Marianess. He couldn’t help drawing this essence in and in.

‘Maria, Maria,’ he whispered.

He closed his eyes, meditating in preparation for remembrance. Light and dark in the shifting shapes of flames played across his eyelids. He breathed long and deep.

Maria, Maria, Maria …

Which memory should he choose in summoning Maria to him on this cold, dark night? With red-hot logs popping and hissing on the fireplace’s andirons, he thought about the nature of choice and fate. The cantors had their Axiom of Choice, one of the keystones in the edifice of set theory. The cetics, too, had a similar axiom, though they applied it to their science of soul and mind and not to mathematics. So it was with the economists and the eschatologists, too. The Axiom of Choice of the remembrancers differed from these others. As Rane had long ago been taught, and as he taught Sunjay and Chandra and all his students, it was axiomatic that one could choose any memory in trying to recreate a totality of being and occurrence, for every event and thing in spacetime interconnected with every other and was recorded in the One Memory. In theory, at least, this was true. In practice, Rane’s ancient discipline would always remain an art in which one should take great care in choosing what to remembrance.

Many memories built inside him, a seemingly infinite number of Maria moments. Once, when they had been out skiing through the forest on Neverness Island, they had surprised a snow tiger beneath a great yu tree even as the tiger had surprised them. And Maria had stared the great white beast down. That is, she had gazed into the tiger’s yellow-green eyes without the slightest fear, and something great and wild had passed between them. The tiger had taken nearly forever to drink in the sight of her before moving off deeper into the forest without a sound. Another time, Maria had spent a happy few hours with some autists camping out in the City Wild. She had shared her poems with them as they had shared laughter and lice with her, and when she returned home, Rane had taken great care in picking the little insects out of her hair before Maria had practically leaped into his arms to begin an evening of the most gleeful lovemaking. That memory recalled the time in false winter when they had taken a schooner far out to the south of the city and had spread out a blanket on the frozen sea. With the cold ice beneath them and the hot sun above, they had made love with a zest as fresh and strong as the wind.

One memory above all, though, Rane decided he wished to revisit on this most desolate of nights: the day when Maria had taught him to play with poetry. It was his favourite memory of Maria, or rather, of the lovable Maria.

Rane chose to enter the memory through the attitudes of olfaction and gestalt. With his eyes still closed, he held Maria’s scarf over his face and breathed in deeply. Her scent excited nerves connecting directly with the centre of smell deep within his brain. Memories cascaded inside him like a waterfall striking rocks and coming apart into a brilliant spray. He entered gestalt then, and reassembled the billions of glittering water droplets into a larger whole. After this pattern had set, he moved into the difficult attitude of recurrence, in which he did not merely recall the manifold details of his Maria memory but rather relived the experience.

When he opened his eyes, the windows facing west shone with strong sunlight, for night had become day. Rane still sat on furs by the fire, but he wore different and fresher clothing, and his mind filled with new thoughts that were also old. He waited for Maria to join him there. Her soft footfalls sounded against the polished wood floor in the hallway, and she walked into the fireroom. As was her wont, as much as possible, she went about the house naked, as if she couldn’t bear the burden of the garments that civilized people forced upon their bodies. When he had pointed out that she had come to the wrong city for a nudist, she had said, ‘Just keep your fires lit, and I’ll be happy.’

How happy it made him whenever Maria walked into a room! She moved with an animal’s ease with herself, a fully embodied grace that he had seen in Sunjay and Chandra and their father, Danlo wi Soli Ringess, and only a few other people. Neither tall nor short, she filled the space around her with a well-muscled curvaceous body and a sense that at that moment she could belong nowhere else in the universe. Her hair rippled in black sheeny waves across her shoulders and halfway down her back; her eyes were black diamonds set into a tawny face that he thought of as both earthy and lovely and most others simply called beautiful.

‘Have you been writing?’ he asked her.

She sat down beside him, kissed him, and then twirled her finger about in the fabric of the scarf that she now wore and he did not. In the attitude of recurrence, in the intense experience of reliving the past, the scarf’s colours came alive with an intensity that seemed almost too real: blue blazed into a shimmering cerulean and green into viridian as the scarf’s red fibres deepened into blood crimson.

‘I’ve been reading,’ she said. ‘From a book of poems written on Old Earth. Would you like to hear one?’

Without waiting for an answer, she recited:

‘Tyger! Tyger! Burning bright

In the forests of the night,

What immortal hand or eye

Could frame thy fearful symmetry?’

‘It is important,’ she explained, ‘to rhyme eye and symmetry.’

‘I know this poem!’ he said. ‘I know this tiger of Blake.’

‘You are my tiger,’ she said, ‘my beautiful tiger. You will devour me utterly, as I will you, and we will become part of each other and grow infinitely vaster in the becoming. We will feed each other, as fire does fire: so bright, so bright! So beautifully, beautifully bright!’

He laughed at this because her innocence pleased him so much. She often said such impossibly romantic things that no one else would say. He looked at her and murmured, ‘No one has ever called me beautiful before.’

‘But you are! So utterly, utterly beautiful.’

Then she drew in a deep breath and said:

‘He walks in beauty, like the night

Of cloudless climes and starry skies;

And all that’s best of dark and bright

Meet in his aspect and his eyes.’

He laughed again at this, for she thought nothing of altering the words of hallowed ancient poems in order to suit her purpose. And that purpose, he wondered, was … what? And then came the answer, gathering like a flame in her eyes: to affirm every aspect of him, with a blazing totality and an unswerving delight. And that pleased him even more.

‘Have you no respect?’ he asked her. ‘What would Lord Byron think of you for mutilating his poem?’

‘Lord Byron is long dead, but Lord Rane sits with me now. Don’t I honour Lord Byron all the more by enhancing his poem to tell the truth about you?’

And with that, she drew in a breath and let it out in a stream of musical words:

‘Rane, my Ranelight, burning bright

In the starscapes of the night …’

Sometimes, she called him by such terms of endearment as ‘my heart’ or this new play on his name. There was sunlight and moonlight and starlight, and each illuminated the world in its own way. And now there was Ranelight, a word and a substance that Maria had called into being to suggest that he not only filled her life with radiance but caused it to blossom as with showers of warm rain. Why did she reverse the way things really went between them?

What immortal hand or eye

Dare frame thy fiery symmetry?

She laid her hands on his cheeks, then moved them down the column of his neck, across his shoulders and down his arms to his sides. Her fingers pressed into him as she drew him closer and kissed him again.

‘Now it’s your turn,’ she said.

‘My turn for what?’

‘To adapt Blake’s poem.’

‘I can’t do that.’

‘Why not?’

‘Well, to begin with, you haven’t recited all of it to me. Why don’t you, and then you can adapt more lines so that I can get a better idea of how this playing with poetry works.’

He kissed her mouth, then edged his lips between the scarf and her skin to kiss her neck. His hand framed the fullness of her large, brown breast.

‘Oh, no!’ she laughed out. ‘You are just hoping to buy time and distract me.’

‘Well, that has worked before.’

‘Not this time, mi ardu. Which lines of the poem do you want to adapt? You said that you know the poem – don’t tell me that you haven’t memorized every word.’

‘I’ve never written a line of poetry in my life.’

‘Then this will be good practice.’

‘For what?’

‘I’ve written poems for you. I want you to write a poem for me.’

What she suggested filled him with terror, as might the prospect of trying to fall naked from one star to another through the vacuum of space.

‘But I’m a remembrancer.’

‘You’re a poet, too. I knew that the first moment I saw you.’

‘But I would feel … silly.’

‘How could you ever, with me?’

She kissed his neck, pressing her full lips against him and murmuring sweetly as if trying to awaken his voice with the warmth of her own.

‘All right,’ he finally said. And he drew some air, and with it, a bit of her breath, which he boldly let out:

‘In what distant deeps or skies

Rose the sunbirds of thine eyes?

With what wings dare thou inspire?

What the song, dare pass the fire?’

She laughed in great gladness, and then she went to work on the poem’s third stanza, likening Rane to a star. And so it went, the two of them alternating stanzas of William Blake’s immortal poem. She felt her way into the rhythms and rhymes much more quickly and easily than he did, for despite what she had said, he was all mind and memory whereas she was a woman of poetry and power. He had much trouble adapting Blake’s In what furnace was thy brain? He wanted to know, as reflected in the words he struggled to find, what star had formed her soul? Who had made Maria and could ever dare to grasp her fearful love of life? From where had she come? Why did she make of herself such a mystery? Why did life itself have to be such a mystery?

‘Beautiful!’ she said after he had uttered the last word of the last line. ‘Now you can make a poem for me.’

‘Now? Here?’

‘You can start it here.’

‘I don’t know how I—’

‘Please, mi ardu! Just one line. Or one word. The rest will come from it.’

In a way, this was her Axiom of Choice: that one could always choose poetry as a doorway to the miraculous. And always choose miracles over the mundane. And that also seemed to him utterly strange. For he had always sought meaning through remembrance: somewhere in the One Memory must lie the great secret of all things. Maria, though, had reminded him from the first, with a single smile that emanated both from eyes and heart, that life was not a puzzle to be solved but a mystery to be lived.

‘All right.’

He closed his eyes, and he concentrated on a word that she had spoken more than once that afternoon: beautiful. He recalled the first time Maria had looked at him. Like shooting stars in the sky, more words came to him. He opened his eyes and said:

‘You beheld me beautiful

Born in splendour …’

He stopped and said, ‘I’m not sure I can compose any more right now.’

‘I’m not sure I want you to.’

‘What do you want?’

‘You know,’ she said, her voice as soft as her scarf. She touched his hand and looked at him. ‘You always know.’

And so the making of poetry moved naturally and inevitably into the making of love. She helped him get his clothes off, and they lay back onto the furs. Their mouths pressed together as their fingers began a dance more exquisite and pleasurable than any poem could ever be.

This reliving of the past always went exactly the same way. Of the many times they brought body and soul together, this was not to be the longest or the fiercest, the tenderest or the most playful. They were not to call out of each other the wildest gush of ecstatic energies. However, in one short hour, all their ways of merging as one combined into a perfection that opened them into the greatest possibilities of eros and love.

How he always thrilled to the touch of Maria’s fingers and the pressure of her hand around him! How she loved the way that he touched her! He could not get enough of her murmurs of contentment as he discovered once again the smoothness of her breasts and her belly. In the firelight and the deeper radiance of recurrence, the whole of her skin from toe to brow glowed. Its light brown colour pulsed with deeper tones of ochre, umber, and burnt almond. It was as if he could see and grasp the life of her every cell. Even the parts of her that the biologists called dead – her black shimmers of hair, the bronze calluses of her feet – seemed to him just the opposite. When her fingernails dug into his back, pulling him into her, those ten curves of hardened keratin fairly quivered with an ancient and vital purpose.

How naturally, how fearlessly, Maria opened to him her legs, her heart, her eyes! How deeply she looked at him, as if calling him out of himself, or rather, into himself – into a Rane made new and more alive with every breath she breathed against his face! There could be no escaping her beautiful black eyes. He could find nowhere to hide, and that was the hell of it but the heaven, too. For in the way she looked at him, with no shame but only her great faith in him and all of life, she made him want to stand with her forever as beneath a warm sun utterly naked in the soul.

After a long while, they lay nearly still together, breathing deeply. Maria had a way of resting her head against his chest, over his heart, as if trying to take shelter there. Could she hear its wild, rhythmic beats? How could she not? For he could still feel the urgent calling of hers.

‘I love you,’ she said.

But what did she call him to? Only joy, and nothing less. However, as his joy in being with her again in remembrance built like a soaring mountain, so did his grief deepen. For the more vividly that he brought her back through remembrance so that she might live again, the more that he longed to hold her again in real life. This only inflamed his grief like a fire’s ember working its way into a wound. How he needed to close that wound! But doing so would close him to Maria and leave only a cold, hard scar. Nothing of Maria would remain.

‘Love is infinite,’ she had once said to him.

Love might indeed be infinite but so was pain. As Rane’s longing built into an agony of emptiness, he could find no help for it. Only one thing could he think to do. And so he said goodbye to the Maria who now slept peacefully with her head against his chest. His closed his eyes to begin another remembrance. When he opened them, he saw that the windows facing west shone with strong sunlight, for night had become day. Maria’s soft footfalls sounded against the polished wood floor in the hallway, and she walked into the fireroom. She sat down beside him, kissed him, and then twirled her finger about in her scarf. Soon would come poetry and passion and a joy too great to bear.

Five times that night he entered into the recurrence attitude of remembrance. And each time, his grief grew worse until he thought he might die. Not so easy was it, however, to get away from pain that way. He could escape it only for a while. For inevitably, with his final remembrance of her, it blew through him in a storm so deep and terrible that his fireroom and Maria and the whole world vanished into a cloud of blinding whiteness, and he could remembrance no more.

In the darkest hour between death and morning, Rane found himself sitting alone before a cold fire. He wore the same clothes that he had put on to venture out on the frozen beach. Something in his pocket, pressed between thigh and floor, hurt him. He drew out a grey rounded stone, of the kind that the sea washes up upon the shore. He could not recall how it had come to be there.

‘Rane,’ a voice called to him.

He looked up to see Maria standing by the fireplace. She wore her favourite blue dress and her scarf. He could not understand how she had come to be there.

‘You are bleeding, mi ardu.’

Never, in any recurrence, had Maria said such a thing to him. Nor had she ever in waking life.

‘Doesn’t it hurt?’

He pressed his hand to his forehead, which caused the gash there to sting. He looked at his fingers, sticky and red with blood. There came a faint memory of his striking his head against the side of the cliff.

‘You are shivering,’ she said.

Yes, he was. Violent spasms ripped through his belly and chest, and he recalled the terrible cold of the time when he had got lost while ice schooning on the frozen sea. Cold it was near his chalet’s floor, and there he had sat for most of the night.

‘I just need to eat,’ he said.

He could not remember the last time he had, and his body needed food to warm itself as the fireplace needed new logs to begin throwing out fire again.

‘I can’t cook for you,’ she said, standing as straight as one of the wooden pillars that held up the roof.

‘Come sit beside me, and I’ll be warm,’ he said.

Maria, though, usually so kinetic that chairs could not long hold her, didn’t move.

‘It does hurt,’ he said as he pressed his hand to his head again.

‘Do you remember what I told you once about that?’ she asked.

Did he remember? Words came to him, perhaps lines from one of her poems or her quoting of another poet, long dead: ‘Suffering carves hollows in the soul that make room for more joy.’

‘I know you know,’ she said.

Yes, she always had known all the most important things.

‘You are my joy,’ she said.

And she was his fountain of life, from which he must drink or die. But when had he ever been able to hold so much life?

‘I cannot live without you,’ she said.

She was like a rainshower that soaks a seed. But the seed couldn’t germinate and grow into a great tree without destroying itself.

‘Why can’t you,’ she asked him, ‘remember that?’

‘I remember the feel of your fingers over my eyes the first time you tried to sing me to sleep. I remember everything.’

‘Do you?’

She looked at him in her gentle, searching way, as no one ever had before.

‘You beheld me beautiful,

Born in splendour,

Naked in my soul …’

‘Do you,’ she asked, ‘remember this?’

In the light of the last candles that remained burning, she stood above him, biting her lip. A single drop of blood welled up from the slight wound that her teeth had torn into living flesh.

‘No!’

A red rain fell upon him, and he raised up his hands over his head as if to cover himself. And he shouted, ‘Go away!’

When Maria started crying, her tears poured out bright and clear. And she said to him, ‘Come find me.’

Then she was gone. Rane sat gazing through empty space. He didn’t want to know what she meant.
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A few hours later, Rane stood on the bare ice of the Hollow Fields, staring at the coffins and blinking against a storm of wavering images. The wind off the frozen sea drove cold nails through glazy eyes straight into the soul, and he could barely make out the multitudes gathered around him. Hundreds of them there were, swaddled in their hooded furs: men, women and children who clung to the very human need for an explainable world. For as long as they could bear it, until long after the rockets fired, they would hold hands and shiver and weep. They would deliver orations and try to extract meaning from the clouds of unknowing that darkened their lives. They would look to Rane to tell of Maria. They would expect him to share out a perfectly preserved part of her, some pure Maria essence, like a radiance that would lighten their grief. He was to delve deeply into his phenomenal memory and call forth so vivid a remembrance of her that they, too, would never forget.

What a mystery, he thought, that anyone should remember anything at all! What would he remember in future years about this day, if any future remained in which to remember it? To the east, the great mass of Mount Urkel overshadowed the runs and ships of the Hollow Fields; the mountain’s gleaming curves of snow and conical symmetry suggested an underlying order to the world that should have given him comfort. To the north, the spires of the Old City split the gelid air. The streets of the Farsider’s Quarter, off to the west, wove together like strands of green and orange, purple and red. The sheen of their tinted ice recalled the colours of Maria’s scarf – as well as the shimmer of something much deeper and brighter inside her. South of Neverness, over the dead still ocean, the golden-banded sky opened out into a deep blueness almost as beautiful as the centres of Maria’s brilliant eyes.

‘Lord Remembrancer.’

A voice murmuring along the wind compelled him to look in another direction. Ten yards from him, his friends and students huddled together like sea birds using each other as shields against the sudden gusts. Kolenya Mor smiled at him, her fat, friendly face turned toward him with all the intensity of a full moon. Kiyoshi Telek waited next to her, as did Jonathan Hur, Poppy Panshin and others of the old Kalla Fellowship. The massive Bardo, who had astonished everyone in becoming Lord of the Order at the end of the war fifteen years before, seemed as solid and reassuring as a mountain himself. His thick black beard blended into the ruff of his sable furs, and he evinced no sign of minding the cold. He stood with one huge, gloved hand covering the shoulder of Sunjay and the other clasping the arm of his older sister, Chandra. Everyone said that their father, Danlo wi Soli Ringess, had gone off to become a god like his father before him.

‘Lord Remembrancer.’

Rane could almost feel the pull of the many eyes hooking expectations into him. What could they really see as they gazed at him? How many perceived him as a youngish man, with the first grey frosting his temples? How few knew that he was on his fourth and final rejuvenation, with only one last life to live?

‘You look much as you always do, young or old,’ Kolenya Mor had once said to him during a time of calm between Maria and him. Then she had gone on to describe him as handsome, noble, sensitive, decent, and demanding.

How many had the desire to go beneath the surface of things to get at their essence? Some people used aromatic drugs that infused the blood and the sweat so that the body gave off pleasant or subliminally potent fragrances. Maria had laughed at the use of such technologies, saying that he naturally smelled of kindness and goodness – as well as passion and a terrible pride. Well, he thought, she had certainly been right about the pride.

‘Lord Remembrancer – it’s nearly time.’ Rane forced his attention back to the long object that froze so many pairs of weeping eyes. The coffin, crafted of polished shatterwood, gleamed upon its stand of mounded ice. He could almost hear the sound of its hard, hinged cover locking shut. He could not believe that Maria lay inside the coffin’s cold and dark.

How many similar coffins were arrayed upon the acres of the Hollow Fields that morning? Rane looked up and out – and out and out. He saw coffin after coffin, each with its own gathering of friends and family, each one a bit of wood and metal marring the glossy ice for half a mile in any direction. How many people, he wondered, died in Neverness in a season? How many died each year on the thousands of the Civilized Worlds and on those countless planets on which men and women strived to become more than human? From the beginning of human time on the burning grasslands of lost Old Earth, down through the tens of thousands of years and out across the starry expanses of the universe, how many people had ever lived and died?

Just then Bardo cast him a long, penetrating look. He disengaged from Chandra and Sunjay, and he made his way toward Rane. He moved across the ice with slow, powerful steps. As he drew close to Rane and mumbled soft words, his voice recalled the tremors of a soon-to-be erupting mountain.

‘What will you say?’ Bardo asked him. ‘Have you decided?’

A sea of memories abided inside Rane, and Bardo’s innocent question caused a million images to begin forming up, like white-capped waves in a storm. He slowly shook his head.

‘Can you speak, then? I will if you cannot.’

Rane drew in a deep breath in an attempt to blow the images away. He looked around him and said, ‘Most of these people are Ringists. I’m sure they would rather hear from you.’

‘No, no, I am Lord of the Order now, and I have nothing to do with Ringism.’

No, Rane thought, nothing more than playing prophet and telling everyone that they should follow the way of Mallory Ringess. He smiled at this. He remembered tutoring Mallory, the curious and often confused boy, the proud and brilliant journeyman pilot with the cold, sparkling blue eyes. Could he have guessed that Mallory would have taken the lead in the quest to find the mysterious Elder Eddas, which Mallory had characterized as instructions to human beings on becoming gods? Could Rane have ever prophesied that Mallory would set off the Pilots’ War and the much greater War in Heaven that had followed? Bardo, like others, sometimes seemed to believe that Mallory had gained powers of mind so great that he might as well be called a god. But what did that really mean? Surely Mallory had remained a man of blood and blazing passions, a man who longed to hear a beautiful poem or to clasp a woman to him even as Rane did Maria.

Bardo, a man of deep intuitions, waved his hand out across the ice and said, ‘You had a part in all this, too.’

Yes, he had. In how many ceremonies had he measured out the remembrancer’s drug kalla to the seekers who had joined together into what came to be called the Kalla Fellowship?

‘I wanted only,’ Rane said, ‘to teach them to remembrance.’

To remembrance the deep things, he mused – what Mallory had called the Elder Eddas and others believed to be the One Memory.

‘You did teach them,’ Bardo said.

‘Perhaps. But I never saw that we’d be starting a religion.’

And over the years, the Way of Ringess had grown and grown – and quickly grown corrupted. The passion for believing the unbelievable had precipitated the great, bloody war, which some said had purified and changed forever this popular religion. Ringism drew thousands to Neverness each year. Rane thought that it had drawn Maria from somewhere in the stars.

‘We made this,’ Rane said, looking at the people clumped around the coffins.

And Ringism, like all new religions, had made a new ritual. At the centre of the Fields stood a great silvery sunship, its spun-diamond hull gleaming and waiting, its nose pointing straight up toward the white fire of the Star of Neverness, which blazed in empty space so many millions of miles away.

‘You blame yourself for too many things,’ Bardo said softly.

The wind scraping over the earth sucked away Bardo’s words and whisked them up into the air. Rane did not want to summon the effort to hear what he said. At the moment, he could scarcely hear at all, for the cold caught him and he began to shiver. He had to lay the whole of his will upon his body to control the chattering of his teeth.

‘Shall I,’ Bardo said, looking back across the ice, ‘send Sunjay for hot coffee?’

Rane shook his head at this. Why he should he warm himself when others, too, must endure this frigid day?

Impossible it was that Sunjay should hear what Rane said in such a cruel wind, and yet Sunjay seemed to hear him all the same. He shot Rane a look of unnerving empathy. He began moving toward Rane and Bardo, with Chandra gliding across the ice right behind him.

In the boy’s tallness, Rane thought, in the hawklike fierceness of face and in his bold blue eyes, he favoured his father and grandfather. (And even his great-grandfather, the pre-eminent pilot, Leopold Soli.) But where others of the Ringess line tended toward coldness of countenance and a chilling clarity to the depths within themselves, Sunjay seemed to turn all his awareness outward toward the world. And today, toward Rane. Rane could see it, like the fire of suns, pouring out of Sunjay’s large eyes. Even more, Rane felt it flowing through his insides and warming him in a way that coffee never could.

His older sister possessed all of Sunjay’s gifts, and more. Although her blonde hair and dark brown eyes recalled her mother, Tamara, she shared not only the Ringess genes but the family talent for pushing through the impossible into the miraculous. She smiled at Rane, her expressive mouth conveying to him a hundred shadings and colours of warmth.

‘I brought the flower,’ she said to him.

‘Thank you, Chandra,’ he replied with a bow of his head. ‘But maybe you should hold on to it for a while.’

‘Will you not speak, Lord Rane?’

‘Why is it that everyone assumes that I cannot say what needs to be said?’

‘But what will you say?’

‘What should I say?’

Gazing into Chandra’s eyes just then was like watching an infinite flower opening out its petals toward the ends of the universe.

‘Will you speak?’ he asked her.

She glanced at Sunjay and then back at Rane. ‘One of us should. We haven’t decided, but Sunjay wants to recite a poem.’

‘Which … poem?’

‘You know which one,’ she said. ‘He doesn’t want to recite it without your permission, but I’ve tried to persuade him that it belongs to everyone, now.’

She leaned closer to Sunjay, and whispered something that Rane could not hear. Then it came time for Kolenya Mor to address Maria’s friends, and Chandra could not continue talking. That is, she could not exercise her vocal cords, lips, and tongue in order to utter the sounds making up most human speech. She, like Sunjay – like other girls and boys whom Rane taught – spoke another language altogether. Although sometimes incorporating sounds, it was an intricate composition of gestures, touches, blinks, expressions, and all the quanta of meaning that could be bound up in the radiance of a knowing look. It partook of the beauty of music and made metaphors the way evolution brought forth novelties of life. It had a million ‘words’. Or perhaps a million million – Rane could not be sure. For this strange new language never held still, but rather flowed like water in a stream, here dividing into separate rivulets, there eddying or circling like a whirlpool or breaking upon rocks and being cast up in a spray as uncountable numbers of sparkling droplets. Only one versed in the remembrancers’ art, it was said, could develop the capaciousness of memory needed to hold such a language.

While Kolenya forced her dulcet voice to do battle with the wind, Chandra said things to Sunjay in silence. They spoke so quickly that Rane couldn’t quite follow the fluttering of their eyelids, the widenings and narrowings of their pupils, the flickering of their eyes, left and right. And that otherness of suggestion that warmed their faces with such a heartbreaking eloquence.

‘What are we going to miss most about Maria?’ Rane heard Kolenya call out this lament to the hundreds packing the ice. ‘What is it that she most wanted, for herself and for the world? What is it that we will all remember?’

… her dharma-as-destiny, like the way of the warrior-poets, the highest art …

So completely did Sunjay and Chandra seem to understand each other – and so completely opaque was their lightning-quick communication – that their speech might as well have been called telepathy.

… the highest art, in fearlessness/flawlessness/flowingness always and only through the will to …

Some of those present couldn’t help stealing glances at Sunjay and Chandra. It was said that Danlo wi Soli Ringess, in fathering them, had created something new that had never been in all the universe. People called them, along with others of their generation, the Asta Siluuna: the Star Children. They revered such lovely sprigs of humanity almost as much as they feared them. They asked a question, sometimes openly, sometimes only in the look of longing and dread that filled their eyes: were these children still really human?

As Rane remembered how Maria had practically adopted them for her own, Chandra came up close to him. She opened her furs, and from an inner pocket drew out a fire rose. Long-stemmed and fragile, its petals still retained a crimson-orange glow. No other flower could defy a Neverness winter by blossoming in midwinter spring. No other flower, Maria had remarked, held so much beauty or so much life.

‘We’ve decided,’ Chandra told him in their silent, secret language. She slowed her movements so that he would understand her. ‘Sunjay will recite the poem … unless you want to.’

She held the flower out to him. The sight of it exploded through Rane’s visual field like the flash of a bomb. He couldn’t help staring at it, for it burned with a terrible brilliance. Quickly, though, in the icy air, the flower began to freeze. Its colours began die into a dull blood-red. There was no help for that. Rane looked at Chandra. Her eyes filled with tears, and there was no help for that, either, for she shared moments of ‘telepathy’ with him, too. One tear built large and lustrous, and rolled down over her dark eyelash and beaded upon her cheek. There it froze, a little drop of hardened water and salt and anguish.

It froze him, fixing his gaze and paralysing his eyes. It captured his consciousness, as a butterfly might be imprisoned in memory’s cold, clear ice. The images came flooding in then: smiles and scowls, looks of agony and bliss and every shade and colour of human expression. The images, in all their dizzying millions, drew him in and in and in. They seemed always pulled toward a singularity in space and time. They seemed always to constellate around it, as stars swirl around the galactic core.

‘Maria.’

Rane couldn’t help thinking of a concept of the cantors and other pure mathematicians, for he had their talent and might have become one of them. As he had done so many times, he watched the images form up as points fractalling toward a manifold that he thought of as a strange attractor. There could be no escaping this memory and this moment. He always found himself getting closer and closer to it.

‘Maria – why?’

The attractor embraced him and pulled him even closer. It pulled him into the softness of Maria’s breasts and belly, and into the glory of her black hair. He felt again her heart beating too fast and her throat catching with words she tried to force out but could not. And the sobbing, sobbing, sobbing … the tears frozen like diamond drops to the tawny skin beneath her eyes.

And always, the other words – the words he had heard ten thousand times: ‘Leave me alone!’

Through the force of will, he drove the images away. A sudden stillness came upon him. Now he could see again and hear again. Now he could feel Chandra pressing the thorny stem of the rose into his gloved hand. She wept freely, and more tears froze beneath her eyes. This, too, would become an image bound up with all the others. This, too, in the coming days, he would need to make die.

‘I found this at Arabella Tevor’s shop,’ Chandra told Rane in a flurry of eye flicks and taps on the back of his hand. ‘She grows the most beautiful roses.’

The memories, of course, would never really die. He might encase them within the hard shell of his bitterness and his need to forget, but like seeds trampled into the ground, they would inevitably open up at the right touch of moisture and warmth, and spring into new life.

‘Thank you,’ Rane whispered to her.

She cast him a long, knowing look, as Maria had often done. Compassion, he thought, could be a very cruel thing.

As Kolenya stood near the coffin recounting Maria’s love of poetry, Rane tried to calculate the number of steps needed for him to join her there. He watched the play of the clouds’ shadows lightening and darkening the coffin’s polished wood. How was it possible that Maria could lie within such a cold, sunless place? What did it even mean to think that she was there? What did it mean, he wondered, to say that anyone is or is not? Couldn’t he still see the amazing isness of Maria in her eyes whenever he allowed himself to look? How could Maria ever be anything other than utterly and ecstatically alive?

Certainly, he thought, Maria’s things had been set inside the coffin: her blue dress and her blue coffee mug; the books of poetry and an adjal and her flute. And much else. That was the custom of the Ringists, now, to entomb the effects of a dear one in case no body could be found to be buried. And, according to an impulse that mirrored the anxieties of the ancient Egyptian kings and queens, if not their practices, these things would be preserved for all eternity in a spectacular way.

One possession Rane had not allowed to be buried. He put his hand to Maria’s scarf, which warmed his neck. It felt soft and alive.

With Kolenya now reciting one of Maria’s poems, Rane breathed in the scarf’s scents, and the memories came:

In that hour, taste of tea, scent of sadness,

At a table topped with black stone …

Like spinning diamonds, words of the poem that he had finally written for her tumbled out into the air. Soon, Rane thought, he must step forward and recite a poem himself. He must say something. How could he not satisfy the expectations of the followers of the religion that he had helped to create?

‘Lord Rane.’ Sunjay, a couple of yards away, began speaking to him in the silence of his language. He moved closer, so that Rane could read the inklings of his eyes. ‘Will you give them your poem?’

You beheld me beautiful,

Born in splendour,

Naked …

‘According to your sister,’ Rane said, ‘since I once gave it to Maria, and she gave it to a hundred friends, the poem is no longer mine to give – or not to give.’

Sunjay smiled at this. ‘And a hundred times that number of people now remember it, yes? Have you not said many times, sir, that a man may make the moments of his life, but that the remembrance of them belongs to the universe?’

Impossible it was to win an argument with Sunjay. Like the other children of the Asta Siluuna, he possessed a system of mores that Rane could not quite grasp. Then, too, Sunjay spun out the words of his language so quickly and so adroitly that in trying to follow them Rane always felt a little dizzy.

‘Would you like to give them the poem?’ Rane asked.

‘I’d like to give them Maria – isn’t that what remembrancers have always done?’

Although Sunjay hadn’t attained his full growth and stood somewhere in that wild borderland between boy and man, he sometimes seemed a million years old. Rane saw in his too-wise aspect the stern face of Rane’s own father, who had taught him never to cry. He saw, as well, the faces of his father’s fathers, perhaps imagined, perhaps recalled by some arcane power of memory, back across the light years of the Stellar Fallaways, all the way back to the millions of faces of his ancestors who had lived and died on Old Earth.

How many of those ancestors had been remembrancers, however rudimentary in their skills? As Rane often had, he reflected on origins. Hadn’t the Remembrancers, as few remembrancers now knew, begun in ancient times as an obscure religious sect? Hadn’t they invented their liturgies and their eidetics as a way of preserving the dead? For they had believed that as long as someone remained to preserve with memory everything about those who had departed – their smiles, their words, their deeds, their dreams – then they could not really die. Through faith, zeal, and a bone-deep fear of extinction, the fallen would be embalmed in the brains of those making a remembrance. Thousands of years before the Remembrancers had purged themselves of such superstitions and had joined the Order as a new discipline, their most powerful practitioners had thus tried to keep their dear ones alive.

In that hour, taste of tea, scent of sadness,

At a table topped with black stone,

When I wept to know it glorious

Strange to know you not strange …

The scent imbuing the folds of Maria’s scarf suddenly called up the tastes of gall and spleen. How strange, how tinged with irony and excruciation, that Bardo and Kolenya – and now even Sunjay! – should want Rane to regress ten millennia in order to re-enact the mythos of a Venerable Remembrancer!

‘You may do as you wish,’ Rane told Sunjay. ‘As you have said, the poem does not belong to me.’

A few minutes later, Kolenya finished her recitations and her paean to Maria. Sunjay bowed to Rane, and then moved over to the coffin to tell everyone how he had met Maria. He extolled her wit and her gentleness in teaching him to make poetry, as she had so many others. When he chose to speak in the Language of the Civilized Worlds, Sunjay had a powerful voice that belied his youth. It rang out across the ice, and for a while Rane lost himself in its sound. Then he realized that Sunjay was reciting Rane’s poem:

‘In that hour waking wonder,

Tender of touch,

Wet sweet burning eyes,

You looked without cover

Into the inferno – into myself.’

Had Rane, Rane wondered, really written those words? He stared off through the haze of his eyes. Life teemed everywhere around him: in the crowds of people exhaling their steamy breaths into the air; in the yu trees bright and green upon the mountains; in the flocks of kittikeesha beating their wings across the blue sky; in the triptons and the vacuum flowers and the other newly evolved organisms of the Golden Ring high above the world.

Could all this immense vivacity ever be enough to overcome its countervailing force? For death, too, laid its hand upon all things. The deep winter wind would kill many animals with bitter cold, and the scavenger birds would hunt their corpses in the snow. The faces of his friends held a foreboding of the inevitable, even as the coffins dotting the ice held what remained of glorious treasures that had been dear to them.

Who could ever help that? Rane pressed his fist to his throbbing forehead. His memory, he thought, was a bone coffin containing dead people. His mother. His father. Ali Alesar of Urradeth and Paloma the Younger and other friends killed in the war. Maria’s unborn and perhaps never-conceived child.

And most of all himself.

Where is the life we have lost in living?

He wanted put this question to Kolenya and to Bardo, to Jonathan Hur, and even to Chandra and Sunjay, who would have thought it both sad and strange.

‘On that day dreaming darkness,

Solace of steel,

Hot quick ripping veins,

You walked with life

Into the Hofgarten – into my life.’

Although Rane did not want to hear these words he had once written for Maria – the only poem he had ever written in his life! – he could not not listen to them. Sunjay kept finding more words to say, and it seemed that he continued on for ten thousand years.

At last, however, he finished and fell into a strange silence. At last it came time for Rane to speak. He forced himself to move forward. He pushed his feet across the ice, so cold that any slipperiness had given way to a gritty friction more like that of sandpaper. He positioned himself behind the coffin. He paused, unable to set the frozen fire rose upon it. He faced Sunjay, who had again taken his place beside Kolenya, Bardo, and Chandra. What should he tell the many hundreds of people gathered to mourn Maria? What could he tell them?

‘Maria …’ he began with a whisper.

Everyone stared at him. He tried to clear his throat, but it seemed that a lump of coal was stuck there. His voice was as dry as coal, and he could not get his vocal cords to vibrate.

Maria.

He began to remember. He wanted to remember, needed the torment of memory as a man lost in a blizzard needs the pain of almost-frozen feet to reassure himself that blood still pulsed within and that his flesh had not completely hardened into ice. There came a warming, a softening, a burgeoning of moisture. He felt it as a hot, sweet burning in his eyes. He knew that he could not allow a single tear to form up upon his cheek. One drop of water, falling, might prove the first of ten or ten thousand more. Then would come the storm. Then would come the deluge that would sweep him away into a bottomless sea.

In that moment, open gaze, pools of light,

When I plunged into that sacred sea …

Rane knew that he must search for a safe memory, one that would warm his eyes and bring a comfortable smile to his face. But there were no safe memories.

In that moment, open gaze, pools of light,

When I plunged into that sacred sea

Down through a bottomless pain carved joy

To find you, wisest child of the deep …

In his years as the Order’s foremost virtuoso of the art of memory, Rane had again and again instructed his students in the sixty-four traditional attitudes of Remembrance. There was eidetics, of course, along with olfaction and mnemonics. And fenestration, plexity and portraiture. And the new attitudes such as hologic and inherence, which he and a few other mavericks had pioneered and elaborated – but which the masters of his discipline had yet to accept as part of the remembrancers’ canon. How many ways were there, really, to remember?

As he tried to find his voice and to address the multitudes, he looked down in horror at the coffin. How had it become spotted with so many bits of scarlet? He realized that he had gripped the fire rose’s stem with such force that one of its thorns had ripped through his glove and punctured his palm. The glove’s soft leather had soaked through with blood, which continued to drip down upon the coffin. One of the drops seemed to take a million years to freeze into a little ruby. In this foreverness of time, he felt himself pulled into a frozen moment. He heard once again Maria sobbing, and he saw her biting her lip. A drop of blood welled up from it – a single drop of red blood that rolled onto the white snow beneath her. It stained the world’s whiteness in a haemorrhage that swelled out and out, engulfing the snow-shagged mountains, sweeping across the sea’s ice and colouring crimson all that he looked upon, without and within.

‘No!’

He could never, though, keep this memory from coming. He kept gazing down at the coffin. Beads of blood rolled down its smooth shatterwood and fell through the air like a red rain. They melted little holes through the ice – and burned a hole straight through him. He felt one bit of blood quivering inside, down beneath his heart, all hot and vital and sweet with something purely and only of Maria. With all the terrible urge of an embryo to quicken and take hold, it sprang into life, and it grew and grew and grew.

Maria.

He tried to keep her from taking hold of him. How could he bear such a gentle but ultimately cruel touch? How could he let her make him so bone-meltingly weak?

Maria, now fully formed, stood with him on the ice beside the coffin. Her eyes were like dark, deep wells.

‘You mustn’t blame yourself,’ she said to him in a voice as warm as liquefied pearls.

‘Why, Maria?’

‘Because I have enough blame for both of us.’

At this, he pressed his palm to the cut above his eye and slowly shook his head.

‘You mustn’t try to keep me either,’ she told him. ‘The Maria you have made.’

‘But I haven’t—’

‘You know who I really am.’

‘No, I don’t—’

‘You know where I am,’ she said. ‘Come find me.’

She reached out to embrace him. She pulled him into the softness of her breasts and her belly, and into the glory of her black hair. He could not tell where his flesh ended and the substance of her being began. Her heart beat too fast, as one with his, and her throat caught with desperate words as she began to sob.

‘Maria – why are you crying?’

He almost knew why, could almost feel the answer to this question calling to him in a strangle of voice and breath as she sobbed and sobbed and sobbed. Then his belly seized up with a sickening tremor. It clutched at him deep inside, all the way up through his heart and his throat. All that kept it from breaking out into a sob of his own was his stony will – and against the ocean he now felt boiling through his eyes, that was no will at all.

No – leave me alone!

How many ways were there to forget? Few among the normally memoried appreciated the importance of forgetting. For in the same way a dreamer could become trapped within a nightmare, a remembrancer could become lost in a hell of images, smells, and sounds. The words of a poem might devour one’s consciousness. The murmured endearments of an amorata could build into a raucous and infinitely looping song that could bounce back and forth between the bones of the skull, pounding at the mind and making a man mad. As he often had, Rane summoned within himself a great blue star. The Architects of one of the Cybernetic churches, defeated in the War in Heaven, had learned how to detonate the galaxy’s stars into supernovae, and so had created that hellish, blasted-out region of the galaxy known as the Vild. Rane took his inspiration from them. He applied the entire force of his mind, all the great gravity of his will, toward making this star collapse upon itself. Its swirling plasma began to fuse with what would become in moments a hundred billion degrees of heat. Then, as it had a thousand times, the star rebounded in an explosion of fire and light.

‘Maria.’

This trick of his should have been enough to blast Maria from his memory: the flush of her lips; the golden tones of her hands; the sable softness of her eyes. She had been made of so many bright colours! Her whole being had blazed like a rainbow lighting up the sky. He needed to burn all that away, every bit of her. He needed to burn away the longing that bound him to such beauty. Most of all, he needed to annihilate the deep, delightful feeling that Maria had been made for him, that the underlying purpose of the universe was to bring to everyone a bright and bottomless joy.

He expected this proven remembrancing technique to result in quiet, calm, the cessation of motion that is absolute cold. Not nothingness, exactly, but rather that pure and perfect neverness underlying time and pain and all created things. The Buddhists, of course, for ages had tried to describe the indescribable quality they called Emptiness. The ancient Kristians had spoken of the ‘peace that passeth understanding’.’ Rane dreaded the impulse to entertain such religious fancies. He just wanted peace – whatever that really was. When the blinding brilliance subsided, an afterimage of charred skin and melted-out eyes remained for a moment to grieve him. Then that, too, faded away. He found himself standing alone behind Maria’s coffin – standing and staring down at the drops of blood that still stained it.

‘Maria,’ he whispered, calling out to the wind.

Did memory record reality or remake it? Did a man make memories of his life or did memories make a man? How many stars could he explode before he destroyed the very best part of himself?

Maria.

He looked up and out at Sunjay, at Chandra and at Bardo and all the others still waiting for him to speak. In the vast silence that fell upon the Hollow Fields, he tried to project his voice out to all of them.

Leave me alone!

Finally, it began to rain. This seemed to him impossible on such a frozen winter day – until he realized that the drops of water pouring down upon the coffin had their source in his blurry eyes. Who could hold very much of it? Who could hold such a volatile substance within?

Finally, too, he found his voice, raspy and too deeply pitched though it might be. He looked out over the coffin at Kolenya Mor, who stood gazing at him as she wept along with him. Bardo, next to her, did likewise, for he had always been a watery man, and so did Sunjay and Chandra and others of the Asta Siluuna whom Rane had instructed. Many, many people wept that day, too many to count. They wept for Maria, he thought, a woman so beautiful that she could have caused the sky itself to break open and weep.

In that time of no time, perfect and clear,

When I walked with you

Through a bright infinity in marvel

Of seeing myself in you seeing me …

How could he tell them the most basic thing about Maria, the wondrous thing that no poem could ever evoke? How could he convey his sense that she had conceived of herself as a kind of poem, that the highest of all arts is self-creation? And that what she had wanted to create was a woman utterly faithful to life, a woman so full of praise and splendour that the earth’s flowers and trees and stones would sing her into life again and again for a million years, long after mere human beings had grown into gods and had forgotten who she really was.

‘Maria,’ he finally called out with a cry of anguish and wrath, ‘cannot be here!’

He tightened his belly in an attempt to still the tremors ripping through him. A thousand people, it seemed, gazed at him in confusion – and with confidence that he would soon make sense of this strange protestation. They waited for him to speak of Maria, to tell them comfortable and good things about her so that they could feel comfortable and good about themselves. The tide of great emotion flowing across the Hollow Fields suddenly angered him. It reminded him of the sentiments that Ringism’s mass gatherings and rituals had unleashed. Why couldn’t these believers of miraculous things really believe? Why did the faithful followers of a religion that preached a personal evolution into infinite possibilities refuse to accept the wild chance that Maria might somehow remain alive?

‘She cannot be here!’ he told them.

And with that, he made his bloodied hand into a fist. He brought it down upon the coffin with so much force that it seemed the shatterwood might be riven into splinters. Kolenya and his other friends stared at him in dismay, and everyone seemed stunned.

‘She cannot be here!’ he shouted out a third time.

Decent, Kolyena had called him, and noble and sensitive. Maria had thought him kind. Again his fist crashed down against the coffin. How he despised both decency and decorum – and all other such civilized traits! A wild man he really was! A man of both passion and pride!

‘There are a thousand dead men and women here today!’ he said. His arm swept out across the Hollow Fields. ‘Children, too – all dead! Go mourn one of them!’

As a wave of shock spread over friends who thought they had known Thomas Rane, he felt sick at what he had said. But it was too late to unsay it. So it always was. Through the mysterious power of time, which moved in one direction only, the impulses and acts of the present became frozen in a bitter past that might be remembered but never changed.

And so Rane bit back his remorse, and he whirled about with a wrenching pivot of his neck and his hips. He strode off across the ice. He walked as quickly as his shaking legs would carry him. So startling had his
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