

 

 

 

The greater tragedy of our world is not the victims of cruelty, but that so many of those victims would, given the opportunity, stand in the shoes of their oppressors and wield the same whip with equal enthusiasm.

Excavating Crath, by Anthony Robinson
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CHAPTER 1 

Celcha

Being able to see the walls of your prison is a luxury that few are afforded. Make no mistake though: every one of us is trapped.

This was the slaver’s wisdom, and he was given to sharing it. The palisade around the Arthran dig site had seen better days and had probably been unimpressive on the day it was finished, but its presence, Myles Carstar maintained, allowed a concrete focus for the restless dissatisfaction that would otherwise turn inwards and chew away at a person, or even an animal, from the inside.

Celcha wondered whether the slaver should in fact be called a slaver since it was other sabbers who went about the world hunting people down and bringing them from the wilds in chains. Whereas Myles Carstar simply set them to their tasks and enforced the law. Celcha’s brother, who had an unhealthy interest in words, claimed that you could be a slaver simply by owning slaves – the business of riding them down and beating the fight out of them with iron-rod staves was not a necessary qualification. And in any case, Myles Carstar did more than handing out duties and assigning the official cruelties – he also made slaves of those new arrivals who rather than entering the dig site by the gates, wailing behind the trackers’ horses, came the second way, also wailing.

The second route onto Arthran Plateau, the one Celcha and her brother had taken, was by far the shorter journey. It still took the best part of a year, though, before the newest slave was dragged out from between their mother’s thighs to join the workforce.

Celcha’s brother felt that the babies were born free and deprived of their liberty only when Myles Carstar set the first manacle around their bloody little wrist. Celcha thought that they were slaves from the moment they emerged, and perhaps before, but that it really didn’t matter either way – they were as screwed as the rest of them.

The first official cruelty involved a flexible steel cane with which between five and fifty lashes were delivered. The scale of horror inflicted escalated rapidly through the second to sixth cruelty, moving through peelings, amputations, and the removal of an eye. By the time she was ten Celcha had seen all but the seventh – death by slow fire – enacted in the main yard, and had endured the first herself, bearing five long scars wrapped around her shoulders, side, and hip.

Celcha had been the youngest in memory to bear the steel lash. Casual beatings were common at any age, but until Myles Carstar assigned ten lashes to her brother, Hellet, she had been the youngest to receive an official cruelty.

By the time of her brother’s crime Celcha had worn her scars for five years and the sting of them as she moved still echoed with the vastly greater pain of their delivery. How Hellet, a little younger and far frailer than she had been, would withstand twice as many blows she’d had no idea.

The truth turned out to be that he didn’t withstand them. The agony broke him. The agony or perhaps the humiliation, for he’d always had that small pride to him. The sort that comes to those who aren’t just a little cleverer than their brethren but stand head and shoulders above them, so much so that simply hiding it can become a full-time occupation.

Hellet’s crime, the one that earned him the official cruelty, had been curiosity. He had looked inside a book. What had truly broken him, however, was pride. Not the bold, swaggering pride of the slavers but that quiet, confident sense of self-worth which no slave can afford to keep. The cane had divided his flesh, but it was his own pride that provided the anvil over which his spirit and mind were broken. Pride can endure pain, but it can’t survive the body’s inevitable reaction to pain: the screams, the soiled legs, the begging, and the crying, all of it before an audience.

The worst part of it was that it had all been Celcha’s fault. She had been the one to haul the filthy object from the layer of dried mud, having first torn into it with her pick. She hadn’t known what it was, but the curiosity in her fingers made her prise the stiff pages apart and hold the book up to the lamp flame. The overseers seldom came to the dig face, not wishing to suffer the dust and the stench of bodies, but one came that day, that moment, his footsteps unheard beneath the rise and fall of nearby hammers.

An instant before the overseer had rounded the corner Hellet had snatched the book from Celcha’s hands. He said later that he didn’t know the slaver was coming. He said it was bad luck. Bad timing. Celcha didn’t believe him. She’d seen the fear on his face. And she couldn’t save him. To admit her guilt wouldn’t erase his. It would merely have earned them two cruelties rather than one.

Myles Carstar maintained a fiction that the slaves were not only a different species but were morally, functionally, and spiritually no different to any other animal in service to the sabbers. No different to the sheep whose wool might clothe the sabbers and whose meat might feed them. To their slavemaster, the sabber who had first set the manacle on Celcha’s wrist, the greatest sin was to deny this fiction in any manner, be it in deed, or merely by attitude. A slave who wanted to live had to pretend to be part of the herd, exhibiting only the minimum intelligence required to execute their tasks. And Myles Carstar, seeing before him year after year exactly what he wanted to, perhaps even believed that lie he had cut into their flesh.

It was during the allowed week of recovery that Celcha came to understand that they’d broken Hellet. Their father had stitched the boy’s flesh back together, in much the same way that he stitched his jacket with each new tear. But the steel lash had fractured Hellet in ways beyond the skill of any seamstress to repair.

She had watched Hellet lying on the bloodstained pallet in the airless barracks where the slaves slept. During the long nights he would lie without turning, locked in place by his torn flesh, only his jaw moving as he chewed his pain and muttered, talking the whole night through, his voice just above the threshold of hearing but below that of comprehension.

It wasn’t until the week had run its course, and Hellet stood like the oldest of men to join the long line of unwashed bodies that led to the pits, that Celcha realized that her brother wasn’t talking to himself. She stood behind him in the queue, watching, ready to catch him should he accept the fall on whose edge he seemed to be teetering. She stood close enough to see that the twitch in his eyes wasn’t a twitch. He was watching something that she couldn’t see. And listening. Always listening.

‘Another day, another dollar.’ Celcha rolled from her pallet as the clanging of the morning bell faded. They called it a bell, though Hellet said that bells were hollow and typically not just a twisted bar of metal to rattle a stick in. Celcha didn’t much care about bells or dollars, neither of which she’d ever seen, but her father had always woken with the phrase on his tongue, and repeating it felt as if she was keeping him among them in some small way. She didn’t think he’d ever seen a dollar either, though he had been sold for seven of them so perhaps he saw them change hands on that day, years back, before he’d been brought to Arthran to dig and die.

Hellet lined up behind Celcha. Both of them had grown into their scars. Ten more years had seen Hellet grow taller than her. Taller and wider than everyone in the long shack where nearly two hundred slaves slept elbow to elbow, breathing in each other’s stink. Myles Carstar was still a head taller than Hellet, however, and he was the shortest of the sabbers, dwarfed by the guards, though the guards looked up to him in every way that counted. Celcha liked to think that Hellet could set Myles Carstar on his backside despite his height, knock him down then lift him up with arms strengthened by a lifetime of digging, and break his spine across his knee.

Not that violence was the answer to the slavers. Experience had shown that the sabbers would meet any resistance with greater aggression, and that they were far better qualified in the arts of war even if they hadn’t had weaponry at their disposal that made a mockery of what either the slaves or the free people still out in the wilds could bring to bear.

Violence certainly wasn’t Hellet’s answer. Curiosity had earned him his lashes just as curiosity had earned Celcha hers. Hellet might be notable among the labour force for his size, but his intelligence was what really marked him out. Celcha had a quick mind, but Hellet’s was lightning. Even though he’d been exposed to an official cruelty for seeming to have looked inside one of the dusty books they’d excavated, he’d taught himself to read, not from books but by tracing the lines carved into the oldest markers out by the palisade where shallow graves were scraped into the dried mud.

These days the dead got nothing to indicate where they lay. Celcha found their father’s spot by memory and sometimes dreamed that she’d forgotten the place and had for months been speaking her words to the wrong patch of barren ground. In the old days though it seemed as if reading hadn’t been considered such a sin among slaves, and the people brought in off the plains had often set the names of the dead above their graves, along with a few words about their lives.

Celcha didn’t know how Hellet had learned to read from such a meagre source. She would have liked to read too, but she could already read the lesson she’d learned years before. It lay written in the hairless scars that divided her brother’s back into a map of the awful places such curiosity would take her. Fear kept her in her place, breeding an anger that she turned in on herself.

The mouth of the current entrance to the dig lay outside the palisade. This offered no particular opportunity for escape. The weathered fence had never been what kept the slaves at their tasks, any more than the single manacle they all wore did. Both were more symbolic than practical. What held them was that the world outside was harsh and unknown and owned by others who saw their lives as nothing but an opportunity for profit.

Just beyond the palisade the head and one shoulder of some long-forgotten sabber queen emerged from the hard-baked ground at a drunken angle. Why she hadn’t been broken up and carted away, Celcha wasn’t sure. Perhaps it was the hardness of the stone, as witnessed by the failure of uncountable dust storms across untold centuries to do much more than soften her features. Even the fall of the city seemed to have done nothing but chip a little off her prominent nose. One of the older slaves claimed the monument to be a full body statue and that decades earlier he had excavated around her toes, far below ground.

From the rise that the slave line crested before being swallowed below ground Celcha could see a great salt-edged lake shimmering in the eastern heat, and to the west, a mountain behind which others crowded. Hellet said that the fruits of their labour flowed towards the mountain, in whose arms a city lay cradled. In the times when Myles Carstar was not at the dig site the city was where he went.

Celcha had spent most of her life below ground. The Arthran Plateau had somehow swallowed another city, deep enough that the majority of it had to be excavated through tunnelling, though in places the slaves had long ago dug vast craters exposing streets and houses. None of that remained. The stone had been carted away and time had worn that great work of digging into smooth depressions that would one day pass unnoticed, carrying with them all memory of the lives spent shovelling away the soil in search of a less-forgotten people.

Celcha took a shovel and a pick from the tool hoppers by the tunnel mouth. Two sabber guards watched over them, always disapproving, displeased by the sight of a potential weapon in the hands of any slave. Hellet took only a pick. The overseers said his strength was wasted on shovelling.

‘And how’s Maybe today?’ Celcha asked.

Hellet grunted. Since the angel had appeared it had been hard to get anything out of him. It had taken years for him even to admit to seeing the angel, longer before he named it to her. He wasn’t sure about the name. Angels, he said, were hard to hear, and the language that spilled from their tongues wasn’t the one the slaves spoke. Similar, but not the same.

Celcha would have dismissed Hellet’s claims as the products of a fractured mind but for three things. Firstly, he was her brother. Secondly, whilst others said that sense was apt to leak from a cracked brain, she wondered if the fissures might not also allow new things to leak in. Thirdly, and most importantly – though it shamed her to say it – when she looked where Hellet looked, she had begun to see glimmers. Golden glimmers, hints, slices of understanding, almost fractures themselves, as if her vision had on occasion offered her fragments of another truth.

She couldn’t hear the angel, not like her brother could; she couldn’t see it either, not properly, but over months the glimpses built into something, piece by piece, taller than the tallest sabber, built like a man, arms and legs in the right number and similar proportions. Hellet said that the angel called itself Maybe and that through the long nights it filled his dreams with unease and promises of a greater destiny, one that made him feel smaller even than standing beneath the vast star-scattered arc of the sky. That sky lay hidden today, veiled by the dust that blew in whenever the wind came from any direction but west.

‘Ready to dig some dirt?’ The overseer for Celcha’s group today was Kerns, the worst of the lot. ‘Of course you are, you filthy animals.’ His cane flickered out, landing across Hellet’s broad shoulders. Hellet grunted. If he held out, Kerns would just beat him until he showed some sign of weakness. Celcha tried not to hate the sabbers. Her father had always told her, ‘We aren’t the ones that hate.’ But it was hard. She couldn’t let it out and she couldn’t let it go. Sometimes she felt that holding onto all that anger had condensed it into a poison that ran through her veins, doing her more harm than the official cruelties that would follow if she gave it a target. Hellet on the other hand seemed to bear no malice. As if the thought had never even occurred to him. As if the sabbers were nothing more than weather, their offences no more personal than a tornado off the Dust or one of the lightning strikes which came with the rain that would fall once or twice each year.

In chamber seventy-nine the work party split into groups of five, each of which followed a different tunnel. Kerns remained in the junction chamber with his lantern to oversee what might be brought up. Hellet led Celcha and three others down the rightmost tunnel. Celcha held the group’s small oil lamp whose meagre light served to minimize injuries from swinging picks and stray shovels.

‘We’re going to find something today,’ Hellet said.

Hellet so rarely offered an opinion that doing so proved enough to make the others miss a pace. Of all of them only Celcha knew that this must be something Maybe had told her brother. It felt as if Maybe had been steering Hellet for years, and he in turn had steered the digging, moving the sabbers with imperceptible nudges, aiming the excavation ever more to the south.

Most of what they brought to the surface was shaped stone and carts loaded with rockcrete chunks. Less frequently they dragged out pieces of wood from the unwilling bone-dry clays, or hunks of rusting metal, or stranger materials for which they had no name other than the sabbers’ coverall term ‘plasteek’. All of it was seemingly worth the lives of slaves. All of it could be taken to the city and repurposed. Hellet said that the world had been squeezed dry long ago and that there was almost nothing that had been thrown away in past millennia, or covered by catastrophe, that was not now worth digging up. Especially if someone else was doing the digging.

At the end of the tunnel Hellet and Farga went ahead with their picks to continue digging out the current wall, leaving Celcha and the others to carry on loading rubble from the previous day into the cart.

Celcha hesitated as the others started work. She watched the shadows flicker across Hellet’s back, the interplay of light, muscle, and scar. Many of the slaves feared her brother for his size, his silence, and the way he looked past them, his black eyes following things that weren’t there. Celcha still saw the broken child, the boy whose sacrifice had opened his flesh to the bone. The boy who had nursed an injured tunnel rat to health and kept its company until age claimed it. Who had laughed and sung and danced. Her father had loved that child with his whole heart. Celcha had always sensed a thread of duty running through the care he’d turned her way, a degree of reservation. Perhaps she reminded him too sharply of their mother, the woman he said she so resembled. What had always surprised Celcha was not the uneven division of their father’s love but the fact that she could never hate Hellet for the size of his share. Instead of their father’s death unleashing that resentment, it had, if anything, prompted her to take on the mantle of loving Hellet. She was jealous of the angel though. Wary of him. Even now as the golden sparkle of him crackled across her vision, shedding a light that none but she and Hellet could see, she worried why it was that he haunted her brother and what he was aiming him towards.

They laboured in the heat and dust and din, Celcha bending her back to the task of loading the sharp-edged ’crete chunks. The tempo of Hellet’s blows seemed almost to outpace her heart. At times Farga would just stand back in amazement, giving Hellet more room to swing, and even without Farga hewing at the rockcrete wall the rubble mounded up faster than the three of them could load it.

Celcha turned from tumbling a chunk into the cart. ‘Brother …’ She wanted him to stop, to rest a moment, take some water. Hellet didn’t hear her. She doubted he’d have paused even if he did. His attack on the wall proceeded at frenzied pace though it wasn’t a frenzy – each blow landed with precision to match its power. Years of hewing at ancient walls builds an understanding of their structure and weaknesses for which Hellet’s genius was not required, just his appetite for destruction.

The void beyond had been announcing itself for some while in the resonance that answered Hellet’s blows. When he breached it, they all knew it in the moment that the pick struck. A change in the quality of the sound, followed by the scatter of fragments inwards rather than outwards. With seven or eight more powerful blows Hellet opened a gap wide enough for a child to crawl through. Celcha advanced, holding her trembling flame high. The rest of them crowded at her shoulders, all save Hellet. He fell back, panting, dust coating his fur. He slumped against the opposite wall and slid down to his haunches, seemingly uninterested in what his labours had exposed.

For several long moments all that the oil lamp’s light revealed was dust, hanging in lazy veils, settling only as the violence that set it loose receded into memory. Most chambers in the buried city had collapsed long ago, their roofs perhaps consumed in the inferno that had blackened so many of its structures, or simply crushed beneath the weight of years. Hellet said that the place had been covered swiftly in some sudden event. Maybe a great act of destruction nearby had raised a dust cloud much the same as the one obscuring Celcha’s view, only far greater, and it had settled to bury the city fathoms deep. In any case, intact rooms were a rarity.

The book that had drawn Hellet into the crime that had earned him his lacerations had been dug out from a layer of dust that infrequent rains had turned to clay and the years were fashioning into mudstone. It had been a sorry thing, barely recognizable to the elder who had been with them. Celcha had had to prise one stiff page from the next, and the text upon them had been so faded and so stained that even the most practised reader might have struggled to extract sense from it.

The thinning veils of dust now revealed a large chamber where row upon row of ancient shelves owned the floorspace, each of them taller than a sabber and stretching beyond the reach of the lamp’s glow. Many had collapsed under their burdens, but a great number still stood, withstanding the weight of the books lined along them. Score upon score. Hundreds. Thousands maybe.

‘What is it?’ Farga gasped, clutching his pick as if it were a lifeline.

Hellet didn’t look up.

Celcha turned from the hole and crouched beside her brother. She repeated Farga’s question. ‘What is it?’

Hellet raised his gaze though not his head, his black eyes glittering through the curtain of his fur. ‘A means to an end.’




 

 

 

It’s remarkable how seldom visions are unremarkable. Or might it be that the great majority of our days are populated with visions that are simply too pedestrian to be called into question? How many of us have an acquaintance that is entirely fictional and who we will go to our graves believing to have been real?

The Unremarked, by Markus McMarkle
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CHAPTER 2 

Celcha

The second angel called itself Starve. He came after Kerns had fetched Raddock, and after Raddock had fetched Myles Carstar, but before the first cartload of books was hauled to the surface.

Celcha saw Starve even less clearly than she saw Maybe. Both were indistinct, more easily seen from the corner of her eye than when staring straight at them. He moved more than Maybe did. He prowled. Always watching. It was Starve who noticed she could see him. Maybe had seldom glanced her way and never shown any interest. Starve circled her, moved his extended finger before her eyes, and watched her watch his progress. He spoke to her too, though she heard nothing, or rather she heard a new kind of silence when his lips moved, as if what he said didn’t reach her but instead stopped any other small noise from doing so.

They all got an extra ration that night. Not just Hellet’s group but the whole shack. And Myles Carstar patted Hellet on the shoulder, almost stroking him as if he were one of the dogs that haunted the outskirts of the camp.

‘You did well today, boy.’

Hellet gave the grateful twist of his mouth that was expected of him.

‘Who would have thought that you of all my herd would be the one to find more books?’ The slavemaster’s teeth showed at his own joke, fingers idly tracing the scars that crisscrossed Hellet’s shoulder. ‘I’ll wager you were scared to even touch them.’

Hellet let his head fall. ‘Hellet was. Yes, sir.’

Myles Carstar nodded, his sharp eyes flicking towards Celcha, who lowered her head, unable to match Hellet’s acting. The slaves rarely spoke around the sabbers, particularly around the slavemaster. He preferred to hear grunts and growls, and what kept his mood good was good for them too. ‘Do you want a she-slave or more food?’

‘Hellet want food.’

When answering the slavemaster, you said your name first. He pretended it was because they all looked the same to him, but the real reason was to make children of them. You spoke like a small child too, no matter your age. None of them were supposed to be equal to the language of the masters. To speak it too well would be arrogance and that would earn an official cruelty faster than stealing or getting into a fight – those things were at least expected of a slave.

Myles Carstar did some sabber thing with his mouth that meant amusement. ‘Not a she-slave? You’ve grown big. We need more big slaves.’

‘Hellet want food, please.’ Hellet looked down, humble, trembling with the correct amount of fear at daring a choice even when choice was offered.

The slavemaster laughed and ruffled Hellet’s head with a thin-fingered hand. ‘Food it is.’

Celcha and Hellet had both determined long ago never to breed. Few children born into the Arthran dig would choose to produce their own replacements. Slaves had no say in the matter, of course. As livestock, they did what they were told. But Hellet knew ways to ensure such enforced unions bore no fruit. He said Maybe had told him how to find the plants required to make the paste. Bitter stuff that made you ill for days. Celcha considered it the only good thing the angel had done for them.

When they locked the shack door, Hellet sank into his sleep without a murmur. He lay so quiet that Celcha, wide awake and a thousand miles from dreaming, worried he might have died. Hellet never rested well. But that night he slept like the righteous. And far below him the ancient chamber waited for them, thick with secrets that they would never be allowed to know.

Dawn brought them a day much the same as any other save that instead of hauling rubble they were hauling books, and they got three overseers in place of one, two of them doing their overseeing in the newly broached chamber. The work carried on without breaks, the task of emptying the shelves apparently an urgent one, as if the slavemaster feared the buried city might recognize its oversight in not collapsing the ceiling above the books and have it come tumbling down post-haste.

Change arrived on the second day.

Around noon, beneath a blazing sun, a carriage jolted its way through the palisade gates. Not a drab covered wagon of the sort used to bring in food and tools but a work of art on wheels, lacquered sides dark as night skies, impossibly skinny wheels, and drawn by horses with glossy hides and flowing manes rather than the stumbling beasts that dragged the products of the dig to the city and rarely looked more than three trips from the cooking pot. Two sabbers in gleaming armour rode behind the carriage, their ornate helms styled to resemble howling wolves.

Celcha saw all this over the top of the cart she’d pushed with Stana and Cherl up the long incline from the chamber and out into the dizzying brightness of the day.

‘No! No! No! No! No!’ The elderly female sabber emerged from the carriage before its wheels had stopped rolling. She came towards them in a swirl of crimson robes, astonishingly vivid in the dull grey camp. ‘No!’

Kerns, who was bringing up the rear, cracked his cane across Celcha’s shoulders as if it were a given that she was the source of their visitor’s displeasure.

The female came right at them, laying her skinny, withered hands – too delicate for any serious work – on the cart’s front as if she might actually be able to stop it by herself. ‘Who has done this?’ She looked around the yard, eyes sliding over Celcha, Stana, and Cherl as if they could no more be responsible for whatever offence had been committed than the cart itself. She fixed Kerns with the heat of her stare.

The overseer stepped uneasily around the cart as the two guards dismounted. ‘We’re following orders, librarian.’ Kerns kept his head down, all his customary malice gone from him like water spilled from a cup.

The librarian’s sharp gaze cut to Myles Carstar’s office, a large stone-built structure not far from the gates. ‘Whose orders?’

‘Mine, my lady.’ Myles Carstar came from the direction of the slave shacks, unseen until he was almost among them. Even he seemed flustered by the librarian’s arrival, humble, when for all Celcha’s life he had been defined by his arrogance. An arrogance that ran so deep he hardly needed to express it, any more than an upright man needed to show you his bones. ‘The books we’ve brought up are in the sorting hall, out of the sun, safe from any rain.’ He glanced towards the building in question, making a strained chuckle at the idea the books might get wet even without a roof. Rain might be more common than the discovery of books, but not a lot more.

‘And the indexing has been preserved?’ the librarian snapped.

‘The what now?’ Myles Carstar peered at the old woman as if she had spoken in a language other than his own.

‘Did it not occur to you’ – the librarian advanced on the slavemaster, and to Celcha’s astonishment the man retreated with a nervous swallowing – ‘that the arrangement of these books on the shelves encoded information of great value? Information that is almost certainly wholly lost in the ugly heap you’ve doubtless created in this storage shed of yours?’

Myles Carstar had always styled himself as the intellectual superior of his staff, cutting down larger men, and some larger women too, with deft twists of the verbal knife, belittling them with references beyond the scope of their education. Just as he cast the slaves into the role of animals, he portrayed the overseers in his employ as unruly and rather dim children. The official cruelties exacted upon Hellet and Celcha had been to ensure that they conformed to the slavemaster’s view of what they were.

To see that same man now robbed of his power was a revelation to Celcha. She understood in one moment the sudden change that can be wrought in the appearance of an object simply by changing the angle from which you illuminate it. The librarian had cast the slaver in a new light. And she realized that although his discomfort was only a small revenge for all that he had done to her, her family, and her people … she liked the taste of it and wanted more.

‘Well?’ The old sabber woman lifted her hands from the cart and tilted her palms upwards. ‘Show me the shambles.’ She turned towards another cart rumbling in through the gates, pushed by Hellet and Farga, loaded with books. ‘And for the love of all the gods of canith and men stop bringing up more!’ Without waiting, she began to walk towards the hall, her two guards falling in behind her. The slaver moved reluctantly to follow. They wouldn’t find any order in what had been brought up. Care had been taken to preserve the wellbeing of the leather-bound tomes as they were loaded and unloaded, but their arrangement on the shelves had been lost in the process.

‘You won’t find what you’re looking for.’

For a long moment even Celcha wasn’t sure who had spoken. She hoped to the heavens that it hadn’t been her, but it had been the voice of a slave. The slaves spoke the slavers’ language but they spoke it with different mouths, different chests, the words never sounded quite the same as they did from a sabber’s tongue. More importantly though, they spoke it in a different tone. All of the overseers, and Myles Carstar in particular, placed a great deal of importance on tone. A slave must never contradict a master, that was obvious, but more than that: a slave’s voice must never show confidence, let alone arrogance. Even certainty was dangerous. Hesitant and timid was the way. Intelligence was dangerous too, perhaps more so than disobedience. A slave must sound as stupid as their master imagined them to be, or more accurately, as their master wanted them to be. They must show their belly by willingly entering into the pantomime that both sides knew to be a lie, and speak as if every one of them were the village idiot.

Hellet’s voice broke all of Myles Carstar’s unspoken rules at a stroke. Celcha wasn’t sure if the slaver would properly understand what he was sentencing her brother for but she was certain that the penalty would be the third of the cruelties at the very least, perhaps even the fifth given the audience before which Hellet had disgraced himself.

The librarian stopped in that moment of stillness and rotated towards Hellet. Something golden sparkled briefly between them but for once Hellet’s eyes didn’t track it, remaining fixed upon the elder before him instead. Celcha had seen Kerns take a slave’s eye before, at Myles Carstar’s behest. The fourth official cruelty was a slow process, carried out with mechanical precision on the punishment platform behind the tool sheds. Sudden nausea swamped her as she imagined the same procedure with Hellet as the victim.

‘What did you say?’ The librarian pinned Hellet with a gaze that had a measure of curiosity in it where Myles Carstar’s held only contempt and a cold anger.

What did you say? She had heard what Hellet said. Everyone had. She was challenging him to say it again. To dig his hole deeper when it was already deep enough to be his grave.

‘You won’t find what you’re looking for.’ Hellet repeated himself without elaboration.

Kerns’s cane exploded across Hellet’s shoulders, the blow hard enough to fracture the wire-wood. Hellet gave no reaction at all, not a flinch, not a grunt, as if all the faked submissions over the years had combined to nullify what must be excruciating pain.

The librarian waved Kerns back, an annoyance, her blue eyes fixed on Hellet. ‘If you were insane, you wouldn’t have survived this long. So, there’s an implicit promise here. You have what I want.’

‘I can recreate the ordering on the shelves.’ Hellet rolled his shoulders, finally acknowledging the blow.

‘Show me.’ The librarian extended her arm, indicating that Hellet should precede her.

The air around Hellet glimmered and he turned his face towards Celcha. ‘I’ll need my sister. She memorized part of the layout,’ he lied.

Two emotions split Celcha in that moment. The first was a cold, selfish terror at being roped into Hellet’s fatal hubris. Whatever head-patting the librarian might reward him with would provide no protection from Myles Carstar’s revenge. Celcha had had a lifetime to observe the slavemaster, and she was certain that whilst physically attacking him would earn a gruesome death, it would be less horrific than the one that humiliating him would bring.

The second, competing emotion was pride, something no slave could afford to have flowing through their veins. Pride in her brother’s action, and the other kind of pride, that of self-worth, pride at being named by him as co-conspirator. Even if it wasn’t true. Even if it could get her killed. Because so often since the lashing that broke him, Hellet had seemed to consider her part of the scenery, little different from those others who laboured beside him in the flame’s flicker. The fact that she loved him and sought at every turn to protect him went unnoticed, or so she’d thought in the long years since the collapse of the tunnel that had buried their father.

They entered the wide loading hall, all of them following Hellet. Outside, even the forgotten slaves edged closer, hoping to see what would happen. The place smelled of dry rot and roofing tar. The day’s brightness fingered in through narrow slits high in the walls, turning dust motes to gold.

In the space freshly cleared of rockcrete mounds, several thousand books sat in hip-high stacks, all of them thick with dust that had recorded every recent contact, the mark of a hand there, a finger graze here. The books had brought their own scent to the hall, one that Celcha was not familiar with, complex, old, and dead. There was, it had to be said, something of the mustiness of a dried-out corpse about them. Unsurprising really, given that Hellet had told her both the coverings and in many cases the pages themselves were made from the skins of animals.

Hellet moved around the stacks, occasionally placing a small stone from the handful he’d scooped up in the yard. The air around him glimmered with Maybe’s sparkle. Starve prowled the perimeter, occasionally circling Celcha.

The slavemaster and the three overseers who had joined him watched Hellet like the hawk watches the hare. Hellet ignored them. He set single stones here and there on top of various stacks, some close together, some far apart. From time to time, he looked towards Celcha as if for confirmation, and under the pressure of his stare she would nod.

At last, Hellet turned to face the librarian. ‘The marked stacks come from the first shelf of the set closest to the breach.’

‘You’re going to trust the word of a slave?’ Myles Carstar managed to look astonished and disgusted at the same time.

‘No,’ the librarian said. ‘I’m going to put that word to the test.’

She lifted the top two books from the first stack Hellet had marked and studied their spines before returning them to their place. She moved to the second stack and leafed through the topmost book. Going to the last stack she motioned one of her guards to her and had him lift all but the bottom book then pass that one to her. The woman opened the tome to the middle pages, resting it in her arms, and scanned the text. ‘The subject matter is related in all of these books. They came from the same shelf.’ She turned to Hellet. ‘Show these men how to arrange the stacks to reflect the shelving.’

In one fell swoop the librarian reversed the order of the world. A slave became the overseer. It proved a step too far for Myles Carstar. His pink, hairless skin flushed deep red, and a tremble found its way into both his hands and his voice. ‘I’ll bring some slaves in.’

‘No.’ The librarian shook her head. ‘I need the chamber emptied quickly and efficiently. You will ensure that the rest of the books are arranged shelf by shelf as they’re brought up. I want a map of the shelving in the chamber and to be able to identify where each book came from. That’s something you can supervise? Or do I need to bring a junior from the library to go … below?’ She said this last word with a shudder. The tunnels and their darkness and dirt were physically beneath her, but socially they lay much deeper than that.

And so, Hellet was left to oversee the overseers, which he did as if he’d been born to it. Celcha returned to the depths with the fuming slavemaster, coming back to the hall periodically, pushing carts of books, all now meticulously noted in Myles Carstar’s ledger. On each return, Hellet would consult her about details of the ordering, maintaining the fiction that she was a necessary part of the exercise.

Whilst the sight of Kerns and the others labouring under Hellet’s direction afforded Celcha great satisfaction, she knew that the daggers in their stares would be actual blades planted in her brother’s flesh as soon as the librarian went on her way. As such, Celcha loaded books and pushed carts all in the certainty that if she was lucky this would be her last day, but that it was more likely her final hours lay several days hence after a period of sanctioned torture that would feel like an eternity.

Whatever consequences were coming, it turned out that they would have to wait another day at least. By the time a moonless night swallowed the plains, the chamber still held about a quarter of its original contents. The slavemaster was keen that the labour continue till dawn if that was what it took; and if the slaves assigned to the job died of exhaustion, it was a price worth paying. The librarian disagreed. Organizing the books in the loading hall would require a good many lanterns if they worked on into the night, and the risk of fire was too great. Besides, she wanted to sleep. Myles Carstar offered her his quarters, but she preferred the bone-jolting carriage journey back to the city, a slight that left the slavemaster fuming as the librarian and her guards clattered out through the compound’s gates.

In the blindness of the slave shack, Celcha huddled beside her brother’s broad frame, more terrified of the slavers’ revenge now that her mind had nothing to divert it from such thoughts.

‘Hellet?’ She poked his back and whispered his name again. ‘Hellet?’

A low grunt.

‘Why are you doing this? They’re going to kill us.’ Part of her already knew. His mind had broken years ago, and it was amazing that his madness had taken this long to kill him. The only surprise was that it had killed her too. Hellet’s silence seemed to confirm it. She seized on the one thing offering hope that there might be more to this. The angel. Angels now. ‘This new angel – Starve – what does it want?’

Hellet rolled slowly to face her, drawing sleepy grumbles from their neighbours. ‘It’s the angel of death.’

Celcha’s last fragile hope shattered. He’d come to watch them die. And Hellet had given him just what he wanted. She turned away, stifling a despairing sob.

‘No. You don’t understand.’ Hellet’s big hand covered her shoulder. ‘Starve’s here to show me how to kill them.’

‘Kill Myles Carstar?’ Celcha hissed, horrified.

‘All of them.’

‘The overseers as well?’

‘All. Of. Them.’




 

 

 

Every loss of consequence creates within us a cavity in which that ache makes a home. An empty space full of sorrow. A void in which silent screams can echo, and unshed tears may pool. Some losses are so great they hollow us. We are cored. Nothing but skin wrapped around the hurt we’ve become. 

Grasping the Tiara (Beauty Pageants for Children, Volume 6), by Anne Summer
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CHAPTER 3 

Evar

Evar hardly noticed the skeer in the doorway though he passed within five yards of it. The creature – whose presence prevented the door from re-forming – stood motionless and if it tracked him with all or any of its many bead-black eyes, there was no way to tell. Evar hurried after Clovis and Kerrol, entering, for the first time in the flesh, a library chamber other than the one he’d been born into.

‘Find my girl?’ Evar grabbed his brother’s shoulder, spinning him around. ‘What did you mean by that?’ Kerrol’s departing words had been “I know where to find your girl.” Livira had been imprisoned in the Assistant for centuries, so the problem wasn’t one of ‘finding’. The Assistant was easy to find. Her shattered body lay not far from the Soldier’s, back among the corpses of the dozens of skeer that had died trying to destroy them. The skeer had succeeded, albeit at great cost, achieving what Evar had thought impossible.

There had been among those broken pieces no trace of the human Evar had fallen in love with. No sign that Livira had ever been trapped in that ivory statue. No sign of her companion Malar either amid the shattered remains of the Soldier. ‘Speak!’

Kerrol twisted free and raised his hands apologetically. None of his unparalleled skills at reading people were required to understand how close to the edge Evar stood. ‘I’m sorry for your loss, brother.’

‘You said you could find her!’ Evar snapped, unwilling to let go of the offered hope but also unwilling to believe it.

‘I needed you to come with us.’ Kerrol lowered his gaze. ‘Couldn’t leave you there for the next skeer that happened by.’

Evar wasn’t aware he’d swung for Kerrol until Clovis caught his wrist and pulled the blow aside. ‘Enough!’ She pushed between them. Kerrol stepped back, unruffled, as if he’d anticipated both the attack and their sister coming to his aid.

‘You don’t even know!’ Evar shouted at both of them. ‘You don’t even know …’ He jerked his arm free of Clovis’s grip. ‘Livira was the Assistant!’ He tried to stop shouting, tried to steady his voice, but it kept breaking around surfacing emotion. ‘Her spirit. Her ghost. It entered the Assistant centuries ago. She was trapped in there ever since. The other one, Malar, was trapped in the Soldier. Until …’

Clovis stepped back, frowning, minute shakes of her head to express her disbelief. ‘No.’

‘He certainly thinks it’s true,’ Kerrol observed.

‘IT IS TRUE!’ With effort, Evar reeled in his anger. ‘It’s true. They raised us. Two humans trapped in assistants raised you, Clovis.’

Clovis shook her head more fiercely, but when she opened her mouth to deny it, no words came.

‘I wasn’t lying.’ Kerrol drew Evar’s attention to himself. ‘Misleading perhaps. I know your human’s in that book. Take it to the Mechanism and you’ll be together again, in a manner of speaking. It will help.’

‘I don’t have the book,’ Evar growled. He wasn’t even sure if there was a book any more.

‘So, what we need is an assistant to tell us where it is,’ Kerrol said. ‘And whilst I don’t know where to find one of those with any great precision, I do know that it will be out here and not back in there.’ He waved at hand at the corridor leading back to their chamber. ‘Plus, if that skeer decides to move, any of us still in there may well be trapped for another two hundred years.’

Evar’s shoulders slumped, his anger diffused. He couldn’t feel aggrieved against Kerrol, even though he was sure he’d been expertly manipulated.

Clovis shook her head a final time. ‘Come on.’ She led off along the wall. ‘And quietly. This is skeer territory. There’ll be more of the bastards coming. Lots more.’

Evar refused to be led away. ‘Where’s Starval?’ He looked back at the corridor. He wasn’t leaving Starval behind.

‘With Mayland,’ Kerrol said. ‘I saw them both go into a different pool.’

‘Mayland …’ Evar still hadn’t come to terms with the idea that Mayland hadn’t died, he’d just left, and had been in and out of the Exchange all this time they’d been mourning him. ‘Why did Starval—’

‘I don’t know.’ The pain of the admission ran through Kerrol’s words.

‘Enough!’ Clovis said. ‘Come on!’

‘Where are we going?’ Evar finally allowed himself to be led, and fell in behind her.

‘Outside. I can’t fight them all by myself. I’m good … but not that good. We need warriors.’

If it wasn’t for needing to find Livira’s book Evar would have asked why they should fight the skeer at all. He wouldn’t have cared if they claimed the library while there was a whole world out there to explore with Livira. Instead, he asked, ‘And you know the way, do you?’

‘I know that staying still is not the way to the outside,’ Clovis said, ‘and that if we walk in a straight line for long enough, we’re bound to reach the edge at some point.’

‘At some point.’ Evar nodded. Clovis didn’t yet understand quite how large the library was. If they chose the wrong direction, they might walk until they got old and still not find the other side.

Evar trudged behind Kerrol, who in turn followed Clovis. They had no food, no water, and doubtless they would find – or be found by – more skeer long before they met an assistant. Bound tightly in thoughts of Livira, Evar couldn’t find the space to care about his own prospects. He’d spent a lifetime trapped with the one he had come to need most, and hadn’t known it. Instead, he’d bent his whole being towards escape. And here he was, trailing through the great beyond, discovering it to be no different to the place he’d come to despise. No different, except that it lacked her. How many people, Evar wondered, had spent their youth, their whole lives, battering at locked doors, only to find – if they ever managed to open them – that there was nothing on the other side they couldn’t have found on their own side? When they were children, the Assistant had often told them a tale that seemed to capture this ‘wisdom’ in a handful of lines, a tale about three goats wanting to cross a bridge. The lesson had sailed above Evar’s head. Mayland had noted that the same mythology pierced a thousand cultures like a spear driven through sentience of every kind, perhaps even that of goats. And still, despite it all, Evar had pounded on his door.

And that was where, in the end, he’d found her. That was where his extravagant race to ‘save’ her had ended. Before his precious door. She’d even been the one to open it for him. When he’d finally understood the riddle of the book, understood that Livira had been locked away in the Assistant’s flesh for all these lifetimes, and started to run back to find her … what had he expected? He’d been so focused on getting there in time that he’d given no thought to what would happen next. Had he believed he could haul the girl bodily from the Assistant’s flesh? It hadn’t been her body that had gone into the Assistant, it had been her ghost. But the blood and bone of her, where had that gone? Those had vanished when she went from the now into the past through that portal in the wood between. The whole thing made his head hurt, even without considering the book – Livira’s book – which had somehow eaten its own tail and existed looping around two centuries in the past, like an infinity sign burned through the years. None of it—

‘Evar!’

Evar startled out of his thoughts. ‘What?’

‘This.’ Clovis held up a plate of skeer armour, almost large enough to cover her chest. It looked strangely weathered, like the wooden doors in the city’s poorest quarter, porous and weakened by age. ‘They shed them from time to time.’

Looking around, Evar saw that the shelving had driven them from following the chamber wall and that they were in a long aisle that vanished into the distance in both directions, shelves rising above them for several times his height. A ladder on broken wheels leaned across the gap ahead of them.

‘They’re close.’ Clovis sniffed the air.

Evar pushed his selfishness aside. He might not be overly bothered right now if his misery saw him sleepwalking into a fatal encounter, but his siblings would share that fate. In the absence of Starval he was the expert on concealment and evasion. Clovis would come into her own if they came face to face with the skeer, but it would be better if that didn’t happen.

‘They can probably scent us too.’ Evar scanned the shelves. He pulled a couple of books from shoulder level, opened them both, then discarded them. ‘Keep your eyes open for anything written in Carcasan. The more substantial tomes. They’ll be written on tweel vellum.’ Evar didn’t know what tweels smelled like in life; however, their cured skins carried a gentle but penetrating reek. Wrapping a person’s feet in a few pages and secreting loose leaves around their body would confuse the nose of even the best hunting dog.

Evar took hold of the ladder. ‘I’ll go up and have a scout around.’

Clovis caught his arm. ‘Keep your mind on what you’re doing. Daydreaming about your sabber-girl will get us all k—’

‘I’m focused.’ Evar pulled free and began to climb.

From on high the chamber presented itself very differently. The shelf tops resembled banding across rolling hills or the swells of some alien ocean. In places they were completely level with each other; elsewhere their heights jiggled around some common mean, but generally they grew or shrank gradually, creating slopes. Where the height changed dramatically from one aisle to the next a cliff face formed. These were rare but drew the eye.

Evar stayed on the ladder for a long time, raising his head above the shelf top just enough to see. At last, convinced that no skeer had dared the heights, he moved from the ladder to the top boards in one fluid motion, keeping low. Something towards the middle of the chamber had caught his eye but he’d needed more elevation to understand it. Even now he lacked the required height. He stood up tall, ignoring his sister’s hiss of caution.

In a great bowl formed by the increasing shortness of the shelves sat something much larger than any living creature Evar had seen. Not that it was alive – but it appeared to have been modelled on a beast that struck a chord in Evar’s memory. Crouched as it was, knees to chest, head down, thick over-long arms wrapping its legs, the thing was almost spherical. It seemed to be fashioned from metal plates, steel, bronze, and brass, and decorating every limb was long golden fur, so cunningly cast into the metal that it truly looked like a shaggy pelt.

To Evar, the strangest thing about it was not its size or the manner of its construction but the fact that he recognized the creature on which the titan had been modelled. He had seen its much smaller cousins when he had tried his first and only off-world portal. It had taken him to a library where the air itself had been poison, driving Livira back immediately. Only the fact that he’d been a ghost there had allowed him time to look around. But those creatures had been half his height.

‘What is it?’ Clovis’s hiss came from ankle level. ‘What do you see?’

Evar motioned her to silence. Unnervingly, despite being at least a quarter of a mile away, the mechanical being raised its head and looked in their direction. It unclasped the hands around its knees, each sporting a blade-like claw that jutted from the back. The great blunt head tilted left, then right. The faint popping sounds reaching Evar must have been loud retorts as ancient joints unlocked. He could see that, inexplicably, the golem bore a single dull iron manacle around its left wrist. A band of metal that would have encircled Evar, Clovis, and Kerrol if they stood close together.

‘Oh crap.’ Evar didn’t know how he knew the thing wanted him dead. But he did know it.

The roar lagged behind the opening of the golem’s tooth-lined mouth, but when it arrived it shook the air. Evar was already sliding down the ladder with Clovis barely keeping ahead of him.

Kerrol looked at the pair of them expectantly.

‘We need to run,’ Evar said. ‘Now!’




 

 

 

An execution brings with it moments of great focus and decisions of consequence. It’s a time for reflection. So grab that mirror! How much neck do you dare to bare? This reign of terror the word is ‘lace’. We’re seeing big ruffs for the ladies, frothy jabots for the lords. 

Dressing for the Guillotine, by Madame Gâteaux
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CHAPTER 4 

Celcha

Celcha woke before the bell on what was certain to be the last day of her life. The remaining books would be emptied from the chamber. The librarian would depart to the city for the last time. Hellet would be left with Myles Carstar and the consequences of his behaviour. The slavemaster’s fury at his humiliation would not be satisfied with only Hellet’s torture and death. Celcha would suffer the same fate.

Celcha left the shack in Hellet’s wake, her mind filled with means of escape. Not out into the stark desert beyond the palisade – that would only afford the slavers the thrill of a chase – but a cleaner escape into death. Given some rope and a few minutes of privacy she could—

‘It will be all right, sister.’ Hellet turned and covered her hands in his, his rough palms covering the claw scars along the back of each where her blades would grow if the slavers hadn’t torn them out in her third year and cauterized the wounds with hot iron.

‘How will it be all right?’

Raised voices from outside stopped Hellet from replying. The sabbers always rose early. It wasn’t out of kindness they let the slaves sleep longer. The simple mechanics of it were that sabbers needed less time in their beds, and that if they forced the slaves to match them, in a matter of weeks the slaves went mad and died.

‘—any other pair!’ That was Myles Carstar, his voice shaking with restrained outrage.

‘I don’t require any other pair.’ The librarian, imperious, unimpressed by the slavemaster’s protests. ‘I require those two.’

As Celcha and Hellet shuffled blinking from the shack’s shadows into the sunlight the librarian singled them out from the line. ‘Those two, just so there’s no doubt.’

‘They’ll be nothing but trouble for you, ma’am.’ Myles Carstar retreated into politeness, though to look at his face Celcha thought that without the librarian’s two guards gleaming in their armour he might have beaten the old woman to death. ‘They’ve both been disciplined for curiosity. Without strict supervision, who knows what they’ll do next. You need chains, gates, proper discipline …’

Hellet kept his head down and Celcha followed his example, reluctantly tearing her gaze away from the slavemaster’s distress. She felt as if she were in a dream and she wasn’t going to accept any of it as real until she was actually walking away from the dig in her brother’s company.

‘Curiosity is a necessary qualification, Mr Carstar. We will be turning a liability into an asset. The library will compensate you at above market rates.’ She turned towards the loading hall and the small convoy of unusually smart wagons lined up beside it. ‘Now, if you’ll be so good as to direct your workforce to the task, we should be able to finish this business before noon.’

And so it was that on a hot autumn day, after over twenty years spent digging out the ruins of a dead city, Celcha and her brother walked away from the place in which they had been destined to die. They followed the last of seven book-laden wagons out of the compound, leaving everything they’d ever known, leaving the dead city behind them.

Myles Carstar did not emerge from his office to see them leave, and the overseers drove all the slaves below ground so that none would witness Celcha’s departure. Even so, there wasn’t anyone in the Arthran dig, slave or slaver, who didn’t know that the pair of them, brother and sister, had escaped from beneath Myles Carstar’s rage and left him humiliated in their wake.

Hellet and Celcha took nothing of their own with them. They had owned nothing. But in her hands Celcha carried several dozen tiny wooden figures – nootki in the old tongue – whittled against the slavers’ will and beneath their notice. Many of the slaves, the ones who followed tradition, made these figures, just one each, allegedly in their own image, though it was hard to tell on such a small scale. When a slave died, they were buried by the fence, unless they’d died during a cruelty, in which case their corpses were given to the dogs. The dead were always buried on the inside of the palisade, as Myles Carstar wanted to make it clear they hadn’t gone free, even in death. The figure they had carved was then returned to the shack and hidden in the rafters or some other suitable nook, so that their spirit would remain with the group, watching over the young, comforting the bereaved.

These were the figures that Celcha had been entrusted with, their owners knowing that they themselves would never leave the Arthran dig, and choosing to set their nootki in Celcha’s care so that some small part of themselves might go with her and witness the wider world.

It took shockingly little time before Celcha had gone further from the shack in which she’d been born than she had ever gone before. The dusty, rock-strewn world didn’t care, Hellet didn’t seem to notice, but Celcha did, turning briefly to look back on the compound, its low roofs, its weathered fences, and thinking in that moment how very small it all was and how awful that so many lives were eaten up there, ground into nothing for the greed of others. She turned from it and followed her brother’s broad, scarred back, wiping away hot tears. Not of sorrow, nor of joy at her salvation, but of anger.

Celcha’s first surprise was how big the world was. She had, of course, gazed on the lake to the east and the mountains to the west, but a life lived entirely within a few hundred yards of your birthplace fails to educate the eye in the matter of distances. She had understood that the lake and the mountains were both bigger and further away than they seemed, but she had not understood how much bigger and how much further away.

Celcha knew herself to possess both strength and endurance. These were the qualities that the slavers most valued. Her legs, however, had never been used to walk a great distance. She hurried along behind Hellet, finding that the horses pulled the wagons faster than she would have chosen to march. The mountains at which they were aimed seemed to come no closer though, no matter how far the road took Celcha, as if they were shuffling away at much the same pace as she advanced.

To distract from the growing fatigue in her legs, Celcha focused on thoughts of the city itself. The slaves weren’t wholly ignorant about it. In the past, though not in Celcha’s time, city slaves guilty of minor infractions such as being surplus to requirement, old, or injured, had been sent to work out their remaining days in the Arthran tunnels. The stories they brought with them were astounding, though Celcha suspected that they had been embellished over the years. The tales said that there were not one but two kinds of sabber living in the city, two species with a long history of warfare behind them, finally joined in a truce that had become an enduring peace. That in itself sounded like a miracle. Moreover, the stories had it that the second sabber race was even larger and even more warlike than the ones who ran the dig site.

The wagons rattled down from the Arthran Plateau and across an arid plain. Celcha and Hellet, walking at the rear, turned grey with the dust raised by seven sets of wheels and the hooves of a score of horses. A sabber rode towards the rear of the column, occasionally glancing their way, though far from vigilant. Escape wasn’t on Celcha’s mind, however – this was escape. Whatever the librarian had planned for them, it was hard to imagine that it would be worse than wandering aimlessly in the surrounding wasteland until death found them.

The librarian rode in her carriage ahead of the creaking wagons. Celcha had to imagine that the sleek horses pulling it must have fairly flown across the intervening distance to have the old woman there before the slaves woke that morning. The ganar slept late, but not that late.

Gradually Celcha started to catch up with her shadow. The prenoon sun had thrown it before her to point the way. By noon it puddled around her feet, and as
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