Neal Asher - TIGER TIGER

"‘What immortal hand or eye
Could frame thy fearful symmetry?"

A tiger had taken the orphan Jeledl Welder down by the Wishpool. Her blood speckled the Rhode's
dark green leaves and they found her soul, on its unbreskable slver chain, depending from itsroots.
Sapher found tracks near the pool and told their story to the villagers.

"It took her here while she washed Baum's shirts. She fought it here and it dragged her to here and this
blood iswhereit bit her. It isarterid blood and thereis much of it. She probably died before it took her
deep into the Rhode and ate her," he said.

Hewas very matter of fact about it dl and Tamsin felt sorrow for his brother. He knew how much
Sapher had loved Jeledl. How intensely he had courted her. The villagers peered to the Rhode. The
dendronswerein flower and deep in them was all perfumed shadow.

"This cannot be," said Baum, the Elder, pointing the grey spade of hisbeard at Sapher. "The Agreement.
He doesnot dlow this"

"The Agreement,” spat Sapher. He stabbed his spear into the earth to demonstrate how he felt about the
Agreement.

Baum continued, "I know your thoughts on this, but there has to be some other explanation. ‘Man must
not kill tiger and tiger will not kill man.' The Owner was very specific.” Ashe mentioned the Owner, he
touched his pendant with hisforefinger then made the sign: hishand held out flat, pardld with the ground.

"The Agreement isjust that. It does not bind. What about Temron Drivetech? He killed atiger. Whoisto
say that tigers may not break the Agreement as did he? Perhapsthisistheir vengeance," said Sapher.

"V engeance was done upon Temron,” said Baum.

They al nodded and remembered. After hissister had died of the ague Temron had denied the
Agreement and vehemently claimed that there could be no Owner. He had then, in the madness of his
grief, told the village that his sister would be buried in atiger-skin burid robe. He had killed atiger and
donethisthing; hissister wrapped in skin that was still bloody. The following night Temron had

disappeared.

"Y ou say vengeance was done upon him. | saw no evidence of it. | saw only hisfootprintsleading into
the Rhode. | saw only that heleft us," said Sapher.

"What Temron'sfate may have beenisirrdevant. What do we do now?' said Tamsin. He watched his
brother. He needed to hear this, though he did not want to.

"We go after thetiger and wekill it," said Sapher.
"l cannot dlow that," said Baum.

Sapher ignored him and turned to the villagers. "Who will come with me? This must be done. Too long
we have been bound by supergtition and fear. We are stronger and more cunning than the tigers. We
should rule here, asisright!™

Some stepped forwards, but others shook their heads and turned away — returned to the village. Ephis
came up and stood beside Tamsin.



"Youwill gowith him?" she asked, frightened that she might lose this newly found love.
"I mugt,” said Tamsin, placing hishand againgt the Side of her face. "Heismy brother.”
"Thisismadness," shesaid. "The Owner will punish us."

"Y our father hasfaith so you must havefaith," he said.

She pushed hishand away. "Can you doubt the truth of the Agreement?”’

He amiled at her. Shewaslike so many of the villagers, she never questioned the old teachings, never
wondered what might or might not be true. He loved her but sometimes her belief's caused painful
argument. If only her father had not been Baum. This, he decided, was not the time for argument — his
brother needed him.

"l haveto go," hesad.
Sheregarded him for along moment.

"Then | will gowithyou," shesad.

Though haf the village agreed to go with him, Sapher waslivid & the rest.

"Yes, crawl back to your huts and deep untroubled. When the tigers come in the night to et you | will
laugh and climb atree to watch,” he sneered at those who departed.

Amongst those who remained were Tamsin, Sapher and Ephis, Torril and Chand — husband and wife
who had aways been closest to Sapher, and who hunted with him &l the time. The surprise members
were Baum and Ghort.

"My daughter isal | have now. | will comewith you. | will interferein noway. | will not stop you killing
thetiger, nor will | help you," said Baum.

"I will come," said Ghort.

They dl looked around. The huge man was sitting on aboulder with hiselbow on hisknee and hischin
resting on the pam of hishand. He blinked blue eyes at them and said no more. That was the thing about
Ghort: no one noticed he was there until he let them know. When they did know they were again
awakened to thefact that this was the man who had lifted afalen cord ash from his hunting partner
Dorlis, and who had, a arun, carried Dorlis the ten kilometres back to the village. A vain rescue though,
for Dorlis had taken poison rather than spend the rest of hislifeacripple.

"Why should you come?" asked Sapher, bitterness till in hisvoice. Tamsin glared at his brother, hoping
he would say no more. Ghort would be a valued member of such an expedition and must not be put off.

"l come because | wish to," said Ghort.
"Y ou believein the Owner," said Sepher.
Ghort just regarded him with those blue eyes. Sapher turned away in frustration.

"Very well," he said after amoment. "Be back herein the hour. Y ou know what suppliesto bring, and if
any of you have accessto family wegpons you may bring them.”

"Family wegpons?' said Baum, outraged.



Sapher glared at him and he desisted.

They wore the canvas trousers and jackets that were necessary for travelling deep into the Rhode. The
only family wesgpon brought to the hunt was the one Sapher carried: the Logisticson'sgun. Tamsin
alowed this even though the gun had been his assigned responsibility from hisfifteenth year. Sinceitslast
firing, in Tamsin's grandfather'stime, it took amonth of bright sunlight to get it up to eighty per cent of a
charge. It would take no more. That charge aso tended to bleed away during the hours of darkness. It
was dl something to do with the flickering red lights on the Sde of the wegpon, but Tamsin could not
decipher them — the manua had been lost four generations ago.

Torril and Chand brought their hunting bows and long knives, plusall the usua suppliesfor ahunt when
the prey were deer and swamp ek, not tigers. Tamsin was not skilled in the use of a bow, so he brought
his father's two spears— serviceabl e weapons with wide blades fashioned of ship metal; blades that
took agesto lose their edge and agesto sharpen again.

Ghort came with only one spear, but what a spear it was. The blade was two hands wide and aslong as
anorma man'sforearm. The Smith had taken monthsto cut the meta for it, from the old hull, and months
to sharpenit. It was Ghort'sreward for hisrescue of Dorlis, who killed himsdlf the day after the
presentation.

Ephis brought her crossbow with its quarrel s fashioned of Rhode wood. Her father, Baum, brought no
weapons at al. He brought the Agreement. Sapher looked set to explode when he saw this, instead, he
climbed arock to addressthem all.

"We have two hours|left until darkness," he said, then waited amoment until sure of al their atention
before continuing. "The tiger went east to the Ship. Wewill camp there for the night then useit as our
base while we hunt the beast down. The Plain of Landing is probably its main hunting ground.” He glared
a them dl bdligerently, daring them to dispute hiswords.

"He can tell an awful lot from afew tracks" Ephiswhispered to Tamsin. Tamsin glared at her, then
moved away from her to be closer to his brother.

"If we work together on this we should have the beast's skin within days. Wewill kill thistiger for Jeled!”

Ashe said this he punched the air with the family gun. There came agrumbling response from the crowd
that could have meant anything.

Then avoice spoke up from the back. "Does Jeed want you to kill atiger?'

For amoment there was absol ute slence, then heads turned to seek the source of that voice. Abruptly
the crowd parted and araggedy scarecrow of aman walked through.

"Owner save ud" exclaimed Baum, clutching the Agreement to his chest.

"That option hel€&ft to you," said the man, then he held out his hand to Baum. "Now give me Jded's soul
pendant.”

"Who are you to make demands?" yelled Sapher, jumping down off his rock.

Tamsin moved up beside him and grabbed hisarm. "That's Temron: thetiger killer," he said, and this
news stilled even Sepher.

They watched while Baum groped about in his pouch and eventudly came up with atangle of chainsand
pendants.



"That's old Nigella, and that's Dolic. Ah, here." He separated out a pendant, 'l see you've lost yours," he
said as he handed Jeledl's pendant acrossto Temron.

Temron smiled and closed hisfist around the object.
"I have been dead for eight years and now | am back," he said.

At thisthere came a concerted muttering and most people moved back from him. All except one, Tamsin
noted. Ghort moved closer, his expression strangely intense.

Temron continued, "I died out in the Rhode because | broke the Agreement. | died dloneand in pain, but
at least my pain was my own."

Temron raised hisfist and a voice spoke out that al recognised. It was Jeled'svoice:

"Now, with what | know, | wonder if | should forgive him. | find that | cannot. Life was sweet and
seemed likely to become swester. | was innocent,” said the voice.

A woman wailed and fdl to her knees. The voice went on;
"Do not weep, mother. Y ou will be with me again some day."
"Who has donethis?' the woman shouted.

"Sapher did thisto me. He raped me, then he beat me and cut me with hisknives, then hetied rocksin
my dress and threw me into the Wishpool. Despite his beatings and his cuttings, | drowned in the end.”

"Y ou murderer!” Baum bellowed.
Tamsin was turning to his brother when Sgpher yelled.
"Nooo!"

An actinic flash burnt the air and asound like arock hitting atree trunk, opened it. Tamsin staggered
back with the smd of burning flesh in hisnodtrils. He saw Baum falling with smoke pouring from the
embered cavity of his chest. His brother had fired the gun..

" Sgpher!”

Sapher turned the weagpon on Tamsin. Tamsin saw the look in hiseyes and dived to one Side. Behind him
he heard a scream. Herolled and ran into the Rhode. Fire behind him. Screams and chaos. His brother
had raped and murdered Jeled. Tamsin ran in semidark until aroot tripped him and brought him to his
knees. He pulled himsdlf to atangle of trunks and tried to bite down on the tears that threstened. Had he
known this dready? He dared not entertain the thought. Distantly he heard shouting and the sounds of
people running. Then close to he heard something and moved as quietly as he could to observe.

It was Temron walking up a path through the Rhode. He seemed almost to be gliding, moving faster
forward than his pace should actudly have taken him. He aso seemed somehow blurred. Behind him
Ghort was running to catch up. Temron turned when the big man was close.

Ghort staggered to ahdt and rested hisweight on his spear. Temron seemed to be fading into the
background, or perhapsit was that another background was reaching out from somewhereto grab him
back. Abruptly he came back into focus and was no longer Temron. Dark hair turned white over athin
face. Dark eyesturned red, demonic. Canvas clothing transformed into something more like the inside of
ameachinethan attire for ahuman being. Around him, indefinable engines lurked at the limit of perception;



gathered and poised like a planetoid only moments before impact. Ghort sank down onto his hocks and
placed his spear on the path next to him. He kept his eyes down while he regained his breath. The entity
before him did not move. It just nailed him with itsviper eyes. Eventualy Ghort looked up.

"Owner," hesad. "Take mewith you."

The Owner'sreply came after a suitable pause. Tamsin felt that this pause was not for reflection. This
wasagod after all.

"Areyou wise, Ghort?' the Owner asked, and the voice had nuances of power. Hearing it, Tamsin
reglised it might be possibleto kill with aword.

"l anwise" sad Ghort.
"Ah," said the Owner. "Y et patienceisintegra to wisdom.”

The Owner turned and things distorted somehow, asif he was attached to everything around him by
invisble threads. For amoment Tamsin saw something vast — theinsde of aniron cathedrd. Thenthe
Owner was gone and Ghort was bowed down with hisforehead in the dirt. Tamsin thought he might be

arying.

Tamsin waited amoment or two then moved over to the big man and stood next to him. Ghort abruptly
pulled himsalf upright and brushed dirt from his forehead. He sighed, then abruptly turned and studied
Taman,

"You saw?' he asked.
"] saw, but I'm not surewhat | saw," said Tamdn.

"What you saw," said Ghort contemplatively. He went on, "What you saw was the Owner. Surely you
redisethat?"

"l don't believein gods or supernatural beings. Everything has areason,” said Tamsin.

"Yes, youre sure of that,” said Ghort, observing him. "Y ou are very unusua in your attitudeto life.
Practicaly unique. It's probably why he let you see him."

"Let me?'
"Don't believe for one moment that he wasn't aware of your presence," said Ghort.

Tamsin closed hiseyes and tried to straighten things out in the storm that was raging between hisears. "'l
do not believe in gods or supernatural beings," he said stubbornly. He opened his eyes when Ghort's
hand clamped on his shoulder.

"Heisnot agod nor asupernatura being, Tamsin. What heisisaten thousand year old man with the
power of agod and command of atechnology that seems amost supernaturd.”

Tamsin suddenly fdt very cam asthings began to click into place.
"We ... we knew more," he said.
"Yes, you did," replied Ghort.

"Who then, areyou?' Tamsin asked.



Ghort dipped his hand from Tamsin's shoulder and cupped Tamsin's soul pendant in hispam. His
expression was dmost wisgtful.

"These are your blessing, for you will never die. For the very same reasonsthey are my curse. You have
believed that your souls are kept safe in your pendant after you die until the time that they transmigrate to
heaven. How much truth can you stand, Tamsan?"

"All of it. Only truth isimportant.”

"Very well. You are recorded to your pendant and when you die that recording is transmitted to the
Owner's database. Y ou essentially become part of him; avery small part of animmensdly powerful mind.
With me that does not happen. | am my pendant and thereis no transmission. | have died and wokenina
crib moretimesthan | care to remember.”

Tamsnwasglent for along moment.

"l do not understand al your words," he said, "but | will. Now we must return to the Wishpool to find out
what has happened. Then | think we must pursue my brother." He paused then pulled his pendant from
Ghort's hand. Ghort dropped his hand to his sde. Tamsin went on, "Would the Owner accept the soul of
amurderer?’

Ghort said, "Oh yes, he accepts dl information.”

Baum, Torril, and three otherslay dead. By the time Ghort and Tamsin had reached the pool the corpses
had been laid out Side by side and their pendants removed. Chand wept over the body of her husband
and Ephis sat by her father. Tamsin wondered what comfort the truth would be to them. Most love, he
realised, issdfish, and al they knew was that who they loved was gone. Tamsin walked over to Chester,
who was now village elder.

"What of my brother?' he asked.
Chester glanced up, amass of pendants clutched in his hand.

"Y our brother?Y our brother ran into the Rhode when no more charge remained in the weapon. A
wegpon that was your responsbility, Tamsin Logisticson.”

"I will get it back," said Tamsn.

"Best you do that, boy, but before you do, go take alook at the corpse on the end there. Perhaps sight
of it will giffen your snews.

It was Jeled. Tamsin could only fedl horror and bewilderment at what Sapher had doneto her. A fast
anger and faster knife he could understand. What had been doneto Jeledl had taken time. He stepped
back and gazed around at the villagers. Many of them were walking around with stunned expressions,
and leaden movement. He turned to Ghort.

"My brother must be found. Will you come with me?

Ghort nodded as he surveyed the scene. "I'll come, but Tamsin, what will you do when you find your
brother?"

"l don't know yet. But he must never come back.”

They set out just asit was becoming dark, into the perfumed undershadows of the Rhode.



"We could wait until morning, but daylight ismy brother'sfriend.”

The sted eye of the moon provided enough silvery light to make travelling apossibility. In an hour they
had reached the edge of the Rhode and were gazing out across the Plain of Landing.

"You surethisisright?' asked Ghort.

Tamsnsad, "I am not the tracker my brother is, but | would guess he has headed for the Ship. The place
has dways held an attraction for him. Tell me, were you on that ship?”

"l was not. Y ou people had been here sometimewhen | arrived.”
"Where did you come from?"

"Another world, originaly. The Great Ship a thelast." Ghort pointed to the moon as he said thisand
Tamsin wondered what he might mean. He knew about other worlds. The teaching was that they had
come from another world to this one— aworld that was owned. The Owner had agreed to |et them stay
under certain terms. Thus the Agreement had been made. But the Great Ship? What was that? It seemed
now that everything Ghort said raised another question.

"Wasthe Great Ship like ours? Tell me about it,” he said, and while they travelled, Ghort did that thing.

Thelong grasses of the plain rustled al around them in the night breezes. They heard the coughing growl
of atiger in the night, but it was not a sound that held any fear for them. Tigerswill not attack men. It was
written. An hour'stravelling brought the Ship within sght; abroken shdl of metd lying a the end of the
gully it had cut many centuries ago. They stopped and crouched down.

"Let usmove quietly now," said Tamsin. He had heard enough for awnhile. His head felt bloated with
words, with confirmations and denids. He understood that what was religion to hisfdlowswas just
historical fact. He understood that the Agreement was redl, but that worship was ingppropriate. Much
more he had yet to sort out in hismind. He glanced at Ghort, but the big man was looking away from
him. He was staring back the way they had come. Tamsin followed the direction of his gaze.

Thetiger sat onits hauncheswith itstall flicking. Its eyeswere slver stars and moonlight glinted on the
moisture on itsfur. It was magnificent; afull grown adult inits prime, easily capable of snapping aman's
spine with one swipe of its paw.

"Would Sspher have gone up againgt him," said Tamsin, surprised a his own bitterness.

"Perhaps— heissick enough,” said Ghort, and asif hiswords were an acknowledgement and a
dismissa. Thetiger growled then did into the shadows. They listened to its hissing progress as it passed
them and went deeper into the grasses. The silence that followed was broken only when Tamsin signalled
that they should movein. Thisthey quickly did.

The Ship was grey meta upon alattice of white metd struts. It lay like a scattering of the broken eggs of
sometitanic bird. Monaliths of hull meta rose out of the ground. Skeletd |attice glinted in the moonlight
where hull meta had been stripped away. Thiswas al that remained. The contents of the ship had either
been taken out over the centuries or decayed to dust. Grasses grew inside the shell and vines crept up
the dick metal. With geologic downess nature reclaimed what had been taken fromiit.

Tamsin held his spear in readiness but did not know how he would react should he encounter his brother.
They moved into the shadows cast by the ancient hull then split to search the length of the ship. Soon they
returned to the centre.



"| felt sure hewould come here," said Tamsin. "It'swhere he dways ran when we were children. It's
where he hid when he did something wrong."

"It iswhere he cameto do wrong aswdll," said Ghort.
"What do you mean?' asked Tamsin.
Ghort gestured for him to follow and led him to the part of the ship he had searched.

"There," he said, pointing to a shape lying below mounded vines cregping up asection of hull. Tamsin
stepped closer and saw that atiger lay there. It was dead. Half its head burnt away.

"Isthat the ... " Tamsin trailed off as Ghort shook his head.

"It's not the one we saw. Thisoneisyounger, and afemae. It seemsyour brother did not empty the
charge of the gun back there.”

"But why kill it?" asked Tamain. "Hekilled Jded, not thistiger.”

Ghort nodded then pointed. Tamsin turned to see thetiger they had first seen, standing close by and
watching them. It shook its head and et go ashort coughing growl. It turned away, paused, and then
looked back at them.

"| think we should follow it, don't you," said Ghort.
"Why should we do that?' Tamsin asked.

Ghort pointed to the horizon, which was now made distinct by an orange glow. The stedl moon was now
a its zenith and the same glow etched one side of it. Sunrise wasimminent.

"In very little time Sapher will again be armed. We must find him quickly. We must end this”
"Y ou gtill have not explained why we should follow thistiger,” said Tamsin.

"Becauseit will lead usto Sapher,” said Ghort.

"Why should it do that?" asked Tamsin.

"Tigersdon't behavelikethis. | think the Owner till has an interest here," Ghort replied.
Tamsan fdt his somach lurch: the things he had seen this night, the things he had been told.
"Y ou would know. Y ou've had plenty of timeto observethem,” he said.

"Thet | have," replied Ghort. "That | have."

Thetiger led them away from the ship and along trails besten through the grass. The sun broke the
horizon and leached colour back into the world. Thetiger's coat was gold and snow and its eyes pure
topaz each timeit looked back at them. Asthe sun cleared the horizon they heard movement in the
grasses dl around them. Thetiger brought them to aclearing besten down in the grass. In this clearing
tigers patrolled. Tamsin had never seen so many together. In the centre of the clearing lay aboulder of
grey meta laced with golden pipes and strange cooling veins.

"Piece of ajump engine," said Ghort.

Only because of what he had been told in the last hour did Tamsin understand what Ghort meant. He



acknowledged this additiona information, but could not relate it to any redlity he knew. His attention
focused on thetigers, and then on the figure crouching on top of the artefact.

Sapher was naked and there was blood dl over him. Kegping awary eye on thetigers, which inturn
completely ignored him, Tamsin walked towards his brother. He saw that Sapher had the gun next to him
catching the rays of the early sun. He raised his spear to his shoulder, not sure what he would do next.

"Have you cometo kill me, Tamsin?' said Sapher. "Pleasetry.”
Tamsin hated and lowered his spear.
"Why, Sepher? Why did you do it?" he asked.

"Because | did not know right from wrong. Because | had no empathy. Because | wasinsane, brother,"
said Sapher, and ashe said it helooked at the gun next to him.

"l don't understand,”" said Tamsin.
Sapher looked up.

"Y ou saw thetiger?' he asked, then after Tamsin nodded he continued, "We can kill each other with
impunity and itisfor usto decideif it'sacrimeor not. Thetigersare his, though, and if wekill them we
will be punished.”

"What isyour punishment to be?' asked Ghort, from beside Tamsin.

Sapher glanced at the big man and Tamsin saw that there were tearsin his brother's eyes.
"Be?' said Sepher. "I've dready been punished.”

"A whipping, isthat enough?' asked Tamsin, hisanger growing.

Sapher stared at him.

"No, brother, | stripped mysaf and ran through the grass naked so it would cut and flail me. | wanted the
pain, brother, but it was not enough. The Owner's punishments are more subtle and more powerful than
thet."

"What was your punishment?' Tamsin asked.
"Sanity," Sapher replied, and picked up the gun.

Tamsin threw his spear. There was aflash of light and that spear turned to ash. Itsbladefell red hot out
of theair to clang againgt the base of the artefact and there set asmall fire. For amoment Tamsin thought
Sapher had shot his spear out of the air. He had not. The gun was pointed off to one side.

"Too easy," said Sapher, then he put the gun up againgt his own face and pulled the trigger.

Tamsin ran to hisbrother as hefdl to the ground. Sapher lay in the grass gasping in agony. Hisface was
burned down to the bone. He had not waited long enough and there had not been sufficient chargein the
gun. Tamsin halted then turned to Ghort.

"Please" wasdl hesad.

Ghort drove hiswide-bladed spear into Sapher's chest, and ended it.



All but one of thetigers did off into the grasses the moment Sapher died. Thetiger that remained wasthe
onethat had led them to the clearing. How could it have been any other? It watched them while they dug
aholewith Ghort's spear and placed Sapher init. It watched them while they filled it in, then it moved
towards them when they were ready to return to the village.

"Isthat it now?" said Ghort. "Have you finished?"

Theair distorted and emitted alow plangent groan. In place of the tiger now stood the shape of Temron.
"I'm never finished,” said the Owner.

Tamsin stepped forward. He held the gun at hisside.

"Why are we lessthan animalsto you?' he asked.

The Owner regarded him, eyes changing to red now, face dewing and blurring and changing.

"We have an agreement,” he said.

Tamsin fought hisanger. Hed just asked the question one might ask of agod. The Owner was not agod.
He had to remember that. He glanced aside as Ghort stepped forward.

"I'm ready now," said the big man.

The Owner nodded and gestured for him to come forward. Ghort did so. The Owner reached out and
took hold of his pendant, pulling and snapping the chain. Ghort sagged, sank to his knees, then with a
sgh hefdl over onto hisside. Tamsin moved closer. Hisbrother had killed himsdlf because of this...
man. He knew that the Ghort he knew was now dead. He had the gun. It was charged ... But he knew
that was wrong. He knew that he didn't understand anywhere near enough.

"He was Ghort — quiet and dependable and distant ... yet he told me he has lived many lives. Who was
re?l

With Ghort's pendant clutched in hisright hand the Owner carefully studied Tamain.
"He was afoolish man who served me badly. Now heisawise man who will serve mewdl," he said.

Tamsin closed his eyes. Quite ddiberately he raised the gun then shoved it into his belt pouch. He said,
"You arered and now everything has changed. How can | be a peace? How can | just livethelifel
have dwayslived?'

"My answer should bethat it is not for me to answer you. But you are somewhat unique, Tamsin. | can
giveyou moreif youwish it. Most people don't. Most people lack the imagination to see beyond the
ampleact of living. Would you serve me, Taman?'

"Yes, | would."
"Thenfirgt, Tamsin, you must learn wisdom and the patience that isintegrd to it."

Tamsn felt his soul pendant grow hot againgt his chest, then dowly begin to cool. He pressed the pam of
his hand againgt it and tried not to be frightened of what he knew it meant. Asthe air around him
distorted and the immensity behind reached out to pull him back the Owner spoke again.

"Raiseyour people up, Tamsin," he said.



Tamsin knew that he would, and that he had more than onelifetimein which to do so.



