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				The night the bridge collapsed for the third time in living memory, the population of the village fell by one, drowned, and rose by two, found clinging next morning to the remaining upright of the bridge. As had happened before, the inexplicable occasional force that in spring and autumn sent the river seething back upon itself, coincided with a ferocious rain storm. The bridge was thriftily built at the river’s narrowest point within the village boundary, and that circumstance, coupled with the fact that the two piles which supported the centre span forced the water into turbulent rapids, ensured that the bridge was under constant assault from the pressure of the torrent beneath it, the author of its own destruction.

				At first light, as the waters subsided, the village elders and the headman made a glumly ritual visit to the river’s edge, to see what was left. They waded down another river, which had been the village street, heads bent against the resisting wind and the complaints that rained down on them from upper windows. At the first sign of flooding the inhabitants retired to their lofts, taking with them as many of their chattels and livestock as they had time to shift. A cow looked out of a dormer and lowed dolorously, but the party below had no time to pause and inquire how this feat had been accomplished. A dead sheep floated by, its carcase bobbing jovially on the current.

				On the higher ground people were already lighting fires in the forlorn, and totally unwarranted, hope of driving away the rain, but the wood was green and sullen, fuming and sweating, and the sky spat scornfully into the flames until bitter smoke hung in subdued strata above the fires, swelling the clouds.

				When they reached the river they saw at once what the night had wrought. The bridge’s single surviving upright, all but pounded to kindling, was barely visible above the turbid surface, indicating that in the darkness the water must have reached the very top of the central span and engulfed the lower ones on either side.

				‘About the highest level I ever saw yet,’ said the carpenter among them. He was not encouraged to say more. While no one would have suggested that it was his faulty workmanship that had caused the bridge to fall, it was uppermost in all minds that he had much to gain, since the bridge had to be replaced. Without it they were cut off from all traffic and commerce with the far bank, the hill grazing for the sheep, and they would lose the tolls extracted from traders and mercenaries who needed to pass over, and would otherwise go further downstream where matters were better conducted and there was a ferry. By the time the water level fell in summer the carpenter must have ready, at the village’s expense, good timber to erect the bridge again. The village annals were punctuated at regular intervals with records of payment to the carpenter for building the bridge, or repairing the bridge; and before that to his father, and to his father, before that.

				‘There’s something caught in that pier,’ said the carpenter’s son, pointing through the vapour of rain and spray. ‘Cloth, by the looks of it, a trader’s pack, like. Something valuable, maybe.’

				‘Most probably a corpse, knowing our luck,’ said the headman, who had fished out more than one defunct passer-by in his life-time. In the half light he craned and strained for a better view. ‘Washed down from the hills. I don’t reckon they bury them, Further Up – just pitch ’em in . . . ahoy!’ Two or three voices joined his. ‘Ahoy! Are you dead, there?’

				Out in midstream, from the cradle of shuddering spars, an arm was raised, and a voice.

				‘No.’

				‘She says they ain’t corpses at any rate,’ said the carpenter. ‘It’s a woman – with a child, I think.’

				‘How many are you?’ the headman called.

				‘Two. Myself and the boy. Of your mercy masters, save us.’

				‘Reel them in,’ the headman said, resigned to more demands upon his charity, wondering why the stream could not have brought them an able-bodied man in exchange for the one swept away last night, instead of a woman and a useless child.

				Further upstream they put out a boat, attached to a line, and with ten strong men on the rope and four more in the boat, recovered the stranded victims from the river. Then the boat was hauled in and the headman himself trod down the treacherous and crumbling bank to help the woman and her child from the bilges. She was incoherent with gratitude and fear, and grovelled in the flood water to thank them, while they tried to raise her to her knees and escort her to shelter. Even when they had coaxed her under cover and stirred up a fire, they could get little sense out of her. When they asked where she came from, and how she came to be marooned in the relics of their bridge, she would only point to the louring sunrise and say, ‘From Further Up.’ This much was evident. They pressed her for more information in case she proved to be a bad woman, cast off for a good reason.

				‘They turned us out when my good man died,’ she explained, at last, cowering closer to the fire. ‘His brother wouldn’t keep us, and there was no one to speak for me. I crept out of the house by night and took our boat.’ She saw and understood their doubtful looks. ‘It was my boat, of my dowry, mine by right and I took it; to save our child.’

				The child was a sickly-looking creature, male, about ten years old, but they made allowances for his appearance after his night on the water; and in it, and often under it. Moved by compassion alone they would have taken him in, but his fearful mother had claims to press in his favour.

				‘You’ll give us shelter – for his sake? He’s nothing much now, but in time he’ll repay you a hundredfold. He has the power.’

				‘Power?’ The child seemed to be dissolving before their eyes. What power could he have but over frogs and fish and creeping leeches? Water streamed from his every crevice.

				‘My husband’s brother was jealous of his power. He had the power himself, only not so strong, and he threw us out. He was afraid we’d challenge him, and no one would help us. My son would have been as fine a man as his father was, if they hadn’t taken away his birthright, but you good people will know how to use him.’

				‘Use him?’ the headman said, looking at the wretched pair as they crouched by the fire. ‘What as, fish bait? What power does he have?’

				In a voice enriched by motherly pride she cried, ‘He’s a water-diviner!’

				As she had predicted and hoped, the headman was a good man, but she did not know how close he was, at that moment, to seizing the draggled child by the scruff of its neck and hurling it back into the river.

				The child found out though, soon enough, and was never allowed to forget it. It was the other children who reminded him, at first when he tried to play with them and later when he avoided them. ‘Water-diviner!’ they shouted after him, as if it were a term of abuse. ‘Water-diviner! Water ’viner! Viner!’ They forgot his real name, if they had ever known it, and soon everyone came to call him Viner and soon he learned to answer to it. It made no difference to him what he was called. He was called only in order to be insulted, but mostly he was kept at a distance. Following the revelation that he could find water, it was generally assumed that he could summon it, and from that, that he malignly attracted it. Every rain cloud was attributed to his presence. The spring and autumn surges were supposed to be answers to his mere beckoning finger. He could scarcely lift an eyebrow without being vilified, and if he so much as wiped his nose people made the Bad Luck sign. When the river left its course and spread remorselessly over the fields, crushing the green wheat, dredging seed from the ground, fouling the granary, the village knew that the water was seeking its own.

				One day, when he thought himself unobserved, he went down to the willows below the village and cut himself a forked twig. His father had trained him to use a hazel, but in that drowned valley willows were the only trees that flourished with any conviction. His intention was to walk round the village, out of sight of the cottages, and see if the rod would work for him. He had more sense than to publish his findings, but he was desperate to know if the power was still in him; however, before he had taken more than a dozen paces a hand grabbed him by the cloth of his shirt, from above and behind, while another snatched the rod from him and set about beating him across the shoulders with it.

				‘You carny little bastard,’ a voice came down to him, shredded by the slashing of the willow. ‘Devil’s fry! Witch spawn! Vining, were you? I’ll vine you till your eyeballs drop out, you monster, you soft-shelled slug!’ It was the miller who had but lately watched his sacks of flour turn to dough before his eyes. Viner hung limply from his giant fist until the miller, tiring, flung the sinewy whip one way and his victim the other.

				‘Ever I see you do that again,’ said the miller to Viner, lying in the mud, ‘I’ll tie a stone round your neck and drown you myself – if’n it’s possible to drown you which I doubt, you fish-eyed measle, and you may tell your mammy so if she’s any complaints. I’ll put a gaff through your gills and string you up to dry like a trout. I’ll have them build you into the bridge.’

				That last threat went home for Viner knew it could be done, both secretly and openly all at once. He did not, however, relate the incident to his mammy. He had long ago stopped running to her for comfort. To everyone’s surprise she had dried out into a comely young woman and had been snapped up by the recently widowed carpenter, who although a come-down after the reflected glory of her first husband was nonetheless a conscientious provider and would continue to be, as long as bridges toppled. Now Viner had four little half-brothers and -sisters, and one step-brother, in the person of the carpenter’s eldest son, who daily cursed himself for being the sharp-eyed fool who had first noticed his future stepmother and her brat on the bridge. Had he kept his mouth shut they might have been safely swept away. As it was, the carpenter and his family wanted no floods in their cottage and Viner prudently remained outside for as much time as was possible: in the rain.

				Even his mother found it politic to revile him, if anyone were listening. She had never again boasted of his power; she had never again mentioned it, and when Viner himself spoke of it, quite piously and in filial remembrance of his father, she walloped him soundly and said that unless he wanted to ruin both their futures he would do well to hold his tongue. Viner had no ideas about his own future, since he had previously been brought up in the belief that he would one day be a dowser as his father had been before him, but he could see well enough where his mother’s future lay, and with it his hope of surviving childhood, so he held his tongue, even when clouds obscured the crests of the hills and the children slung stones and clods of earth at him, to save themselves the bother of doing it later, when up to their knees in water.

				‘The river flooded before we came, didn’t it?’ Viner protested, just once, when incontinently overcome by the injustice of his position. ‘It rained before we came, didn’t it? The bridge collapsed, didn’t it?’

				‘All those things happened,’ the carpenter agreed. ‘But not so often,’ and aimed a leathery clout at his stepson’s ear.

				Viner left the cottage and went back thereafter only to sleep. He ate what his mother could spare him, after the carpenter’s children were fed, and swallowing his memories of that earlier life when he was of consequence and good family, enjoined to take care of his valuable hands, he scratched a living by offering his services to people who wanted sheep herded, chickens plucked, goods hefted. He was never allowed to associate with cattle in case he diluted the milk. Sometimes he earned a penny or two – promptly appropriated by the carpenter – by coming to the assistance of a passing traveller. One such halted by the bridge to rearrange his load before paying the toll and passing over. Viner materialized silently and hovered, hoping to attract attention, ready to run if it were the wrong kind of attention. He rarely spoke if he could avoid it for the villagers, finding his accent outlandish and his vocabulary too extensive, retaliated by treating him as a gibbering idiot, and entertained themselves with crude impersonations.

				‘Do you want help?’ he asked, finally.

				‘If you want to help,’ the traveller replied, equably. Viner saw that he was in the presence of civilization and was about to step forward when the miller’s son put his head out of an upper window and yelled, ‘You don’t want him near you, Master. Yer horse’ll rot down to the hooves and you’ll find yer pack full of water and yer brains’ll trickle out of yer ears. He come out of the river, that one!’

				‘Viner!’ Two or three others joined in.

				‘Sod off!’ the traveller replied, not noticeably discouraged, and beckoned Viner towards him. ‘Here, catch hold of these straps and don’t let go until I tell you.’ He set about shifting the packs that loaded his mule. ‘You don’t seem to be well liked. Been in trouble, son?’

				‘They say I cause floods,’ Viner muttered. He did not explain why. He was growing canny. ‘They say I make it rain. Wherever I go water finds me, they say. People throw things.’

				‘I know of a place where they wouldn’t throw things,’ the traveller said. ‘All right – easy now – bring it round, that’s it.’

				‘What place?’ Viner demanded.

				‘Get your arm round that.’

				‘What place?’

				‘Place I heard of where it never rains unless they dance for it. They’d like you there, I reckon.’

				‘Dance?’

				‘They take a man and make him dance, and when it rains they make him king, and he marries the queen. That’s the place for you, don’t you think?’

				‘Where is it? How can I get there?’

				The traveller looked at Viner’s hungry eyes and regretted his easy words. ‘It was only a story, boy. How can you make rain by dancing?’

				‘How can you make rain by living?’ Viner said, and wandered disconsolately away, turning his back on the traveller’s proffered coin. He had heard too many such stories to be impressed or consoled. Outcasts went into the world to seek their fortunes, married queens and ended with whole kingdoms at their feet. All that lay at his feet was mud, and river slime and more mud, but for several nights after that he dreamed of the fabulous land where it never rained, and a dowser might be king, and woke weeping to another miry dawn.

				But he survived. He did survive and he grew, tall enough to make the carpenter think twice about hitting him. He grew hair on his face and began to shave it, when he could lay hands on a razor. He grew broad in spite of his miserable diet. He was sixteen: and then he stopped growing.

				He realized that he was now, until old age shrunk him, the size he would be for the rest of his life. There was no longer any hope that he would one day be the tallest man in the village, or the strongest; no chance that he would strike such respect into the hearts of his neighbours that they would refrain from throwing things at him. (He knew that they feared him, but that was not at all the same thing.) His sapling stage was over, and yet no provision had been made for him, as was made for his contemporaries. His stepfather refused to teach him his trade, there was no hope of practising his own, and no one wanted to employ him. He had no prospect of a wife nor of a home, and yet he was seen about the village, day in, day out. What did they expect him to do?

				One spring morning, early, he woke as he usually did before the others, and as was his habit took steps to be out of the cottage before they did wake. He backed down the ladder from the loft, took up a crust from the table and slipped out of the low doorway, making no sound. It was this manoeuvre in itself, that made him halt under the eaves. His every action was a deliberate and defensive substitute for his absence. He suddenly knew very well what they expected him to do; they expected him to go away.

				Viner, his hand still on the latch, saw the whole of the last six years as a protracted gesture of dismissal. He was not happy to acknowledge it, but he was relieved. As silently as he had lowered it, he raised the latch and went back inside, where he stood looking round the dank cavern of his home in the mildewed twilight. By the hearth, cold and damp as the threshold stone, hung the bait bag in which his stepbrother carried his food to work with him. Viner unhooked it and holding it open before him, prowled round the room. Bacon, onions in strings, dried fish, some kind of sausage – he had never been allowed to get his teeth into it – all hung from the beam above the fireplace. From the flitch he clove a chunk of greasy bacon on the bone, bisected the sausage, cut down half a dozen onions and dropped them into the bag; a couple of beets, new bread; all went in after; a pot bottle of beer, too, but no water. No one possessed containers for the uncontainable water and if he should need it, he thought, he knew how to get it. He would have borrowed one of the dried fish, too, but a sound from overhead, in the loft, froze him where he stood, on tiptoe. It was the carpenter, rolling out of bed. Viner heard a long yawn, followed by a cavernous belch in which he thought he detected the vibration of vital organs. Under cover of this he raised the latch again, and went outside, for the last time.

				It was, as usual, raining, but not in the torrents that caused filth and curses to be hurled at him. This was a soft spring rain, seasonable, but to his jaundiced eyes it had been going on too long. As he walked along the dismal rill that trickled through the ruts down the middle of the street, the thatch eaves dripped monotonously on either side. Everything was green. Grass grew on the thatch, moss on the windowsills, and a lush, indeterminate silkiness on the walls, under the blebs and running welts of water. Even the sheep, grazing aimlessly by the bridge, had vegetation on their backs, for as it flourished on the roofs so the grass grew abundantly in their waterlogged fleece. They bleated peevishly in the rain, and the shepherd, with his scrip and tarbox, spat and grumbled under the dripping brim of his hat.

				Viner, looking over his shoulder to make sure that the shepherd was not watching, turned away from the bridge, into the willows, where he cut himself a forked twig as long as his forearm, springy and green, which he thrust into his belt. Then he went back, past the house of the belligerent miller and without another glance at the village set his foot on the bridge. He could have sworn that his shoe sank a little into the swollen timber, and that moisture bubbled round it. It was too early for the toll-gatherer to be abroad, and Viner walked unhindered over the spongy planks and the ebullient water, to the place where the road diverged on the other side. The right hand fork would have taken him along the river bank, through the marshes, at last to the town. The left fork went uphill among the sheep pastures and into unknown territory, Over the Top. So far as he knew, no one from the village had ever been Over the Top, and to be sure, less than a third of the way up the hillside the road, such as it was, petered out into sheep tracks and then vanished into the grass and the mist.

				Whatever people had made the road, long ago, had ceased to need it. In all the time Viner had lived in the village he had never seen anyone come down it or go up it. As he stood at the fork, hesitating between the hill path and the marsh road to town, he knew that the abandoned track was the way for him. He had come, unannounced from Further Up; he would go, unannounced Over the Top, and that, as far as the villagers knew, would be the end of him. He turned left, uphill, over the ochreous slurry that the rain had made of the track, and not until he had left the track and was labouring over the sheer grass path did he turn to look round and down at the village, and when he did, it had vanished, absorbed by the vapour.

				‘Sunk into the mud. Let it sink, let it lie,’ he said, vengefully, and went on.

				He was walking blind, inside a cloud, downing lungfuls of unfallen rain. He could judge that he was going in the right direction only by the fact that he was still toiling upwards, skidding on the oozing turf which was already, he noticed, free from sheep droppings. He would have whistled a tune, had he known any, but there was no music in the village, except on rare and solemn occasions, and that not music one would willingly reproduce. Lack of practice had driven from his head the few tunes of childhood that he could swear he remembered his mother singing when they lived Further Up. No one whistled in the village. Whistling called up the wind.

				Then he did hear music, a shrill unattached trilling that came down to him through the clouds, and he understood that up here larks rose above the mist and sang in the sunshine. It had never occurred to him before that mist must have an upper limit; he had thought of it as drifting upward for ever, trapping the moon and extinguishing stars, but these larks had found the ceiling, and at that moment he found it too, and looking over his shoulder saw the mist below him at last. He was actually looking down on a cloud. There was dew on the grass under his feet, but under the dew the earth was dry. The sun shone all round him upon the hill top, and beyond his hill top upon another, and another after that. He stood in an infinity of hill tops and there was never a cloud in sight, save the mouldering murk below him, at his back. For the first time in his life, or so it seemed to him, he raised his head to stand upright and the rain did not beat in his face.

				It would have been sensible to stop there and eat, for he had begun his journey on an empty stomach, but the shallow sweeping expanse of the hillside drew him on, down, into the beautiful bowl and up again. His fatiguing mud-bound shuffle, picked up from the villagers and which had earned for them locally the name of Webfeet, loosened gradually into an easy stride, and as he strode, over the morning turf, he drew from his belt the forked willow wand, and holding it before him he divined his way across the roof of the world.

				At first his long shadow loped beside him, but as the morning wore on it seemed to lose impetus and fell a little behind. On the short dry grass he saw that it was a true representation of himself, elongated admittedly, but lean and well proportioned, with buoyant hair, although he could not understand why his feet looked so large, as though they were still shod in clogs. With absent-minded optimism he had left his clogs in the cottage. He had never, till then, been aware of his shadow as an extension of his person, only as one absence of light among many others. All the while the larks rang over his head.

				He had expected to be at the foot of the slope within a matter of minutes, but the sheer unfamiliarity of a wide view had deceived him. After walking for over an hour he found that he was still going down, and then something occurred that halted his progress for a long time. As he approached the place where the ground began to level out, the rod moved in his hands. He had almost forgotten that he was holding it and, unprepared, let it spring from his grip and over his shoulder. He stopped then, bending to pick it up, and as he did so memory stirred in him. He recalled the day when his father had placed one of his own rods in his hands, for the first time.

				‘I shan’t be able to hold it,’ said the child, fearfully. ‘It won’t stay in my hands.’

				‘It will when you’ve learned to hold it right,’ his father said. He was a respected man, dignified by the title of Dowser. Grown-up Viner smiled a little sourly at the thought of a water-diviner being regarded with respect.

				‘But I haven’t the power,’ the child protested, looking at his skinned palms.

				‘Let’s have no more talk of power,’ the father said. ‘I’m teaching you. Power is old women’s talk.’

				‘Then – anyone could do it?’ said the child, already half jealous.

				‘Who knows? But it is our mystery. The smith has his mystery, and the parmenter. This is ours. We must all know how to do what we do. Any fool could put a boat in the water by our jetty, but how many could take it safely down even as far as the Webfeet’s village?’

				Mother did, Viner thought. The last thing she did for me – but damn the Webfeet and their bridge. If we hadn’t smashed into that we might have gone on to a place where proper men lived; men who needed wells, at any rate, he added.

				‘Take up the rod again,’ said Viner’s father, many years ago, and Viner, grown beyond recognition, took up the rod. His father had gone, back into the forgotten past, but he had left his mystery behind him. Viner had at last remembered what to do.

				He walked back a few paces and advanced again until the rod twisted upwards in his grip. Then he reached into the bait bag and, bringing out an onion, the first thing that came to hand, placed it on the spot. He moved on, leaving the onion like a sudden mushroom in the grass, until the rod made a second convulsion. He put down another onion, then a third. Pacing back and forth and sideways, with increasing confidence, he deposited all six onions, the bacon, the pot bottle, the beets, the sausage, in slices, and the bread, broken into lumps. By this time his shortening shadow was pointing back the way he had come, uphill, and at his feet lay an enormous edible diagram of five parallel lines stretching in either direction along the valley. He was amazed by what he had done, exhilarated, breathless, and extraordinarily tired, more tired than his unaccustomed walk could have made him. His knees and wrists were trembling and his hands sore, but he hardly noticed that. He looked again and again along the middle line of the five. He had found his stream.

				There was nothing he could do about it. At a rough calculation it must be fifteen spits down and deep-running, but he had never intended to dig for it; he had wanted only to prove that he could find water, and he had found it. His shaking legs folded under him and he sat down abruptly by the side of his stream. A grin of pride and guilty pleasure began to stiffen across his features. Spread before him was the evidence of a deed that would have earned for him the thrashing of his life, yesterday, and in another place, yet here he was unscathed, unrebuked, uncursed; free to practise his mystery. He took time off to think for a moment about the other place, far away and below, submerged in mist and doomed to stay so.

				One day, he said to himself, one day I’ll go back, rich; I’ll show them what a dowser can do among people who know how to use him. No I won’t; I’ll never go back. Let them wonder what became of me for the rest of their lives. He was obliged to admit that far from wondering they had probably forgotten him already, if they weren’t actively celebrating his providential disappearance.

				By stretching out his hand he could just reach the most appetizing of his markers, the bacon. He ate some, and while wondering if it were worth the effort of crawling across to the far bank to fetch the beer, he propped himself on one elbow, and then lay back on the hot grass and let his eyelids drop. He must have rolled a little way in his sleep for when he woke the largest of the onions lay, white and overwhelming, at the corner of his unfocused eye. For a moment he thought that darkness had come while he slept and the moon had fallen out of the sky.

				His shadow had begun to lengthen again when he moved on. It saddened him to erase all traces of his underground stream, but he could not spare so much as a crumb from his rations and after he had rewarded his success with a generous swig from the pot bottle everything went back into the bait bag. He slung it over his shoulder, slid the rod under his belt and started walking; uphill now. There would be no more dowsing for a while; on the other hand, there was no need of it. He had proved to himself beyond all doubt that he still had his power, or at least his mystery. All he needed now was someone who needed him, and he saw that the terrain became drier with every hour that passed. Never a pool or stream or even a spruit did he see. This was a place where men must dig wells, if any men lived here, and he saw no signs of habitation, either. The sun was moving round and down at his right, while his stealthy shadow crept up on him from behind, on his left side.

				When he reached the next ridge and looked round he observed that the sun was now reddening and only three fingers, at arm’s length, above the horizon. He still had an hour or so of daylight left, but it would take many hours to reach any kind of shelter. On the hill crest ahead of him he could see, glowing in the sun’s low light, what looked like the ruins of a stone building. Between that and him there was nothing except the sweeping slope of hill and valley. The ground was smooth, he could surely cross it safely in the dark. There might even be a moon, later, although he had no way of calculating it. It was several weeks since the moon had last shone down upon the Webfeet’s valley, and he could not recall whether it had waxed or waned, but he felt certain that in this promised land there would be a moon every night, ever full, round and white as an onion. Encouraged by this fancy he began his second descent of that day, and as he went down, the sun went down, too. He had forgotten what would happen as he left the hill top, not surprisingly, since in the valley the sun, when it shone, had been a dependable lamp that doused itself in the river at evening, or dissolved somewhere above it.

				Now it shone still on the stone ruin in front of him, but he found that he was walking downward into deep shadow and, worse, something was coming up to meet him; mist, writhing like a creature over the ground. At one moment he was looking down on it, as he had done that morning, the next he was drowning in it. For a few minutes he blundered on, shivering, and the darkness grew deeper. He could no longer see his own feet, and there were now no larks to cheer him. Instead, a melancholy whooping slewed about his head as a silently flying thing swam through the airborne gruel. His unsuspecting foot was caught in a hollow out of sight, and he fell onto wet grass.

				There was no point in trying to go further. He knelt in the thickening darkness and for the first time since he left the village, began to regret what he had done. He was lost in a place that rendered him as cold and wet and miserable as he would have been at home, and it was an alien misery, not the drear monotony of life in the carpenter’s cottage, as familiar as mud. He would never be successful, he would never be rich, he had exchanged one bad circumstance for another. From the moment his mother’s boat had smashed into the bridge his life had been one long downhill progress towards ignominy, and even if he had set his feet on a different path, he was still going in the same direction. Then he remembered his stream, and his mystery, and trusting that marvellous day would lift the mist for him when the sun rose again, he wrapped himself in the frayed sacking that he wore as a cloak and lay down with his head pillowed on the repellent lumpiness of the bait bag. His unexpected sleep at midday had left him wakeful, he was damp, stiff, the bait bag felt like a cushion full of flints, but he was weary in spite of it and fell asleep at last, dreaming that he strode through the night with his rod, and divined the path of the very sun as it rolled underground between evening and morning.

				He got his sunshine next morning, and after a breakfast of beer and beets he moved on toward the ruin on the hill. The ground was hard beneath his shoes; he was unused to walking on a firm surface. His feet hurt and the earth rang like stone under his footfalls. He began to be uneasy. He had left home yesterday in spring, and although he was not fool enough to suppose that he had travelled so far that he have entered another season, it struck him that this place was uncommonly dry for spring, and it was surprisingly warm. Perhaps he had died in the night and come to that Good Place where, the Webfeet had believed, pathetically, they would go one day if they desisted from evil deeds. ‘No water there,’ they’d said, smugly. ‘You’ll never see it.’ If this was it, and he was seeing it, they were welcome to it.

				As he approached the ruin, about mid-morning, he became reluctant to go any closer. After a low lifetime spent among cottages of clay and plaster, the looming bulk of the stone structure seemed to lean down dangerously toward him, on the verge of toppling. The ascent was very steep here, and he had to tip his head right back in order to see the top of the pile, dark in the blue sky with the sun behind it, and dark birds wheeling overhead. Maybe it was not a ruin after all; might not desperate brigands lodge there, waiting for unwary travellers? Maybe it was a ruin, but the abode of ghosts. He was glad that he had not come upon it by night.

				In the light of the bright yet unreassuring sun he found himself among the first of the fallen stones that lay about it, bedded deep in the earth and cuffed with the short brown grass that grew on the hillsides. The stones looked as though they had been there for ever, not fallen but emergent. They were grey and freckled with a darker grey, but when he moved his head he saw fiery sparks in the skin of them. When he touched them they were hot under his hands and harder than anything he had ever touched before. He came up and round the side of the ruin, and it was not a ruin; no human hand had ever stacked those stones one upon the other. Either it was the work of giants or else this great building, unbuilt, had shouldered its way out of the very earth, like a stone monster from an egg.

				Viner sat down on one of the rocks and looked about him. The world was all in three colours, the blue sky, the brown grass, the grey stone. He thought himself a black unsightly blot upon it. He was still in the land of hill tops, and upon every hill top was a stone castle like the one where he sat, where unseen watchmen guarded an unseen people, and all the world danced in the heat. He reached into the bait bag and took out the pot bottle, but before he had removed the stopper he had thought better of it. This was no place to be wasting drink and no place to be seeking water. The stones sparkled all round him but there was no distant flash of light upon pool or moving stream. The pot bottle was half empty; he did not know how long his journey would be nor where it would take him. He put the bottle back in the bag, stood up and turning his back on the ruin, if ruin it might be, began to walk down again toward the place where the brown grass faded to blue and the blue deepened until it was the sky itself. His truncated shadow stumped beside him, heel to heel and toe to toe; while on his other side fear kept him company, casting no shadow but wheezing dryly through desiccated lungs. It was the only sound in all the silent day.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				2

				Nightfall found him limping among rubble on a blasted hillside where nothing stood except the dead bracken that crisped and crinkled underfoot. He scraped a pile of it together to make a bed, drank the remainder of the beer and lay down under glaring stars to think of last night’s enveloping mist, and beyond it, the village. He heard the roaring of the pent-up river beneath the bridge, the liquid insistence of water talking its way into houses under closed doors, the slapping of wavelets, dripping eaves, the squelch of clogs in sodden grass. His dreams were dank and cold and mouldy, richly satisfying, but he woke in the world’s furnace, with cracked lips. He did not know how long a man could survive without water. He still had plenty of food, but he wanted to drink, and after a dry breakfast, masticated, hefted the bait bag and began to walk behind the questing beak of his rod, that seemed to draw him along in its wake, unresisting. So much for power.

				He was nearing the end of the fourth day before the willow took pity on him. The stone ruins were left far behind; all was stone now, bleached and barren, with the grass scorched off it. At the head of a little valley, among crookedly stretching shadows, the rod started expectantly, and when the spasms became too strong for his enfeebled grip he went down on his knees and tore at the scree with his hands until he uncovered a little stream that broke out of the hillside, where rocks had rolled down and buried it. He lay on his face and sucked in the water; then he filled the pot bottle; then he crouched among the stones and, scooping up water in his cupped hands, sluiced his dry skin and prickling hair. He spent that night by the stream and sent his nostalgic thoughts of the Webfeet packing, back to their valley where they belonged, like the watery wraiths they were. In the morning he drank again, and moved on.

				He managed to make the water last two days, but even after the pot bottle, upended, refused to yield another drop, he continued to walk, and all that kept him moving was the pride, still flickering in him, that after his years of grovelling, all his years of contriving to avoid trouble, he had had the courage to walk into the unknown instead of turning back to face safety and defeat. He imagined that he would die soon.

				What a waste, he thought, vaguely, biting his tongue to make the spittle come. Over before I’ve begun. He was so dazed by now that he continued to walk, on his flayed and tortured feet, before he realized that the rod was on the move again. He went back, then, to a little muddy hollow through which he had staggered, unnoticing. He dredged a cavity in the mud and after a long while it filled with soupy water that tasted of iron and brimstone, but nevertheless slaked his felted tongue and filled the pot bottle; and so he lived another night.

				The rod ignored him for a time, after that, but he continued to follow it because it had saved him twice and he hoped, since there was nothing he could do but hope, for a third deliverance; but the third time it deceived him. He had come to an open space ringed by standing stones of great height which made him think of dragons’ teeth, so that he almost expected a huge reciprocal jaw to swing down from the sky and consume him in everlasting darkness. The rod had drawn him across the circle to the far side before it leaped in his hands, but when he dug, with his shaking fingers, he found no water. He found a cracked urn that cut his hand, and ashes, and among the ashes a gold ring with a red stone in it. He sat for longer than he knew by the dry hole, licking the blood from his hand while it was still wet, and sucking at the wound for more, before creeping to his feet again and following the rod where it beckoned him on toward a brooding hunchbacked hill, with three summits, that floated above the horizon, beyond the stones.

				When he saw the trees on the hillside he thought at first that they must be witched, so featly did they dance on their stunted trunks, but when he drew near he found that they were rooted in the earth and that between them ran a track; that on the track were the prints of hooves, wheels, human feet; and that from somewhere people were approaching. The dry fog behind his eyes lifted like a morning haze. He was a stranger, alone in a strange land, bearing valuable trove and an instrument that might yet lead him to his death. What was power to his mother, a mystery to his father, a curse to the Webfeet, might be taken for sorcery here, and who could tell what a strange land thought of sorcerers? He drew back among the trees and stooped to hide himself, for although he recognized them as oaks from the time when he lived Further Up, they were so dwarfish that his eyes were on a level with the topmost branches. He would have thought them standing corpses had he not seen spring buds blistering the twigs. He slithered downward until he was safely concealed behind a stout trunk, and peered out towards the track he had just left. From one direction came an elderly peasant with a herd of refractory pigs; from the other, four young men on horseback, leading a pack-ass and moving slowly, wary eyes cast in all directions. They were armed. When peasant and horsemen were within talking distance of each other they all halted, and after a brief conference two of them dismounted and advanced toward the swineherd on foot. The taller of the two was dressed in an extraordinary jerkin made of red and tabby cat-skins which gave him what Viner guessed to be a misleadingly soft appearance. He raised his hand. ‘Is it peace, friend?’ he said. His accent was broad and glottal but Viner, accustomed to foreign tongues, understood him well enough.

				‘Are you free men?’ the swineherd asked, at once.

				‘Harmless travellers, as you can see,’ Catskin said. Suddenly his hands were empty and innocent, while the two young men behind him raised their arms to show their swords safely sheathed at their sides. Only the prognathous youth beside Catskin made no move to show that he was unarmed, and his elbows were oddly akimbo beneath his cloak. Viner imagined that he was already drawing a bead on one of the pigs, for there was now no sign of the short bow that had hung at his back. ‘What is the name of this place?’

				‘We call it the Low Forest, sirs,’ the swineherd said.

				‘We?’ The bowman’s arm twitched beneath his cloak.

				‘Easy, Hern,’ said Catskin. Hern subsided, but his right arm flexed.

				‘We in the village down there, sirs,’ the swineherd said. ‘It’s half a day’s journey, sirs, on foot. No one comes up here except I myself,’ he added, unwisely, at which news Hern raised his bow and spitted the nearest pig. The drover, seeing no future in conversation, fled downhill among the trees, with the rest of his beasts. The two riders who had waited behind rode forward. The one who led the pack-ass said nothing, he had the look of a servant, but the other, who wore his hair so long that it was plaited into a queue between his shoulders, slid from his horse and went with Hern to inspect the pig.

				‘Was that an honest man?’ he asked.

				‘More honest than we were,’ Hern said, matter-of-factly, as he tugged his bolt from the body of the pig. ‘Let’s find a good camp site and start a fire. We’ll be left in peace tonight if that fellow goes telling tales that we are free men, and there are no true ones about.’

				Viner, holding his breath and trembling like the dry twigs all about him, pressed his body nearer to the tree trunk where he leaned, and prayed that his dark head would not show conspicuous among the bony branches. He gathered that free men were men who felt free to do as they pleased, and if the marauding quartet on the road were not free men then they gave a convincing imitation. Moreover there might, as they seemed to think, be true free men about. What did free men do, to demonstrate their freedom? Compressing his dry lips until they split, and the blood trickled, he held himself silent and still while Hern, Catskin and the other remounted and rode away. It did not escape him that the pack-ass, plodding in the rear, was laden not only with bedding and utensils, but with two great skins of water. He knew already what he was going to do. Armed or not, they must be persuaded to part with some of that water, and if they were looking for a camp site he would follow them until they found it, and wait until dark, and then creep out, and if he did die with Hern’s bolt through his heart he would die with a drink inside him.

				He would have preferred to approach the drover, but there was no trace of him or his pigs, and in any case, he had carried nothing about him save a gnarled staff; no bait bag, no bottle. Viner moved upright and eased himself stiffly between the trunks until he stood among the trees that fringed the track. In the distance the four riders could easily be seen, head and shoulders above the tops of the gibbous oaks. He stooped his own shoulders lest one of them, glancing back, should mark his head as a likely target, and started in pursuit of the ambling horses, himself as bent and painful as the trees on either side.

				They did not travel far. When he caught up with them again they had ridden round to the far side of the forest, uphill of the place where he had first seen them, and halted in a hollow where boulders formed a natural windbreak and a flat stone lay in the grass, offering itself as a hearth. Viner left the track and crouched down among the trees again to watch them. The sun was setting and he was now only one shadow among many others. The party prepared to settle for the night. The servant, addressed as Anvil, hobbled the beasts and turned them loose to graze on the uninviting turf. Catskin went into the wood to gather kindling while Hern settled by the hearthstone to skin and joint the pig which he had carried behind him, pillion. The fourth man sat himself down on a boulder and drew dour silence round him like a blanket. A gold ring glittered in his earlobe. He looked unsafe. He seemed to be the leader, since he did no work and was asked to do none; also he was the guardian of the treasure, for at his feet were the water skins. Viner lay in the soft rot of leaves and bracken, sucking a pebble, staring with lascivious eyes through the failing light at the water skins, and wondering if his thirst would overcome his fear.

				Hern looked up from his grisly work and said quietly, ‘Cleaver?’

				Viner thought he was asking for one, to pursue his business with the carcase, but he was addressing the fourth man who looked round, perceived that the other two were occupied and distant, and answered, ‘Yes?’

				Cleaver? Cleaver? What kind of a name was that? What were these people?

				‘Where do we go tomorrow?’ Hern said, his knife shining with blood and sunset.

				‘We go back,’ said Cleaver, looking away from him. ‘Back home. We can’t stay here for ever. People are going to start wondering where we’ve got to.’

				‘I thought we were supposed to be on a hunting trip.’

				‘Supposed?’ Cleaver gestured towards the meat. ‘No hunting trip ever lasted nine weeks, not even one of ours. Questions’ll be asked.’

				‘They’ll be asked anyway – especially if we go back with nothing.’

				Cleaver sighed moodily. ‘We shall go back with nothing. Even if we found anything this far out it would be no use. We could hardly take it back with us.’

				Hunters? Mercenaries? What were they looking for?

				‘Can’t we just disappear?’ Hern’s guttural voice turned wistful.

				‘Don’t I wish we could? But what about the King?’

				King’s men. Which king?

				‘What about him?’ Hern said. ‘We go back and the King dances. The King dances and nothing happens. Nothing happens and—’

				‘Something may have happened since we’ve been gone,’ Cleaver said, uneasily. He seemed reluctant to continue the conversation and when Catskin returned with an armful of branches, tossed it down and turned away to fetch more, Cleaver stood up quickly.

				‘I’ll go. You see to the fire.’

				‘Anvil’s collecting too.’

				‘We’ll need as much as we can get. I don’t fancy scratching around in the dark when we run out.’ He moved hurriedly between the trees and Viner pressed himself into the humus as he passed, not a dozen paces away.

				A dancing king?

				Catskin knelt to erect a little cone of bark and twigs, and produced flints from his wallet. ‘What was all that about?’

				‘The King.’ Hern laid a finger to the side of his nose.

				‘No wonder he cleared off,’ Catskin said. ‘He doesn’t care for that kind of talk.’

				‘He says we’re to go back tomorrow.’

				‘It’s his choice. It was his idea to come in the first place.’

				‘I said it was a pity. I said it was a pity we couldn’t just disappear.’

				‘It’s a pity the King can’t just disappear,’ Catskin said. A flame sprang up between his hands and he gave Hern a sinister look across it.

				‘He certainly doesn’t care for that kind of talk,’ Hern said.

				‘He should worry. When we have a princess will be time to think of a new king. No point in fretting ourselves beforehand.’

				‘And if it isn’t a princess?’

				‘We’ll worry about that when it happens . . . another two months, yet . . . he’s coming back,’ said Catskin, between conservative breaths into the cradle of his fire.

				Cleaver reappeared bearing a single log as thick as his own waist, which he dropped alongside Catskin. Catskin sighed into the flames. Hern leaned forward to cast small sticks onto the burning touchwood. Viner, dry as tinder, scorched, mouthed, Go away, all of you. Go. Go. After a moment, Catskin rose and left them.

				‘What will you worry about when it happens?’ Cleaver asked, suspiciously. He tweaked his plait forward and dusted his fingers with it, absent-mindedly.

				‘Oh, ways and means. I say we should sacrifice.’ Hern’s knife gleamed in the infant firelight.

				‘Sacrifice?’ said Cleaver. ‘It’s not the custom.’ In the deepening dusk he clasped his hands about his shoulders and pulled the cowl of his cloak higher round his neck. ‘Where did you learn of sacrifices?’

				Hern said, ‘There’s nothing to stop us making a sacrifice, is there? No one would know.’

				‘Will it work if no one knows?’ Cleaver asked. ‘Will it work if we sacrifice here? Shouldn’t we do it at home?’

				‘It must be a black sacrifice. A goat or a cock: or . . . a man. They’re more dark-featured round these parts than we are at home. What say we took someone back with us?’

				‘You can’t mean that?’ Cleaver sounded more hopeful than certain, and his voice struck a falsely optimistic note above Hern’s urgent whisper. ‘The King would never allow it.’

				‘The King will never know. Let him dance. That’s about all he’s good for, and he’s no good for that, either. Or the other thing.’ He sniggered, and this sound of good cheer struck more fear into Viner than anything that had been said before. He fixed his eyes on the water skins, to screw his courage to the sticking place. ‘A black sacrifice,’ Hern was saying. ‘The blacker the better.’ He stooped and plunged his knife into the earth to cleanse it. Viner thought he looked as if he were cutting the world’s throat. His mind was made up. He would not stay another minute in the vicinity of these plotters and murderers who belittled their king, planned sacrifices and did not trust even one another. He would slide silently away in the darkness, and if he lived till morning he would go down, across the track, and if he lived one half day longer he would find the swineherd’s village, or the rod would find him a stream, or he would die. He started to rise and was instantly knocked flat again by the impact of something enormously heavy that struck him down from behind. As he tried to roll over to free his face from the stifling humus, to breathe, to see, he felt the pressure of fur against his skin and thought that a wild beast had attacked him, until a human hand gripped his arm and dragged him to his feet and a human foot kicked him toward the fire that now blazed beyond the trees while a human voice shouted, ‘What have we here, then?’

				He had been caught by Catskin. It was Catskin who manhandled him to the fireside, threw him down in the ashes and made him sit with his hands clasped behind his head and Hern’s knife before his eyes. In the confusion Anvil wandered up with his load of firewood. Hern pointed toward the pack-ass, silhouetted against the last redness of the sky.

				‘Fetch a rope.’

				They were going to hang him. He wondered how they would hang him when the nearest available trees were so much shorter than he was.

				‘Oh, look at that,’ Hern said, with horrid, breathy pleasure. ‘Look at that. Black hair, black beard, black clothes. Look at his eyes: like damsons.’ The blade in his hand quivered with anticipation. In spite of his extremity Viner was flattered to hear the sparse fluff on his face described as a beard.

				Cleaver regarded him from a little way off. ‘Who are you?’ he said. ‘Why were you watching us?’

				‘Where are the rest of you?’ Catskin said.

				Viner’s raw lips opened a little and closed several times before he was able to speak. ‘I meant you no harm,’ he said, but his voice came out in a hiss and they all leaned frighteningly close to hear what he said. ‘There’s no one else. I was looking for water.’

				‘Water!’ Hern snapped, and the knife jerked, dangerously near his neck.

				‘No!’ he cried. ‘No, no. Not water; no. I never wanted water. I wasn’t looking for water.’ He knew what happened to people who went looking for water.

				‘Looking for water on a hill? In a wood?’ Catskin jeered. ‘Water flows upwards for you, does it?’

				‘No. No. A mistake . . . not water . . . not . . .’

				‘He’s raving,’ Cleaver said. ‘Of course he wants water, look at his mouth. Give him some, Catskin. We might get some sense out of him, afterwards.’
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