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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Prologue: Eye in the Sky


Tugela caught sight of the Eye – way off across the plateau – a tiny black dot flying out of the bright dawn sky. She was hopelessly exposed, with no place to hide.


Instinct threw her to the ground, pressed her so flat against the rock that dust caught in her mouth. She twisted and spat. The involuntary movement brought the Eye back into full view, grown now to a silver disc, bearing down on her remorselessly. There was no opportunity to mutter even a few words of prayer. In the time between heartbeats, it was on her.


It skimmed across the plateau, wildly fast, a silver sphere as bright as a second Sun. As it flashed overhead (How high? It was impossible to tell.) it made no more than the faintest of hisses in the thin air, a sound so soft that Tugela would have missed it altogether had adrenalin not sharpened her senses. Then it was gone, streaking out over the precipice on a trajectory that would take it deep into the heart of the Forbidden Zone.


With the danger passed, Tugela’s fear turned to perplexity. Never in her life had she seen an Eye at such close quarters. Nor did she know of anyone who had. In normal circumstances, Eyes kept to the very edges of space, appearing only as pinpricks of light in the night sky.


Cautiously, Tugela rose to her feet, keeping her eyes constantly fixed on the shrinking sphere. Her thoughts were in turmoil. What she had seen challenged everything she had been taught about Eyes. The elders said that the priests called the Eyes home to the City when their spying was done. Then why was this one heading straight into the nightmare land?




Book One


TUGELA




God’s Window


It was extremely dangerous for Tugela to linger in this place, high on the exposed plateau. It was true that the Eye had gone but at just about any moment it could return. Worse still, another Eye might fly over even lower and catch her. Who could tell what might or might not happen in this time of turbulence and change?


Safety lay far below her in the embrace of the forest (what was left of it), and that was where she must soon return. But she had made the tortuous climb to the plateau for a reason and she might never return here again. Against common sense, and with her heart pounding violently (more from the achingly thin air than from fear), Tugela hurried on towards God’s Window.


The place often figured as a backdrop in the Sagas, the tales told by old men round crackling fires during long dark nights in the Land. Because the Sagas were her father’s private obsession, she had heard them repeated more often than most. But never, even while listening intently to the soft drone of his voice, had she dreamt that she herself might one day journey to the fabled lookout point at the edge of the world.


At God’s Window, the Sagas told, the Land came to an abrupt end, like a conversation choked off in mid-sentence. Along a ragged boundary that was hundreds of klomters in length, firm ground simply ran out, and empty space took over. In the remote past, evidently, some monumental cataclysm had split the skin of the world, and raised up the ground on one side – or perhaps, depressed it on the other (depending on your point of view). As a result, the Land came to a sudden end in vertiginous cliffs, in places almost two klomters high.


Beyond God’s Window stretched the wilderness of the Forbidden Zone – a grey nightmare place, empty except for demons and other vile creatures too horrible to contemplate. Whenever ordinary folk talked of the place, they did so in hushed and respectful voices, as if merely uttering the name of the place might somehow conjure it to life in their midst. And such was the power of the name, that even when it was whispered, the cold emptiness of that place did seem to reach out across the Land, a tangible thing, clutching with icy fingers at their hearts, impelling them to crowd in closer to any source of light, any source of warmth.


To restless souls, however, the Forbidden Zone acted like a magnet. It drew them from far and wide – those individuals who had yearned all their lives for adventure and unlimited horizons, for whom the Land had never been enough, had always seemed claustrophobically small. From the towering cliffs of God’s Window, they could contemplate a land their imaginations had imbued with the colours of their hopes, and test the strength of their resolve to go on against the grey reality.


At this sight, most would wake suddenly, as if from a dream, and realise that what they really sought lay elsewhere. For not only did the nightmare land have the power to sober the most restless of men and women, it also had the power to hold a mirror to their lives, to show them what they had somehow missed in the confusion of their days: what was important and worthwhile.


For a short time, they would drink in the awful vista; then, resigned to the Land, they would turn their backs and begin the long journey home, to return only, perhaps, in their troubled dreams.


But not all.


Six men and women had reached God’s Window and, because they were insane or deranged in some other way, gone on. Each, in their turn, had found a way down the face of the precipitous cliffs to the plain below. And each had vanished for ever into the Forbidden Zone.


The names of the Lost Ones, Tugela, like every child in the Land, knew by heart. From Waymon Dart, the renegade priest from the City, to Aletta, the orphaned outlander, barely fifteen years old when she disappeared. Dart, the first of the six, had left the Land more than three centuries before; Aletta had disappeared at the beginning of the Third War of Independence, a conflict that was raging still across the Land.


In the Sagas, the names of the Lost Ones cropped up again and again. Their exploits were embroidered and embellished until it seemed they were more than mere mortals. Yet they had all been ordinary men and women. Tugela, perhaps better than anyone else, knew the truth of that.


For one of them had been her grandfather.


A bitter wind stung Tugela full in the face, tore at her loose hair. It sliced through the layers of her clothing as if they were made of the thinnest paper and struck deep into the very core of her body. But so far had she come and so close was she now to her goal that she could permit nothing to deflect her. With her head down, she pressed on into the hurricane.


The wind, for all its severity, was no more than the overspill from a much stronger draught of air. That air, Tugela knew, was rising up the wall of the world from the plain far below. Its roar, like the ominous rumble of deep thunder, had already drowned out every other sound.


Heedless of the danger, Tugela broke into a run. At first, it seemed a futile thing to do and she made next to no headway. The wind threatened to lift her off her feet and toss her back whence she had come. But, miraculously, and in the space of just a few strides, it slackened, and was suddenly gone.


It was as she had guessed it must be. The rising air, when it reached the level of the plateau, could not simply spill over the edge; its momentum would carry it on and upwards. In a great overhead arc, the air would descend on to the plateau, leaving the ground at the very edge of the cliffs calm, as at the eye of a storm.


Cold beyond caring now, Tugela covered the last stretch of ground to God’s Window, and looked out on …


An ocean of whiteness.


It opened up before her like a vision from a dream. She had expected to see grey monotony, the rise and fall then rise again of bare, lifeless hills, but instead she saw endless banks of puffy white clouds marching away to infinity like waves on a frozen sea. Below her feet, a klomter down the sheer cliff face, the waves rolled in to the shore, breaking and eddying against the hardness of the Land.


It was a sight of powerful beauty but it provoked in the girl only a feeling of bitter disappointment. It was so unfair! She had come so far, risked so much, only to be cheated out of a glimpse of the Forbidden Zone at the very last step. Though she stood now, a god at God’s Window, cold tears streamed down her face.


The Sagas lied!


It strained credibility to think that she was the first person to get to God’s Window only to find the Forbidden Zone hidden from view. Yet, at no time, did the Sagas admit such a possibility. It was a reminder, if a reminder were needed, that the Sagas were stories – stories built around a kernel of truth perhaps, but stories nonetheless. How had she forgotten? Her father had stressed the point to her often enough.


Wearily, Tugela sat down on the cliff edge, allowing her long legs to dangle into space. She wiped the mist from her eyes and peered downward. Just below her vantage point, a thin waterfall spurted from the rock face, draining the last reserves of moisture from the plateau into the cloud layer far below. Where the waterfall turned to vapour, she picked out the tiny black silhouette of a glideagle, wheeling slowly, gracefully, on invisible currents of air.


With one hand anchoring her to the rock behind her, Tugela craned further forward. But looking straight down the vertical wall made her dizzy; her stomach heaved. To steady herself, she had to lie flat on her back and gulp great lungfuls of the thin air. How, in the name of sanity, had her grandfather managed to climb down there?


And this thought led to a host of others concerning her grandfather, all of which she had pondered on countless occasions before. What kind of man could he have been to have come to this place at the edge of the world and then to have struck out into the unknown?


As a young child, her mind cringing from the horror of his deed yet at the same time fascinated by it, she had imagined her grandfather as a giant among other men, a man who did not know the meaning of the word fear. But as she had got older, her unconditional awe had become tempered by a pragmatic realism. He had left a wife back in the Land, and children, too. What kind of man would do that? And why?


Tugela turned her attention back to the clouds, the endless banks of clouds. For an age, she stared out across that unbelievable ocean of whiteness, unable to focus on any portion, drawn down deeper and deeper into its depths. She had the disconcerting feeling that she was falling and could not stop herself. So disorientated did it make her that when, after minutes, after hours perhaps – time didn’t seem to come into things now – the clouds began slowly to disperse, she did not notice. It was with a shock that she realised what was happening and sprung to her feet.


In a dozen separate places, the cloud layer was breaking up.


The Sun was burning it off. Here and there, the crests of hills, the tips of mountains, were beginning to show, islands breaking the surface of the white sea. Consumed by impatience, Tugela began to run along the cliff edge, as if this activity might, in some way, hasten the natural processes underway. As she stumbled on, a land was slowly unveiled before her. It was painted in greys and browns, and the blacks of deep, inpenetrable shadows. Nowhere were there trees or any other signs of vegetation. Strangest of all were the faint rings etched on the land. They were first to appear and seemed, to Tugela, like she imagined the great Circleberg, the mountain ring that enclosed the plain of the City.


And then no cloud at all remained. Tugela stopped running and stood, her lungs heaving, taking in the terrible vista of the Forbidden Zone. The Forbidden Zone, where nightmare creatures prowled the shadows. The Forbidden Zone, which had swallowed her grandfather, and five others. The Forbidden Zone, where at regular intervals the comets that brought air to the Land impacted. Only they weren’t impacting any more. The City had made sure of that.


Time passed …


Suddenly, Tugela realised just how cold she was so high up in the thin air. She was shaking uncontrollably. She was dehydrated, her lips and face dried out by the cruel wind. Why, she wondered, had she not noticed these things before? The excitement, perhaps, or the fear. And how long had she been up here? She realised with a shock that she really had no idea at all. In the thin air, her thoughts seemed to be oddly fuzzy and sluggish. She had heard that altitude could have such a effect.


Then Tugela remembered her uncle, Kasteel! She had left him down in the valley, asleep by the wagon where he had passed out drunk. She had to get down. In a stupor, she stumbled across the open plateau and began the descent through the ranks of yellowed and dying shatterpines. When, finally, they petered out, and she emerged into bright sunlight, she saw the figure coming towards her. Even at a distance, something in his posture told her he was mad at her.


Shaking with exhaustion, Tugela stood her ground and braced herself for the inevitable storm.




Kasteel


By the time of the second seventh, the Sun should have taken the worst of the night’s chill off the Land. But the thin air was still freezing and the ground was still hard with frost. As the wagon trundled across the valley floor, Tugela tried to shrink deeper into the cave of her cape and hood. But there was no place, it seemed, not even in the deepest folds and layers of her clothing, where the cruel wind could not reach.


Think warm, she told herself. But the sensation was now as alien to her as the colour of purple is to a man blind from birth. Try as she might, she could not breathe life into a single memory of balmier days. Warm was something she had simply never been.


In the Land, the nights were always cold, winter and summer. People expected that and got by the best they could. What helped them to survive the long night more than anything else was the promise of the long day which would follow. But now, in the middle of summer, when by rights the world should come to life at the first touch of the new Sun, the Sun was climbing the sky and it was still freezing. How long, the girl wondered, before the blanket of air that insulated the world was so depleted that night and day in the Land became indistinguishable?


Tugela glanced at the shape of her uncle beside her, hunched over the reins of the carriers. Only the fog of frozen breath, expelled from time to time in long measured exhalations, betrayed the existence of a human being beneath the amorphous mound of clothing. When he lifted the flask of liquor to his hood and gulped, she caught for a moment the wedge of his jaw, set hard in sullen fury.


When she had returned from God’s Window, Kasteel had been more than merely furious; he had been apoplectic. Her misjudgment of his mood cost her a fierce beating. Even now, the pain of that punishment lingered. Only with the greatest of care was she able to shift in her seat atop the wagon without wincing from the bruises and she cursed the misfortune that had forced her to travel with him.


Tugela realised, with the benefit of hindsight, that she had been a fool not to have guessed that Kasteel would see her ascent to God’s Window as the most heinous of crimes. Kasteel was the one whose life was most badly affected – shattered even – when her grandfather had vanished into the Forbidden Zone. Hadn’t her own father told her that, often enough? For Kasteel, the trade route to Ironvale, which passed so close to God’s Window, was a kind of living hell, re-opening an old and festering wound. That was why, immediately they made camp, he had begun drinking heavily. And that was why Tugela had been able to slip away, while he lay unconscious beside the campfire.


Kasteel’s terrible misfortune was that he had been born the eldest of four brothers (her father, Bandon, was the youngest). When their father disappeared, therefore, it was Kasteel, a boy barely fifteen years of age, who inherited the responsibility of supporting the family.


According to her own father, who at the time of her grandfather’s disappearance had been barely old enough to understand what was happening, his elder brother had been a quiet, studious boy who had shown academic promise early on and whom the family intended to send to the distant City to be educated into the ways of the priesthood. With the sudden departure of the family’s breadwinner, the boy was thrust into premature manhood, all those dreams cruelly swept away.


To his credit, Kasteel discharged all of his duties to the family. Then, as suddenly as his father before him, he left. Perhaps in an attempt to free himself for ever of what he had found to be the crushing weight of responsibility, he became a freelance trader, buying metal goods in the City and selling them among the more remote outlander settlements. It was a lonely occupation, which explained why Kasteel, at the best of times, was a man of few words, but it was an occupation that left him answerable to no one, and that suited him. Plying his trade at the wild periphery of the Land, her uncle had found a kind of peace.


At one time, the family had heard rumours of a woman he had loved who had died, but the rumours had not been confirmed and Kasteel himself, on his rare return visits, said nothing. Those visits became rarer and rarer and, perhaps, the girl would not have seen her uncle for many years had not the City soldiers burned the farm at Boschendale and taken away her parents. When Tugela had no one in the world, Kasteel was suddenly there, as if summoned from afar by the glideagles that rode the air currents above the Land. For that she was grateful and for that she tried – she tried so hard – to understand the man. To some extent, she had succeeded. But forgiveness was quite another thing. At present, the bruises on her back were too fresh, and she was certainly no saint.


The ground was smoother now, so she stood up a while to stretch her legs. Like most people in the Land, Tugela stood tall and slim with sun-darkened skin. When she walked she did so with long, loping, easy strides. When she ran, she flowed effortlessly across the ground. Her muscles, barely perceptible at rest, could propel her like the wind when taut. Only in height did she differ from the racial, having not quite reached that of an adult.


Mentally, the differences were rather more marked. She had a strong feeling of being unlike others of her age. Perhaps this came from being the grand-daughter of a man who had entered the Forbidden Zone. Or perhaps it was because, being a loner, she deluded herself that she was important, setting herself above others to provide a comforting explanation for why she did not fit in.


How much further to Ironvale, Tugela wondered? The wagon was climbing a steep rise now, the yellow, oxygen-starved trees of a dying forest to one side of them, and the carriers were finding it very hard going. Ahead, if she strained her eyes, she could just about make out a long line of hills, their summits dusted lightly with snow. Having never travelled at the Periphery before, she could only guess that those were the High Hills. If she were right, then they could not be far from their destination.


The journey to Ironvale had brought them out to the Periphery along a valley that ran along the back of God’s Window. Now, ironically, they were headed back into the interior of the Land as if they had somehow ricocheted off the barrier obstructing their path. It was a curiously convoluted route but they had no choice, constrained as they were by the lie of the land and by the need to avoid patrols of the City, a few of which penetrated even this far into the outlands.


As far as Tugela was concerned, of course, the route was fortuitous. It had, after all, given her the chance to climb to God’s Window. What she had glimpsed of the Forbidden Zone had been worth the beating, worth it a hundred times over. And the Eye … that had been an unexpected bonus. Descending through the shatterpine forest, she had toyed with the idea of telling Kasteel about it. But now she was determined it would remain her secret, at least for the time being.


The wagon came to the top of the rise and began descending a stony slope to a place where a stream, now dried up, had once run. Without warning, Kasteel drew up the carriers. Tugela looked ahead, puzzled, and then saw what her uncle had seen: below them, by the dark stain of the stream bed, was a small homestead. At such a distance, it was difficult to make out any detail, but the tiny wooden buildings had the feel of a place abandoned. As far as the girl could see, there was no smoke rising into the air. No dwelling was habitable in the present cold without a fire.


Driving on, they came to a portion of the hillside which was neatly terraced on either side of the track and planted with some kind of cereal crop, now dead. Evidently, when the stream had disappeared, the crops had gone with it. Or perhaps the severe frost had killed them before that. Tugela found such matters depressing to speculate on.


It was rare to find a homestead out here on the Periphery. Only those outlanders to whom the dominion of the City stuck in the throat trekked this far from its power. But whoever they were had gone now. As the wagon passed the shacks, three in all, it became clear that they had been abandoned recently. The door of the largest swung mournfully in the wind, while the deep ruts cut by the wagons, heavily laden, stretched away into the distance.


To Tugela’s surprise, Kasteel, instead of slowing to take a look, urged on the carriers. Had he known the people who had lived here? Had he stopped on his way to Ironvale to water the carriers and rest awhile? Yes, Tugela concluded, seeing the way he concentrated his attention on the horizon, he had known them. But what they had meant to him she could not guess.


It was a measure of how hard things had become recently that people who were so determined to live in freedom should feel no alternative but to trek back towards the enemy they hated so much, for that was where they must surely have gone. Already, on the journey to Ironvale, they had passed three or four abandoned farms. In all cases, the settlers, their crops ruined, had headed inward from the Periphery to the Great Depression. There, at the lowest point in the land, they must have reasoned, the air would be at its thickest and water might still be running free.


Kasteel never looked back at the farmstead, and neither did Tugela. Like her uncle, she kept her eyes fixed on the route ahead, willing Ironvale to come into view. And so, long before they ever reached the endpoint of their journey, Tugela spotted the tell-tale black smoke hanging like a shroud across the hills. Forgetting herself for a moment, she pointed and shouted excitedly, but her uncle was still in a black mood and continued to stare ahead doggedly, pausing only to take occasional swigs from his flask of liquor. She shut up abruptly and sat still. But, inside, she was jubilant.


Soon she would be among people again, in a place throbbing with life.




Man of Iron


The road that formed the final approach to Ironvale wound down through hills entirely stripped of forest. For the most part, the slopes of the hills were littered with the severed stumps of trees but, in places, not even these sorry remnants poked from the barren ground. Ugly grey scars had opened up on several slopes, carved by avalanches of mud that had swept all before them. Against the devastated landscape nothing moved, not a single small creature on the ground nor a glideagle in the air, and it was eerily quiet apart from the constant crump, crump, crump of the wagon as it jounced and bounced on the rutted track.


Tugela had never seen such destruction before in the Land. Seeing it all about her, and the pall of smoke which hung above the hills ahead and which, so far, was the only visible sign of Ironvale, she trembled. Was it perhaps Hell that Kasteel was heading for and not the town that promised to deliver the outlanders at long last from the tyranny of the City?


Below them on the road, a giant wagon was ponderously negotiating a hairpin bend. It was loaded with the slender trunks of shatterpines and led by a great team of carriers, numbering perhaps a dozen in all. Kasteel, in no time at all, had caught it up and was cursing loudly because there was no room to pass. Tugela gazed upward with awe at the great logs piled high on the wagon and hoped fervently that they could not break loose from their thick chains. Telling her uncle that she would walk the remainder of the way to Ironvale and meet up with him there, Tugela jumped down on to the track. Kasteel grunted his assent and dug into the layers of his coat for his flask.


Quickly, Tugela skirted the giant wagon and came to a boy who was standing on the bend of the road, signalling to the three men atop the wagon. One of them, the youngest, saw her and waved. But before she could exchange a word with him, the urchin on the ground suddenly became animated and the older men yelled “Brake, brake!” Promptly, the young man complied, throwing his full weight on a stick of wood that protruded from the front of the wagon. The wheels screeched in mechanical pain and Tugela passed on by.


Further on, another giant wagon, this one empty, trundled past her, going up the track. She watched it go by and then her thoughts turned back to the pall of smoke ahead and to the town that lay beneath it. Soon, around the next bend or the one after that, Ironvale would be revealed in all its glory. Her heart beat faster in anticipation and she quickened her pace.


For a while, there was no other incident as Tugela walked. Then, as the road veered sharply yet again, a sudden commotion to one side caught her attention. Instinctively, she reached for the knife beneath her cloak. But before her hand could close around it, she recognised the shape of a small boy. He was standing on the steep hillside, about twenty metres above her, grinning. As she watched warily, he made his way, slipping and sliding, down the muddy bank. He ambled across the track and thrust out a grubby hand.


Tugela estimated he could be no more than eleven or twelve years old. He had long hair that was black as soot and unkempt; his clothes, a jerkin and gaiters, were the colour and texture of old sacking. The only thing out of keeping with his dishevelled appearance was a necklace of polished metal pieces, a product, Tugela guessed, of Ironvale. He was smiling, with a toothy grin as he held out his hand. “I’ve been following you,” he said. “Ever since way back up the road.” And, at this, he motioned, the links of his heavy necklace clattering.


She ignored the dirty hand. “Why?” she asked, suspiciously.


“Thought I might be of help to you,” he said. He peered at her quizzically, tipping his head to one side, then the other.


“No,” he said, apparently coming to a conclusion. “I can see you don’t trust me.” He withdrew his hand but not his toothy grin. “Look,” he said. “I mean you no harm. What I said’s the truth, swear to you it is. Thought you might need a guide who knows his way about Ironvale. Well, miss, do you?”


“I might,” she said, grudgingly.


“Right,” the boy said with a decisiveness that knocked her back. “Then, we’re in business.” He started off down the road.


A dozen paces further on, he twisted round and grinned back at her. She did not move but watched him, her hands planted firmly on her hips. The bare-faced cheek of the boy! If he thought for one moment that she was going to follow him …


Suddenly, Tugela laughed loudly. It was the first time in a long while she had laughed and she found she could not stop herself. Miraculously, the weight of the long journey with Kasteel seemed to lift from her shoulders.


“Wait!” she shouted. A guide might not be a bad idea, after all. While Kasteel went about his business in Ironvale, Tugela would undoubtedly have time to herself. With someone who knew the place well, even this pushy little boy, she might see things she might otherwise miss.


But watch your pockets, she thought as she caught him up.


“What’s your name?”


“Tugela,” she told him.


“Mine’s Tolly Hoopa. Pleased to meet you.” This time she took his hand. “For a krown, I’ll show you round Ironvale. How’s that sound?”


She hesitated. “Gotta make a living,” Tolly said. “Showing visitors around the sights is one of the only ways I’ve got.”


“Okay,” she said. “Half now and half when I’m satisfied you’ve done a good job.” She dug into her pockets and brought out a battered coin.


“Done,” the boy said, catching the coin. “You’re a hard one, miss. I can seen there’s no messing with the likes of you.”


“Get away, Tolly Hoopa,” she said. “I’ll be watching you. Any funny business and …” She drew her finger across her throat and grimaced. “I won’t hesitate, don’t think I will.”


“Do anything funny, miss?” The boy echoed, aghast. “Me, Tolly Hoopa, as honest as the day is – “


“All right, all right,” Tugela said. “I get the idea.”


They continued on down the track, past a handful of shatterpines which, for reasons unknown, had been left standing alone on the blasted slopes.


“So, tell me why you were following me, Tolly Hoopa?”


“I was up by the top of the road and I saw you with your father – “


“My uncle.”


“With your uncle then. Saw you atop your wagon and thought I could do you a service. Told you that already, miss. I often come up here. I can get a krown or two from the lumberjacks for guiding a wagon down to Ironvale. I get off at the tight corners and signal to the driver.”


“Like the boy I just saw back there?”


“Jossie? You must have seen my mate Jossie. Sometimes, we work together – if the load’s a big ‘un, that is.”


“So there’s no school in Ironvale, then?” Tugela asked. “


“We’re on a war footing,” the boy said. “We’ve all got to make sacrifices. Peet Stel says – “


“You know Peet Stel?” Tugela broke in.


“‘Course I know Peet Stel. ‘Course I do.” Seeing how the name had affected her, the boy grew tall with pride.


So the Man of Metal was no fiction.


For so long, Tugela had had her doubts. Oh, she had heard the stories all right, the stories outlanders liked to tell of Stel in hushed, reverent tones round their camp fires. But her fear had always been that they were just that: stories. Perhaps, she had thought, the Man of Metal was no more than the collective wishful thinking of the outlanders. So great was their need for a champion to help them break the chains of the City and give them back their pride. Perhaps, just perhaps, it was strong enough to have created a mythical man to embody all their hopes?


But the boy was saying that Peet Stel was real, made of flesh and blood. Then there really was hope for the outlanders. Tugela’s heart leapt with joy.


“Peet Stel,” she mouthed silently.


“He can make metal just like Parnassas and the priests of the City,” crowed Tolly. “The priests have got their recipes, Peet Stel says, but he’s got his science. Chemistry not recipes, that’s what he says. Chemistry …” And the boy repeated the slogan over and over again, as she had heard it so often across the Land, until it became a chant, which she could almost believe was as potent in its power as the sacred litany of the priests of the City.


And so Tugela turned the final bend in the road to Ironvale and saw the town for the first time, spread out beneath her like a black stain on the Land. But already she could see beneath its surface ugliness. For now she knew in her heart that Ironvale held the power that could change the world.




Ironvale


“This bridge is really made of iron?” Tugela said. She stood at the highest point of the graceful arch, peering down into the nacreous waters that flowed beneath.


“Sure is, miss,” Tolly said, grinning with pride. He kicked the rail hard with the toe of his boot, causing its substance to ring out dully. “Every last rivet.”


A bridge made entirely of metal. It was a revelation. Tugela had never seen anything like it. When Tolly led her through the gates into Ironvale, the bridge was the first thing she saw. (It was the first thing anyone would see, for that matter – and surely that was no accident.) Immediately, she had told him: “That’s where I want to go.”


“But your uncle ‥ ?” the boy had reminded her.


Kasteel! She had clean forgotten she was supposed to wait for him. Frantically, she scanned the hillside above the palisade of Ironvale. On the twisting road, a large group of carriers was descending (she could clearly see the clouds of dust they kicked up) but she could see no sign at all of Kasteel’s wagon. If he had met an obstruction on the road, or had broken a wheel or worse, he might not arrive for hours. Should she wait or could she go on with the boy? She bit on her lip and dabbed absently at her hair.


“Look, miss,” Tolly said, seeing her uncertainty. “When your uncle gets to Ironvale, he’ll be bound to go to the inn.” He pointed to a squat wooden building which Tugela had not noticed before. Carriers were tethered outside and smoke curled from two tall thin chimneys, one at either end. “Come on,” Tolly said. “We can leave a message there for him.” Obediently, Tugela followed along the main thoroughfare, past men hurrying about their mysterious business, their clothes streaked with grime, their faces lined with exhaustion.


Tolly vanished inside the inn. She decided to wait outside. The wind was beginning to gust strongly. Above her, a sign creaked as it was buffeted back and forth. She backed away a little and, looking up, was able to read the words “King of Ironvale” emblazoned in gold letters on a black background. Painted below was a portly man, built very differently to the average outlander, whose face was lit by the yellow glow of a fire and who was brandishing a hammer from which sparks splashed all about. Without doubt, the man was Peet Stel. But before she could examine the figure more closely, Tolly appeared once more. “Done,” he said, pleased with his efficiency. “Let’s go.”


They had been standing on the bridge for some time peering down into the polluted waters, and the cold wind was beginning to chill both of them to the bone. Tugela had pulled her cloak tight around her shoulders but it was not enough to prevent her from shivering visibly. “Right,” she said, letting go of the rail suddenly. “I’m ready to see the rest of Ironvale.” With obvious relief, the boy led her off the bridge.


It wasn’t until the sound of metal had ceased to ring at their footsteps that a thought struck Tugela, a thought so obvious that she wondered why it had not occurred to her before. In all the time they had stood on the iron bridge, no one else had crossed it.


Upstream, she could plainly see several other bridges, each made of wood, and they were more than adequate for the traffic to and fro across the stream. The iron bridge was, quite simply, redundant. In fact, now she looked back at it from some way off, the bridge seemed a little incongruous, spanning, in such a huge arch, a stream that could have been no more than a trickle even before the comets stopped coming and the air above had begun to leak away. The bridge clearly was no practical solution to a problem. Then why ‥ ? She turned to Tolly but before she could open her mouth to ask a question she knew the answer.


Practical considerations had nothing to do with it, nothing at all.


The bridge was not a bridge designed to be used. No, no. It was clear to her now that its purpose was far more important than that. The bridge had been built as a symbol, an embodiment of the new optimism of the outlanders. It was a statement of their bullish confidence, of their newfound self-belief. It screamed out, loudly and clearly, to all who beheld it: This is what we outlanders can do. Now we are a force to be reckoned with.


The thought that the iron bridge, and indeed all of Ironvale, existed in defiance of the City simultaneously exhilarated Tugela and terrified her. It was good that, after so long, the City’s monopoly on metals was being broken. It was good also that the outlanders, after centuries of domination by the City, at last had the means to fight back. But the City possessed a power against which the outlanders were no more than insects. It was, after all, taking away their air, and suffocating the Land. With its Eyes, it must be watching Ironvale even at this moment. Might not Peet Stel succeed only in bringing the wrath of the City down on all of them? Who knew what terrors the City might unleash if they provoked it.


Tugela’s gloomy thoughts were interrupted by a sudden commotion. When she looked up, she saw carriers bearing down on them fast. Deftly, Tolly steered her out of their path. A score of men rode past, led by a gaunt young man with the purple arm badge of a general. Their carriers snorted and spluttered noisily, steam rising from their glistening flanks. It occurred to Tugela suddenly as she watched the Kommando go – for that was clearly what it was – that these were the men she had seen earlier on the road. She turned to Tolly to mention it but if she had spoken, he would not have heard her. He was staring openmouthed at the receding men. “Mandelbrot,” he whispered to himself.


“What?” Tugela asked.


“That was General Mandelbrot,” Tolly said.


The name at first meant nothing to Tugela. But at the back of her mind a vague memory stirred. Way back along the route they had travelled to Ironvale, Kasteel had conversed briefly with another trader whose route had crossed theirs. The name of Mandelbrot had come up in the exchange, she was sure. In fact, now the memory was sharpening, she was certain that the name had been mentioned more than once.


“Mandelbrot,” she said, as they walked. “He is the Unappointed.” It was half statement, half question.


Her ignorance evidently surprised Tolly. He looked at her oddly, as if to say: You really do not know? Instead, he said patiently: “Things’re moving fast, miss. Perhaps on your journey in the Periphery you didn’t hear …”


“I heard the name of Mandelbrot,” she said.


Tolly nodded sagely. “It’s a name that’s been on people’s lips for a while now – ever since the battle at Winterberg when General Mandelbrot routed the City’s soldiers. That’s a lesson they won’t forget. He taught them another one at Two Bridges on the Ochre River, and that’s within spitting distance of the Circleberg itself.” The boy was now puffed up with pride. “Some people say they were small victories,” he went on, now defensive. “But they were victories all the same – no one can deny that. He’s shown everyone that the City can be beaten.”


They walked on, past strange mounds of earth from which smoke issued without fire. Beside each mound was a neat pile of shatterpines. Tugela’s guess was that she was looking at kilns of some kind. “Charcoal,” Tolly said, confirming her suspicion. “It’s needed to make the iron hard. It’s why there are no trees on the approach to Ironvale.”


“Oh,” she said, distractedly.


“Everyone loves Mandelbrot,” Tolly continued, undeflected from the subject of his hero. “They say that his men would follow him anywhere – into the Forbidden Zone itself, if he should command it.” He shook his head in admiration. Tugela, shocked at such an unexpected reference to the nightmare land, felt the chill of that place brush against her. She held back a shudder. If Mandelbrot’s men were willing to follow him even there, she thought, then truly he must be a formidable leader.


A giant wagon had now drawn up beside one of the kilns. Men jumped down, undid chains, and began to discharge its cargo of wood.


“Even the old guard have now given him their support,” Tolly said as they watched the men carry out the unloading. “When General Zennor stood down in his favour, others followed. Now everyone agrees that General Mandelbrot should be the one to lead the massed Kommandos against the City.”


To Tugela, learning so much in such a short space of time, it seemed at first as if a man had been conjured out of thin air to lead the outlanders. When Kasteel had rescued her from the ruins of Boschendale, the news of the skirmish at Winterberg was still fresh (Two Bridges had not yet happened), and there were few details of that fight, certainly no reports of a new champion among the outlanders. Now, suddenly, there was a new leader of leaders, to whom all, even the stubborn old guard, had apparently deferred. This new man, this Mandelbrot, reed-thin and in appearance barely older than Tugela herself, now held the fate of the outlanders in his hands.


Though she reeled a little from the speed of events, deep down she did not doubt that they had taken the right course. If Mandelbrot did not have the total trust and respect of his men, they would not have chosen to follow him. That was the Way. Among the outlanders, there was no formal procedure to elect a leader. A man became the leader of a Kommando, naturally, spontaneously, because he was followed. No one appointed him, hence his name; Mandelbrot had been followed, the men of his Kommando had willingly placed their lives in his hands. And now, so, too, had the leaders of every other Kommando across the Land. How could such a choice, which was made naturally, by common consent, be the wrong one?


“Look, iron ore,” Tolly said suddenly, breaking into Tugela’s thoughts. Wagonloads of the black material were now approaching them in a convoy. They had to step aside to avoid being run down.


Tugela had never seen iron ore before. To say it was unprepossessing was an understatement. That stuff, she reacted with incredulity, that stuff can be turned into hard, shiny metal you can see your face in? It seemed miraculous to her. But then Ironvale itself was a miracle, the biggest miracle of all.


“Purest stuff outside the Circleberg itself,” the boy told her. “Comes from a rich deposit called the Crescent Formation about a day’s wagon journey across the hills. Peet Stel says there’s even more than beneath the plain of the City.”


On Tolly’s suggestion, they followed one of the ore wagons. It juddered unsteadily down a rutted track to one of a cluster of large wooden sheds. Through the open doors of the shed, Tugela saw men with picks, smashing the black rocks into smaller and smaller chunks. None of the men, all of whom were shirtless and sweating despite the outside cold, looked up for a moment from their toil. The work looked back-breaking.


It struck Tugela suddenly and forcibly that it was here, in these sheds, and not on the field of battle, that the conflict between the City and the outlanders would ultimately be decided. If the men of Ironvale worked harder, put in longer hours, than their counterparts in the City, then the outlanders had a chance. If not, then their revolt was futile.


Now that her eyes had become used to the gloom of the shed’s interior, Tugela saw that at the far end other men shovelled the pounded rubble into yet more wagons. These wagons carted it further along the valley. Their destination was a complex of squat buildings, made of stone not wood. Though they were some distance away, Tugela could see that within them fires burned fiercely, issuing showers of sparks. The din, even at this distance, was clearly audible.


Tolly had noted the direction of her gaze with mischievous satisfaction, and he had also seen the fear in her face. He made no attempt to allay it, however. Instead, he just grinned. When Tugela saw his expression, she promptly stiffened. “I’m ready,” she said, barely managing to conceal a tremor in her voice. “Let’s go.” She struck out along the track towards the noise and the fire. The boy skipped along beside her, and began an off-key rendition of a song:




“Swart smutted smiths, smattered with smoke,


Drive me near death with the din of their dints,


Such noise on nights ne heard men never,


Say, hey for the metal mad man o’ the myrre.”





By now Tugela was acutely aware that the boy was watching her every move and taking a sadistic pleasure in observing her reaction to sights which were, to him, not in the least bit unfamiliar or threatening. It was a relief, then, to hear someone call out Tolly’s name. They turned together to see the small boy Tugela had noticed earlier on the road above Ironvale. He was waving at them, beckoning. “Jossie!” Tolly yelled back enthusiastically. Then to Tugela, he said: “Sorry, miss. But I’ve got to go.” Without any further explanation, he shot off towards his friend. “Be back in a moment,” he shouted over his shoulder. But he wasn’t, and for that Tugela was thankful. It saved her any further humiliations as she continued her tour.


Finally, she arrived at the stone buildings which contained the fire. The din was terrible. Peering inside one, she saw four men shoulder four horizontal poles and lift a huge pot from a furnace. They staggered a little under the weight, and white fire splashed over the sides of the pot, exploding in sparks before it touched the ground. Even in broad sunlight the brightness of the fire was so intense that it nearly blinded her. By squinting, she could see the men pouring the molten liquid into moulds of some kind. She continued on her way, dazed by what she had seen, her senses overloading fast. The noise coming from within the next building overwhelmed her, a wall of sound so terrible that she hardly dared look in. The urge to run became powerful but, with an enormous effort, she held it at bay. When she did pluck up enough courage to venture forward, she saw rows of men beating dull red ingots with hammers and other unidentifiable implements.


The sight occupied her attention so exclusively that she did not notice when she was no longer alone. With a start she registered the presence of a man standing beside her. He was an unusually short, dumpy man, balding, with cheeks that were clearly florid from the heat but probably, she suspected, red underneath, too. Red cheeks would have been in keeping with his overall good-natured appearance. The man asked her who she was and where she had come from, and she told him, but he clearly wasn’t too interested in her answer, though it was evident that he knew the name of Kasteel. He was apparently taking a short break away from the heat of the furnace. The pipe, which he took from his pocket and lit casually, confirmed this.


The man was clearly not a workman. There was something in his nonchalant manner that said he was master here, and his clothes were not grime-smeared like the other men she had seen. She didn’t have time to puzzle over this because the man reached beneath the folds of his shirt and, to her surprise, brought out a shiny new dagger. He proffered it, saying: “On your travels with the trader, be sure to show people what Ironvale can do.” Then, without a backward glance, he left her, gaping, in a cloud of pipe smoke. She hadn’t even had a chance to thank him.


The whole incident threw Tugela into confusion. Strangers, in her experience, simply did not present her with gifts. But the dagger was something special and she secreted it beneath her cloak, resolving to hide it from Kasteel. These days, there seemed to be more and more things she had to hide from her uncle.


Back at the inn, she saw that her uncle’s wagon had arrived at last. But, inside, her worst fears were confirmed; he was already drunk. Kasteel was with a group of men, all roughly dressed, and he glowered at her from their midst, a tankard in his hand.


She found a corner that was quiet and where she could sit and sift through her bewildering images of Ironvale. It was there, much later, that Tolly burst in. “There’s going to be a big meeting,” he told her, excitedly. “Mandelbrot’s riding on the City!”




Mandelbrot


Already, a large crowd had gathered at the approach to the iron bridge. The mass of people pressed hard against a cordon of men who were straining to keep them back. Beyond, at the apex of the great arch, stood an empty wagon. Tugela guessed, and the boy confirmed it, that this was the platform from which Mandelbrot would speak to the people. If she had taken a moment to think on the matter, while hurrying from the inn with Tolly, she would surely have concluded that there was no place more fitting in all of Ironvale for such an address.


At the fringe of the crowd, Tugela stopped to catch her breath. But Tolly was already searching for a gap that he could exploit. After a moment, he yelled: “Here, Tugela.” When she reached the spot, he had already partially vanished into the throng. “Let me through. Let me through,” he yelled. To her surprise, people obeyed. She did not hesitate; she followed him quickly, before the path could close again.
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