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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.







Translator’s Note


This text has been translated not only into English, but into the English of recent times. It therefore includes, where appropriate, ‘contemporary’ words such as downside, or even ‘foreign’ words and phrases such as doppelgänger or par excellence. This method is employed in order to correspond with the syntax of the original scrolls, which themselves are written in a style of their own period, and include expressions and phrases from many areas and other tongues.


As with the main text, names, where they are exactly translatable, are rendered (often) in English, and sometimes both in English and the original vernacular – for example the name/title, Lionwolf (Vashdran in the Rukarian). Occasionally names are given in a combination of exactly equivalent English plus part of the existing name where it is basically untranslatable, as with the Rukarian Phoenix, the Firefex. Note too perhaps the name Jemhara, which is a mix of Rukarian (Jema) and Latin (hara: hare), resorted to since in the original this second part of her name, which refers to her shape-changing, uses an obscure and ancient scholastic tongue of Ruk Kar Is.


A final point. Among Rukarians to abbreviate or alter the ending of a name may be a sign of affection. But to change or deform the first letter – as with Pth for Zth – is always a grave insult.




Note on Intervolumens


The three books of the trilogy make up, in the original format, one long book, composed of scrolls – here represented as Volumes. The Intervolumens are interpolated adventures and developments from other richer sources – since, in the scrolls of Lionwolf, many of these events are detailed sketchily, and in a sort of shorthand.
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The One remains, the many change and pass;


Heaven’s light forever shines, Earth’s shadows fly;


Life, like a dome of many-coloured glass,


Stains the white radiance of Eternity …


Percy Bysshe Shelley
Adonais LII







Tenth Volume


ICE JEWEL AND HEART OF FIRE




Always are there enemies. Some at you run with knife, some smile at your side. Some you notice not till round your throat their two hands come.


Inscription found on many male amulets; the warding spell is presumably carried by the stated facts: Vormlander







ONE


Gold moon sailed green sky. Beneath the two lay the world.


As she stood at her narrow window, the solid frigid sea to one side, and the wrecked city of Kandexa filling the rest of the view, the magician stared unblinking with her sombre eyes. The evening had a look it must often wear. The limpid and beautiful dusk alone seemed capable of change. The ice-imprisoned earth was stuck.


Of course there was always the chance of a savage fight. A pall of smoke hung on the city. The settlements of West Villagers and Clever Town had come to blows again.


Jemhara turned towards the door of her room. She sensed, as now she usually did, a human approach.


After a moment feet sounded on the attic stair and next the gentle rap of knuckles.


She did not move. The door opened at a twitch of her will.


A young man stood gaping. Yet all of them knew she could do such things. The people here had established for themselves she was one of the Magikoy, those mages that had been the most powerful, supposedly, in the world. Technically she was not Magikoy and she had never claimed the title for herself. But then too many of them said black-haired Jemhara was once a queen.


The young man cleared his throat.


‘Someone has come to Paradise, Highness,’ he announced.


She nodded gravely.


Inside herself the little involuntary leap of her heart was instantly squashed. Persons did arrive at the barricaded and stupidly named zones inside Kandexa. At first, on being told of any newcomer she had frozen in expectancy. But it was never him.


The boy went on, ‘The mageia says can you come and see to it?’


The lesser mageia was a sensible woman.


Following the boy down from the attic, showing the stair for them in the gathering dark with sorcerously lit glims, Jemhara heard the echo of words in her head.


A man is on the road to you. A man like a tower of ice with eagle’s eyes.


Only one surely could be defined in that way: Thryfe, Magikoy mage of the Highest Order.


A dead god had given her the news in a kind of vision. But he was a god of wickedness and destruction.


Oh, she had still believed it. For a while. Most do when offered hope. And it sparkled before her like some image in a scrying mirror. Then, just as the dark now fell on the city, dark had fallen over her dream. She had asked herself simply how she could ever have credited a promise so obviously flawed. For though Thryfe was her only love, to him she was a despised and hated thing, causer of his guilt and utter despair.


The girl was seated cross-legged on the floor. She looked about eighteen or so, but within her face much older. A slender purple scar vividly marred her forehead; her skin otherwise was creamy. Ragged brown hair had been dyed green but the dye had now mostly grown out. A witch?


From her natural colouring she seemed to be from the Ruk. But the dye indicated the wild sorceresses of Gech in the far north.


Aglin, the older mageia of Paradise, was tending the fire-basket, lighting a couple of lamps by means of a nod and putting on water to boil.


Jemhara saw that the girl seated on the floor watched this with mild interest, calm but at odds with everything, as if she had given up either resisting or asking real questions.


‘Here I am,’ said Jemhara.


‘Here you are, Jema. And here’s this one.’


Jemhara looked again at the girl. ‘How are you called?’


‘Azulamni. But he called me Beebit. He said I’d have to answer to that or I’d be killed. And now I’m used to it.’


Jemhara raised her brows. She was familiar with strange coercions from her own youthful past.


‘Why was that?’


‘After the reivers came here, those years back.’


‘You mean to Kandexa, in the time of Vashdran?’ To speak the name of the dead god who had made war on the Ruk burned Jemhara’s mouth, and left a bitter psychic taste. It was he too who had spoken to her in the vision.


‘Kandexa surrendered to the reivers, the only city that did,’ remarked Aglin to herself. ‘Thought it’d save them but the buggers smashed the place anyway. Scum, like all the mixed armies of Vashdran the Lionwolf.’ She stared at the water over the fire. ‘Watched pot boil!’ It boiled at once.


‘I was hiding up in the roof,’ said the girl now called Beebit. ‘My father said go up, you’ll be safe, and because I’m limber, I could. But they found him. I heard them murder him. Then I came down, so they caught me.’ She was matter-of-fact. ‘One of them, he was a Kelp, he stank of fish, he threw me down and raped me. The rest of them got bored and went off. There were other nicer things and women. But then the Kelp saw how I was, what I can do. He didn’t hurt me much, he was only small. I’d served bigger.’


Aglin brought Jemhara wine and hot water with a stick of spice. The mageia murmured, ‘Daddy had put her into the game. A cunning whore at twelve years.’


‘So old?’ said Jemhara.


Hearing this, the girl glanced at them and suddenly she laughed. The mageia and Jemhara were both surprised. Laughter was not what they expected.


‘Look,’ said Beebit.


Then she lay down on her back, not using her arms to help her, and slowly and evenly put up both her legs until her feet rested flat on the floor either side of her head. Then she stood up once more, weight only on the soles of her feet, bringing her head and torso round and under and out in a sort of leisurely backward somersault. Still grinning she sat on the floor again and crossed her legs, this time with a foot on each of her shoulders.


‘See, Highness?’ she said to Jemhara.


‘Honey bones,’ said the mageia.


Jemhara nodded. ‘And the Kelp liked that?’


‘He loved it. So he hid me and fed me, and he brought me green dye. That sallow Rukar skin, he said, that’ll pass for Gech, if you change your hair. He said he had met a Gech witch once. She was like that. Then I travelled with Vashdran’s army. I soon learned the other languages, Kelp, Vorm, Jafn. I’m quick to learn.’


‘The Gech mageias have magic,’ said Jemhara. ‘Were you never asked?’


‘I said my magic was how I could do the things with my body I can do.’


They paused in silence then, each drinking the hot watered wine.


Outside somewhere in the ruin there was shouting, but far away. Dogs barked but left off.


Aglin sat in one chair and Jemhara in the other, and they gazed at Beebit sitting on the ground with her feet on her own shoulders.


‘So then?’ said the mageia. It seemed she hadn’t heard all yet.


‘Don’t you want,’ said Beebit, ‘to know if I saw Vashdran?’


‘Did you?’ said the mageia.


‘Now and then. Never close. He was very beautiful. He was golden, and his hair was red as sun-up and they said his eyes were blue – but in war they went the red of blood. He could do what I can – I mean he could walk straight up the sides of walls and trees, up the hard ice. He’d ridden into a battle standing on the back of a chariot-lion.’ Her face was dull again and she said all this impassively. ‘But I never liked men, even gods. Only my father. He was always kind.’


‘He made you a harlot,’ said Aglin flatly.


‘Oh, that. He was a harlot too. Since nine years. It’s a profession. I’m not ashamed and nor was he.’


‘And the Kelp who saved your life?’ asked Jemhara.


Without any expression the girl replied, ‘I swore to myself I’d kill him first chance Fate gave me. But it didn’t find me, that happy day. Never mind it. The Magikoy saw to him and all the rest at Ru Karismi, City of Kings. They unleashed the great magic weapons of power and the White Death came. The whole enemy horde – gone to dust and powder. Even the Lionwolf, I think, for no one saw him since.’


‘Someone told you this?’ said Jemhara. Her flesh prickled with silver quills under the skin. ‘Because you had got away from the Kelp and so avoided the White Death, which none present escaped.’


‘No, lady,’ said Beebit. A tiny and impertinent smile crinkled her mouth. ‘I was there. I saw it happen. It was like noise without noise and a lightning flash that went on and on. And then – just powder and dust, and me standing in the midst, by the baggage carts where the women were. Only no carts left, no women or beasts. Even the chain he’d put on my ankle and the peg in the ground – not even those. My clothes were all lightninged off me too – but not my hair.’


Jemhara spoke very softly.


‘And the scar on your face?’


‘That? A man threw a knife at me when I was fifteen. The dad killed him. That’s all that is.’


A second moon rose, but only a thin crescent. The third did not rise and the first was already down. On the nights of strongest triple moonrise – two moons at least at or nearly full and the third not less than half – Kandexa bleakly resembled a scorched skull smouldering fires, where people came and went with rapid unease, like lizards darting over stones. But tonight was not so violently lighted. A lot could go on in the dark.


Beyond the city, the humped old orchards of frozen fruit had been burned down during the war, along with anything else potentially useful to the enemy. Years’ snows had covered these places. Now the approach was a sheet of white. Anything which moved there even on a night of thin moons showed at once.


It must then be a tall man, tall and lean, casting a lean long shadow.


Behind him his footsteps were imprinted in the softer snow. They stretched off for a vast distance, hours off, before different terrain hid them. Apparently he had walked a great way, which for a man alone was not so usual. Sometimes one noted a slight discrepancy to the left side of the prints – an intermittent halting in the left leg.


Kandexa had no gates. That was, she had no external ones. All her fortifications and barriers were inside. They ringed in the rival zones of the city.


The man who walked passed into the city.


Most of the thoroughfares now wound between the settlements, for most of the larger roads had been blocked off two or three years before.


As he moved through a narrow alley then, that once had been part of Kandexa’s Royal Road, he was spied from two storeys above.


‘Who’s he?’


‘Some fool.’


‘His garments are good; look at that cloak.’


‘He strides as if proud of himself.’


‘Too big for his boots to carry.’


The low voices sizzled like ice-snakes.


Certainly the stranger could not have heard them …


Nor the sudden twang of a dart-bow.


The dart, of ice-hardened black flint, speared down and caught the stranger between his shoulder blades. The three men rose to their feet on the roof, waiting for the idiot to topple over.


But he did not.


‘You mucked your shot.’


‘Never – never! You saw – it hit him square—’


‘Well, he’s seen us now – Hey!’ one of them shouted over into the alley. ‘Fancy us, do you? Then we’ll come down and join you.’


They swarmed along a rope kept ready and landed in the compressed space. The stranger had not moved. He stood there, and the dart lay on the street. It had struck him – yet missed?


The biggest man, first to reach the ground, slung his knife with all his weight behind it. It too struck the tall man, this time in the heart. Then like the flint it shivered and let go, dropping back to earth with a thunk. Bloodless.


‘He’s mage-spelled.’


Yes, it seemed he must be. There had been the faintest gilded quiver over the air as the blade touched him. Except, sensibly, they had put that down to a trick of the limited moonlight.


‘What do you want?’ he said. The voice was compact, and primed with power.


They faltered. Only the big one said, ‘Don’t try to lord it over us. No lords here. They died when the scum-horde came.’


‘I know.’


‘Then know this: whatever you are, we can take you.’


The stranger turned and walked away from them.


That was all.


Each of the three men stood dumbfounded. Then the big one threw the paralysis off. He charged after the tall stranger and, from a few feet behind him, lion-like leapt up on his back.


It was as if he had jumped on to a disc of cold fire that spun him and whirled him down, and as he met the hard ice of the street it seemed softer and far sweeter than the wide shoulders of the one he had attacked. Through a pair of just-broken teeth the big man mourned, ‘He is a mage.’


The other two faltered – then ran away.


The mage, if so he was, walked on. No limp was obvious now. He turned out of the alley that had been part of Royal Road, and moved between crushed buildings. Here and there a stray cat, by now adapted to the outdoor cold, its fur long and abrasive as wire, glared with glacial eyes. They had been beloved, silk-coated pets only three years before. But the walking man knew very well how quickly all things were by now educated to adapt. Five centuries of Winter had seen to it.


Beyond a kind of tunnel of collapsed masonry he found himself at the gate of one of the several zones of Kandexa. Inside the ill-formed walls, lamps showed in darkness much as the eyes of the cats had done.


Five men now came out from a house and frowned at him. They wore the mail of Ru Karismi, the deceased capital of the Ruk. And over the gate drooped a stained banner once the crimson and silver of Ru Karismi’s colours.


‘This is Wise-Home,’ said one of the men. ‘We don’t welcome aliens.’


They had been drinking, something never brewed in a still. The walker looked at them, and through the muffle of his hooded garment they glimpsed a pair of eyes.


‘Shush,’ said one of the five to the other four. ‘Can’t you see?’


‘What’s to see?’


‘Highness,’ said the fifth man, ‘my father was from the capital. I believe—’ The stranger did not speak. The fifth man asked in crumbled tones, ‘You are Magikoy?’


‘No.’


‘But sir – sir – I’ve heard of you – my father, he sent me away just before the Vashdran horde besieged Ru Karismi, before the White Death brought down plague into the city— But I’d heard him talk of you, though never myself had I seen you— He would say, If Thryfe had been here none of this—’


‘I am not Thryfe,’ said the stranger at the gate of Wise-Home to the refugee from Ru Karismi.


‘Forgive me, sir.’


‘My forgiveness is only a question.’


The men muttered. The fifth man said, ‘Ask it.’


‘You mistook me for one of the Magikoy. Perhaps others of the order are here in Kandexa?’


All five stared at him.


Another of them said, ‘Here? Do you think we’d live like this, like frozen rats, if we had Magikoy to help us? They’re dead. They died too in the White Death. Serve them right. It was their fault, their filthy weapons— Curse them.’


The stranger appeared unimpressed. He said, ‘You know of none, then.’


The fifth man, he who had been tender almost with admiring love, spat on the snow. ‘Get on your way, whoever – whatever – in Hell you are.’


Shadows moved, refolded.


The stranger was gone.


Jemhara had been for a moment distracted. She had felt something like a bird’s great wing brush coldly over her hair, the shoulders of her cloak.


She did not turn to see. The sensation might indicate several events, perhaps ominous, but none of them occurred inside the room. Instead the scene there had turned to stone, the contortionist girl seated on the floor, Aglin sitting forward, eyes wide.


To Beebit Jemhara said, ‘Do you know then how it was you survived at Ru Karismi?’


‘No, Highness.’


‘Had you had some dealings with the Magikoy beforehand?’


‘No. How would I? I was the Kelp’s slave and trech, and chained up otherwise. Even when I had to walk behind the army – their precious Gullahammer – I was on a chain with one or two others. Not every woman wanted to keep the army company.’


‘A mystery then,’ said Jemhara silkenly. ‘Or else you’re lying.’


Beebit did not react.


‘Or else,’ said Aglin, ‘something proofed her against death. I heard a story that some of the men survived too – a handful compared to the whole huge horde of them – thirty, fifty, sixty men. Some witch had done it. That’s all I ever heard.’


Beebit finished her drink and put the cup down. She swung her feet careless from her shoulders, stood up on her hands and walked round the fire-basket. From this position she said, ‘I came back to Kandexa to find my father’s bones, if I can. Bury them nicely. Then I’ll work at my trade.’


‘Your whoring,’ nodded the mageia.


‘Just so. All places need a good whore.’


Jemhara, despite herself, gave a low laugh. Aglin joined her. ‘She’s got the right of it there.’


Jemhara said, ‘But why then did you seek my friend the mageia?’


‘Because of my daughter,’ said Beebit, lilting over to her feet. ‘You see, ladies, I thought she might have the magic power.’


‘Oh, why’s that?’ crisply asked Aglin. ‘What can she do?’


‘Nothing, yet.’


‘I suppose she is still young,’ said Jemhara.


‘About two years.’


‘Two years,’ snapped Aglin. ‘What can they do at that age but squeak and shriek and fall over?’


Beebit smiled her impertinent smile. ‘Shall I call her in? I left her in the street—’


‘You unfeeling cow!’ yelled Aglin, darting up. ‘A kitty of two years left in the cold alley – the gods know what’ll have happened—’


‘Oh, it’s fine as sunlight, lady. Just you see.’


Beebit flowed to the window, lifted aside the heavy leather hanging, and sent out a fluting whistle.


‘Calls her like a dog too—’


‘Gently, Aglin. Wait and see.’ Jemhara had also got to her feet.


The three women stood, once more in silence, and there came the light patter of feet running along the passage beyond the room. The door opened and through it stepped another young girl, about the same age as Beebit, although her colouring was, or had been made to be, rather different. Her skin was a light smoky fawn, while from a central parting her long thick curling hair was, on her left side, pale brown, on the right side black as coal. Jemhara noted that her eyes too were unalike, which must surely be natural. Her left eye however was the dark one, shining black, the right eye a pale clear hazel.


‘This isn’t any daughter of yours,’ said Aglin. ‘Unless you’re a great deal older than you look.’


‘It’s that she is a great deal younger than she looks,’ said Beebit.


Aglin fizzled on the boil and Jemhara held up her hand to quieten her.


‘What is your name, little girl?’ said Jemhara to the newcomer.


‘Azulamni,’ she said. She had a very beautiful voice. Indeed, apart from her weird colours, she was strikingly beautiful.


‘Your mother’s previous name.’


‘She named me for her past,’ said the girl.


Jemhara said, ‘And who was your father? Was it the Kelpish man?’


Beebit threw back her head and wailed with laughter.


‘Him? He fired his bow without arrows. Most of them do. Or, to be fair, maybe I have no target.’


‘This one time you did. And you do know the father,’ Jemhara said.


Beebit stopped laughing.


‘Her father, lady, was a woman.’


He had travelled for a vast while, so it seemed to him. And yet his intellect knew it had not been so extended a journey.


That night he went away, he had seen the Stones, those immeasurable, indecipherable obelisks, looming at the stars. Two half-moons stood over them like guardian spirits. And the Stones, which had always taken colour after dark, flooding with blue, grey, silver, rose and white – at the last with brilliant green – were unlit and empty. He left them behind him yet felt for a space a kind of leash around his ribs, paying out from their core. It was not detaining him, rather going with him. Then he forgot it for it was only an illusion. It was she, the woman he had loved, then hated, then come to love again, it was she who had cured him of his despair and woken him back into the pragmatic agony of life.


Thryfe, magus of the Highest Order of the Magikoy, had stridden over the lambent desolation of the snows.


He had turned his back on almost everything that upheld his former existence. Rigorously trained in the occult Insularia at Ru Karismi, he had become the warden of the royal court, disliking his post, wanting to serve mankind not the engoldened hollowness of kings. At the final test, when the horde of the Lionwolf’s Gullahammer swept in to destroy the Ruk, Thryfe had been unaware, knotted with Jemhara in the throes of oblivious lust. For this mistake of his he had not forgiven himself, or her. The self-dealt torture he subsequently underwent she had freed him from. Only after he had once more driven her away did he grasp her innocence of all wrong in his affairs. And – more terribly – her genuine power. For she was as much a Magikoy as any that the Ruk had trained, her natural gifts polished by adversity – the trite truth of the School of Life. And, of love.


Ru Karismi, the Ruk, were lost by then. The Lionwolf too, and all his legions.


The steel-white snows Thryfe had trodden had covered huddles of ruins, abandoned villages and little towns, steads where wild elephant fed among the neglected runnels of dormant grain.


The mage mirror, the oculum, which Thryfe had rebuilt in his house at Stones, had been able to show him all Jemhara’s past, but nothing of her present. Armed with her own new-minted powers, had she veiled herself from him deliberately? At first he thought that must be so, or that her pain at leaving him – for she had surely proved she loved him more than her life – had wiped the superior scrying glass with ink.


Now he began to think that some other mad force perhaps abroad on the ice-locked earth had got between them.


He could therefore only use deduction to seek her.


At first he went towards the small city-town of Sofora.


Jemhara had grown to her twelfth or thirteenth year in some impoverished village not far from there. But of the village he could find no trace. He entered the town compelled by aversion more than will.


Sofora it was which had, on viewing the advance of Lion-wolf’s horde, sent word to the capital. They are too many. And later the perilous warning: There is ONE among them …


Not much remained after the attentions of those that were too many, or that One.


A single magical cannon of Magikoy design lay smashed below the walls. Neither landscape nor weather had been able to absorb it. Instead it had become like those curiosities of the Jafn coasts, their Thing meeting places, where some object was frozen in ice – a mammoth, a pylon or a bizarre ship. The dragon head of the cannon’s mouth snarled its verdigris jaws. It had never been fired. He had learned, those psychic cannon which had been used at Thase Jyr had blown up and helped obliterate the city.


Further off a parcel of bones were inside the snow. He could not see but only sense them. Some strong mage then had died there.


After Sofora he wandered back and forth, searching.


As she had done if he had known, and in some manner he did, Thryfe came to settlements where men remained, and where needed he helped them. He rebuilt by sorcery their walls and homes, healed them, secured their husbandry and assisted their beasts. Perhaps curiously they took him only for a talented mage, some minor intelligent magician with no one else left to care for. In Jemhara’s case as he had learned, she had been instantly taken for a Magikoy. This amused him. He was both glad and sorry, paternally proud of her, and ashamed of his own descent – not from pride but because it showed him, he thought, he had been too sure of himself in the past.


There were nights seated in the open against some scarp or rock, protected from the cold only by his craft, when he dreamed of her. These dreams were never sexual. Sexuality, now he had again accepted it as inherent in him, lashed him with its thorns and fires during his conscious hours. Asleep Jemhara was his mother, the young woman he had as a boy seen torn apart and eaten by a wolf. Or else she was his daughter. A little child, he led her by the hand, astonished by that hand’s smallness, while she looked up at him with shining, happy eyes.


She is what I missed. All that I missed. Or never allowed myself to have.


The Magikoy had no stricture against the sexual act. Even union was possible, providing it never clashed with the role of magus. Celibacy had been Thryfe’s choice. He had fought ferociously with his own self to achieve it. Letting celibacy go he was bereft. He no longer knew himself or what he was. He had never been, he supposed, what he reckoned.


Aside from that the Magikoy were mostly gone. The White Death had proved impartial in its sentence.


Only his idea that he, had he returned to Ru Karismi at the proper time as he had meant to, might have prevented use of the pan-destructive weapons – only this still nagged at him. Yet even there he was no longer certain. For who was he to assume he alone might have altered destiny? If the weapons had remained unleashed, instead Vashdran, that demonic bi-bred of god and mortal, would have sacked the city and razed it, exactly like Sofora and the rest.


Thryfe’s physical search continued. Which way then to seek?


North lay the Marginal Land; within and beyond that the lairs of the Olchibe nation, what was left of it. Further north Gech opened, long spoiled from ancient wars. Ice swamps, mountains and ice desert tumbled eventually back into an ice-plated sea. East was Jafn territory. But again Jafn was depopulated after the Death. All north and east had joined with the Lionwolf to consume the Ruk, and so perished.


Thryfe had on his travels nevertheless heard some talk of a new Ruk capital in the far west. Kl Ctaar it seemed to be called: Phoenix Risen from Ash. He was ignorant of where it lay precisely. He tended to think it a legend quickly invented to salve the horror of aftermath. One of the royal line too was said to be in charge there, and that also convinced Thryfe it was a fable. All the kings of Ru Karismi, one way or another, were unrisen ashes.


He wondered now and then if Jemhara had made her way southward towards the unknown country of Kraagparia. There every man, woman and child had thaumaturgic ability … it was said. Elder writings spoke of the Kraag but no one from the northern end of the continent, reportedly, had met with them for centuries. The Kraag dictum was that reality was unreal, unreality real. Maybe such a thought would have tempted Jemhara as she had come to be.


One night there was a blizzard. The wind raced by visible as silver lances. Thryfe strode through this wind, which widely parted either side of him.


His power was yet very mighty. Reminded, he sat humbly on the ground with the torrent searing past, smoothed the ice beneath the snow to a primitive mirror and gazed into it. ‘Show me her and where she is.’


Where the oculum, Magikoy master-glass, had failed him, after an hour the ice sheet obeyed.


It had needed only something simple.


Almost a year back Thryfe had dreamed of the Lionwolf. The creature was a beautiful and couth young man, a sun god. Yes, a god of the sun, for Thryfe himself saw as much, and in the dream told Vashdran so. This delusion Thryfe had since filed far off in his mind. It was illustrative of illusory things, and irrational. And yet in moments of inspiration it returned to him.


Now too it had done so. And for a second a golden-red flicker stirred in the ice-glass.


Only for a second even so. And the picture of Jemhara standing at the centre of a small dark orb had faded. Yet he knew by then where he could find her. The blizzard flagged as he turned due west, towards the coastal junk-heap of Kandexa.


‘No two human female things can make a baby.’


‘Lady mageia, they can, and they did.’


‘It was your crap of a Kelp,’ grated Aglin.


‘Never. He’d lost his interest in me long before, gone off with some other girl. He kindly told me he kept me alive as he might have a use for me after the war was won – and he didn’t want to see me killed after all the joy I’d given him.’


‘Maybe he didn’t,’ said Jemhara.


‘Am I to care? He still kept me fettered too. Except … one evening, as the army drew near the capital Ru Karismi … that was odd. He went off to his other bint, gods help her, and he forgot to chain me up. I pretended the chain was locked tight, of course. I was thinking I might get away. But then, she came by.’


‘She?’ Even the exasperated Aglin had lowered her voice.


‘Well, I’d seen her in the distance. Half the men in the war camp had fucked her. That was sure. Well, they said so, you know what men are like. But they said that Vashdran wanted her as well. Just wanted and went without. He’d ride into a battle without armour, laughing. They said the only time any man saw him tremble was if she was by.’


‘She.’


‘She drifted over the ground like a black unfrozen leaf. I saw one once, in old Kandexa before. It fell from a richman’s hothouse door. A black leaf off a fig tree. Like that. I had seen her in the distance, the way I’d seen the Lionwolf. At first I thought she painted herself all over to seem so dark. But – it was real.’


‘The Kraag say,’ Jemhara murmured, ‘what is unreal is real.’


‘She was black,’ said Beebit. She shut her eyes for the fraction of a second. ‘Only not – inside.’


‘The Jafn peoples have a god or hero who was black,’ said the mageia surprisingly. ‘Only the inside of his mouth was red like a man’s. And the balls of his eyes were white – and his teeth.’


‘And she was like that. But inside her – I mean, in there. Like a dark pink rose.’


Hushed, the women now. This silence was unlike the others.


Beebit’s daughter-if-she-was seemed unworried by Beebit’s words. She had, the girl, a smooth and almost emotionless face. There was truly a look of something not wholly ordinary about her; even if her hair and eyes had been normal and her skin pale, this look would remain.


Beebit was remembering, and now she told only a little of it. The black woman was called Chillel, and she came walking quietly through the huge camp, where men turned always to stare at her. Beebit saw her draw nearer and nearer, until she was crossing among the carts. If a man had stepped out and spoken to Chillel of wanting her, she would have gone away with him at once. This was what she did. She had apparently told a kind of parable about herself. She said she was a cup the gods had made and filled. Whoever wanted might drink from the cup. But tonight no man approached her. Their minds perhaps were all on the important battle soon to come, the jewelled capital bursting with riches. If they went with any woman tonight it would have to be a more average one. Nobody else was near the place where Beebit had been tethered or rather left untethered. Suddenly Beebit, not knowing she would, had got up.


‘It was never that she was looking at me,’ said Beebit in the mageia’s room; ‘she wasn’t aware of me at all. Her eyes were far away. But I looked at her. You couldn’t not look at her.’


Beebit’s life, she said, had made her discount all men but her father – the only one who had not molested, bought or raped her. But now and then she had made love with women, usually her fellow harlots.


Chillel drew level with Beebit, and only then she turned, as if Beebit had called out to her, which the girl would never have dared to do. ‘Perhaps,’ Beebit observed, ‘my look called out to her. Her beautiful eyes fixed on my face. They were like the night sky, blackness and stars. She said, Is it that you want me? What could I say? I shook all over and stammered, Yes. Then I am yours, she said. And held out her hand to me.’ Stunned by memory Beebit paused again. She thought of the texture of the hand of Chillel – silken, slender, not soft, more like a wonderful weapon of some sort, sheathed in costly material. Beebit finished, ‘We went into one of the little tents. Two Gech girls had put it up then gone off with some Jafn. I didn’t think they might come back. They didn’t until later. It was over by then.’


She lowered her eyes.


This censored account left out the amazing act which had taken place between herself and the goddess – she could be nothing else – Chillel.


And the act was made amazing not only by its extreme delight, its sensual gentleness and ultimate orgasmic delirium, but by the fact that Chillel too proved to be herself able to manipulate her own limbs as Beebit could. Of course, to a goddess, such a knack must always be available.


Afterwards Beebit had seen their joining over and over in her mind. Yet from the strangest vantage, as if she had left her flesh in the seizure of pleasure and watched from the tent’s low ceiling. They had lain forward on their ribs and forearms, heads held upright, almost in the pose of lions, but hands clasped and mouths fused. The rest of their bodies had risen like the tails of two snakes. Above them their torsos and their limbs arched, met and twined, until their loins could also meet in a perfect and irresistible momentum.


‘My spirit,’ said Beebit in a whisper, ‘came out of me. When I came back to myself, she was gone.’


The fire flickered. The mageia spoke to it and it steadied.


Beebit did not speak. Instead it was Azulamni who matter-of-factly said, ‘My mother screwed no one else. Not long after, the Lionwolf’s Gullahammer reached the big city. The Death happened. Eight months on I was born.’


Beebit brightened. ‘I was in a village by then miles to the west. I was already wending home here, but I got too large. The villagers took me in; there were only a handful of them. I had two days and a night over her. They wondered, as I could do such clever things with my joints and spine, why I had such a time birthing, but I did. And she came out already with two-colour hair and her eyes unlike, and then they were frightened. Rather than drive me off they ran away from their village. I could see them up on a snow-hill, hunkering there, moaning. So as soon as I could I tied the baby on my back and went away. The journey took about two months. By then she was already walking, and talking to me. In a pair of years she’s got to be what she is. I’m not bothered. What can you expect if a female god gets a baby on a woman? She’d have to be special. She can do all my contortions too, but that’s nothing to what maybe she can do. And so I thought the mageia here might train her for magic, or you, Highness, since you were kind enough to look in.’


In Jemhara’s vacant attic room, the moon-skimped darkness showed little. A cat might have seen: a mattress animal with rough furs; a table of intricate mosaic found in the ruins and brought to her, on which lay a piece of mirror for scrying, a goblet, some sticks and a tiny knife. A small hearth was blackened from fires. A peg jutted out of the wall near the window. Here hung another gown, this one of darned wool. Something else hung down by a ribbon. It was a twig formed disconcertingly like a hand of too many fingers.


A temple of Ranjal, the Rukarian goddess of wood, had given Jemhara the twig when she had been going to Ru Karismi. Although she finished the journey in her shape-shift of a black hare, the twig had remained with her. It had its own peculiar power, and helped her find Thryfe in his cell of self-torture below the city. She had kept the twig, naturally.


Nevertheless, can a twig be a hand? Can a hand listen?


The hand of Ranjal listened.


A faint pollen-like glow settled on its western edges.


Slowly the twig rotated on its ribbon. The many fingers pointed.


About half a mile off at the west end of Kandexa, the Magician Thryfe was standing by another barricade. This ramshackle haunt of the West Villagers was licking its wounds after today’s defeat by Clever Town. Half the sheep had been stolen and seventeen men were hurt, six more dead. Soot and burning lingered on the night air.


The man with the badly splinted broken arm spat at Thryfe, but the spit bounced off which gave them pause.


‘He’s some mage.’


‘Hey you, can you mend bones?’


‘Yes,’ said Thryfe. ‘But I charge a fee.’


‘Then you’re no true mage. How much do you want, you bastard?’


‘Tell me which settlement here has the Magikoy woman.’


Sly and uncomfortable they started away and grunted among themselves like badgers.


It had been plain enough everywhere here that most of them knew such a woman was in their minced city of zones. Envious of the group which had her, the rest refused to tell.


Thryfe mused on the eccentricity of the non-human thing that also masked her whereabouts from him. Even though he had been able to fathom she was at Kandexa, once arrived some type of uncanny tangle hid her again and more completely. He now sensed, he thought, an intelligence withdrawn and scheming, yet primal, nearly instinctual.


The fellow with the broken bone stepped forward again. ‘Here’s my arm. See to it, and I’ll take you over there myself.’


Perhaps it was a bluff; the man was chuckling scornfully when Thryfe put both his hands on the mess of the arm. The chuckle became a scream. The break had been bad, a shattering. Thryfe pushed energy through the splinters of bone, realigned them, adjusted the splint, caught the man as he pitched forward in a dead faint. Thryfe handed him back to his mates.


They remarked bemusedly on the heat the arm gave off, admired the splint and leered at Thryfe, deciding to be friends.


‘Well?’ he said.


‘She’s with that herd at Paradise. Across the city eastward, the lower section. Black-haired piece – er, lady. They say she was a queen once. They say she can change into a hare.’


Thryfe had gone.


The east had been clearly marked, another moon risen there, this one thin as a child’s nail.


He had noted in several spots before the fading of either fear of or respect for mages, even the Magikoy. Those few years in the past it would have been unthinkable. The world had been altered. Only the endless snows were changeless.


The endless snows—


It was at that moment, passing beneath the ruin of a tumbled tower, that Thryfe heard the ominous groan of shifting ice. The noise was overtaken instantly by a deathly crunch, as if some more enormous bone had broken in the crooked arm of the tower.


He flung up the shield of his power with less than a second to spare. From above him blocks of snow and stone cascaded to the street. He watched the avalanche, a falling wall of white that missed only the hollow space which surrounded him with its shimmering bubble. The falling wall hit the earth and began once again to build itself upward.


Within a single minute, Thryfe found himself inside a cold chimney. The snow had imprisoned him – yes and totally, for now one extra gush of white slammed down to shut the chimney’s upper opening.


Thryfe stood immobile. He heard, dully now through the chimney’s sides, the rumble of some other subsidence along the street.


All settled.


The Magikoy Master gathered himself. He would speak certain words of release, and send a surge of might against the incarcerating snow.


He spoke the words, and the pale prison shone; he sent the surge, and saw the snow-wall crack to the pattern of a spider-web. But that was all.


Again he uttered the mantra. Again he thrust the spear of mental strength into the snow. Now not even a crack resulted. The first webbed crack was healing with a skin of ice. The pallid luminosity went out. He could hear the slow hard beating of his heart. No other thing.




TWO


Far north of Kandexa, beyond the northern head of the southern continent, over the sea now black, now green, plated with scales like pearl, past the lands of reiving Vorms and Kelps and Fazions, westward and northward still: the new continent lay behind its aprons of ice. The landscape rose there to tall hills and mountains, columned with forests like black glass chiming with cryotites, and albino birds that piped but never sang. Some days gosands flew over, long necks stretched, chanting in their unearthly language to the sky. Across the frozen plains below tigers sprinted, shadow-striped white pelts hiding them, but at a certain angle the fur flushing pastel amber – so they seemed to vanish, reappear, vanish again. The Jafn pioneers had never learned their name. They called them lionets, the nearest creature to them being, perhaps, Jafn lions.


Despite the magicality of the pelts, obviously they were also invaluable as covering.


Today, even before the sun had risen, Arok went out with ten of his men to hunt lionet.


Arok’s men had initially been composed of the five warriors who remained with the Holasan-garth, and those fishermen and whalers who joined them on the chancy voyage north.


In the time since landfall, the younger ones had grown up and some of the older ones died. Compared with the numbers the Jafn Holas had boasted in the past they were a meagre crew, but Arok did not carp about it.


Directly behind Arok’s chariot rode one of the more recent warriors. He was unlike the rest. Fenzi, son to a Holas fisher and his woman, was black as the hero Star Black. He had grown up too in these three years to be a man with the physique and mind of seventeen or eighteen. His father, who like Arok had cutched the fabulous Chillel in the Lionwolf’s war camp, and so survived the White Death, seemed happy enough for Arok to favour Fenzi.


That Arok’s own black son had been stolen by Vormish raiders was Arok’s reason for making this unconscionable voyage at all. Then, virtually in the hour they sighted the second continent, Nirri, Arok’s wife, informed him she was again with child. He had acted great surprise and elation. The elation was real but not the surprise. A Jafn ghost who had travelled some way with them on the ship had already foretold the pregnancy. The ghost had warned too this second child would not be made like ebony. Nor had he been. Birthed, he was a fair-skinned boy with white hair like Arok’s own, and many other Jafn. He was well formed, the usual kind of offspring any Jafn father would celebrate. And Arok did so, and Nirri loved the boy. He was an infant still, not much more than a year in age, and maturing normally, that was slowly.


In a moment of strange inspiration Arok had named him for the helpful ghost: Athluan.


Reaching this new country all of them deemed it enough like their own sloughed southern continent. The terraced mountains and frozen forests were only like an extravagant reinterpretation.


Probably some of them mourned the land they had left. This replacement was interesting and good enough, but incapable of matching up.


Just as Arok, admit it though he never must, found his second son.


Did she think like that too, Nirri? He was unsure. Women kept their secrets. Best let them. They were more foolish yet also more wise than men.


Leaving their ship they went inland, away from the bleak shores which, in the other country, they had never much avoided. They entered this upland of high plains between hills and mountains. At that season Nirri was very big with the child and another couple of women the same. Everyone was tired, the success of having got here making them lax. Deer and edible rodents abounded. Having made a camp they stayed. After the children were born, they did not move on.


A garth rose on the slope, constructed with wood from the surrounding forests. They made too a Holas House, and set the traditional sword over the high door, horizontal for peace.


The land was empty of other people, and benign to them, as if pleased to receive visitors. God they thought had assisted, rewarding courage and persistence.


Frequently they said, the males of the garth, that when the hour was right they would set out again to explore and to search.


And Nirri? She who if truth were told had brought them all to this place through her determination to find her first lost son? The vision had been hers of a black woman riding over the sky on a sled drawn by a black sheep, while the woman’s hair was fire-red – Nirri had declared this an omen. They would locate black Dayadin if only they would sail after his abductors. Nirri had then once or twice looked up at Arok, the new, pale, ordinary child at her breast, when exploration of the new land was mooted. She said, ‘When he’s grown a little. He isn’t like our other one – this boy can’t become a man in only three or four years. May we wait, sir,’ – for always she was respectful, save in moments of lust or supreme stress – ‘until then?’


The chariots ploughed through the softer top snow.


Tiger-lionets had been sighted north of the garth, two of them, or so the Holas scout reported.


The true lions of the chariots, elder beasts but vital, leapt along the slopes and up the hillocks. They never objected to cornering their lionet cousins. Nor did the lionets ever seem inclined to be charming to the lions. Some months ago on a similar hunt a tiger had sprung and grabbed one of the chariot-lions, killed it.


Lionet meat was foul to human taste; it was that of a meat-eater, too strong and acidic. It was the white-amber coats that were the prize. Already half the warriors, Arok the first, had mantles of such pelt. Nirri as well. Even the little white son Athluan had a wrapping of tiger fur.


Over the petrified fields of the sea the lion-drawn chariots came flying, winged with ice-spume. Torches spat green against a night long emptied of its moons. Far out … liquid waves moved with a sullen sound … The grey, densely furred lions, their black manes plaited with coloured beads and metal …


The Thing place. An area of truce. The Thing appeared. Ancient, curious and huge, a seventeen-masted ship, frozen.


Athluan knew it well. He had been brought to Thing meetings since the age of nine; the Chaiord of the Jafn Klow had been his father.


But why tonight? No longer nine or twelve but thirty years, he recalled he had come to ask leave of his allies, the Jafn Shaiy, to pass over their land while seeking his lost betrothed. She was a girl of the Ruk, with yellow hair, said to have died on the journey to meet him. He knew instead he would find her inside a pyramid of ice. She would be alive, beautiful, his heart already held inside her own. Saphay …


He opened his eyes.


He lay in the cot in the corner of the upper room. A colourful rug sprawled over him, and his lionet-pelt.


It was still mostly dark but by the warm light of a lamp Nirri his mother leaned towards him.


‘Was dream,’ he said. And for an instant a flash of irritation rattled through him at his lack of language, his inability to grasp strength or autonomy. Never mind; this stage would pass. He would grow up. Everyone promised him this. But Great God, how long? Twelve years? Fifteen? Twenty?


‘Were you dreaming?’ she asked.


How could she be so tirelessly patient with him, when he was so self-impatient—


The mood, which had run directly out from the fragment of dream, melted and left him only bemused. Slumber always bored him on waking. Though all the Jafn kept sleep to a minimum the very young were indulged. They needed to sleep often, to grow. Should he then sleep more?


‘Morning?’ he asked. ‘Good.’


‘Yes. I’ll blow out the lamp.’


She did so. The deep grey light in the window blinked white behind the shutter of membrane.


‘I dreamed a ship,’ he said, ‘all ice. Ten and seven masts.’


Nirri said, ‘That was the ship we came here in. I’ve told you about it. Were we at sea in your dream?’


‘No. Was long off – long ago. Stuck in ice.’


‘I told you about that too. How your father and his men and the werloka and wise-women released it. I pulled on the ropes too.’


‘My father is Klow Chaiord,’ murmured Athluan to himself. ‘I have two brothers. Conas who is good. And Rothger who is stink.’


He saw Nirri’s face. The returning dawn was carving it from the shadow. She seemed disturbed. She said nothing.


‘But long off,’ he repeated, apologizing.


‘Do you say your father was another man? He never was.’ Her voice sounded hushed and flat. ‘Your father is Arok, the Holas Chaiord. You have only one brother – he who was stolen.’


‘Yes, Conas died. Roth died after. The Lionwolf killed Roth. That was after I was dead in any case.’


He heard Nirri catch her breath sharply, as women did when sewing and the needle pierced their fingers.


He thought, less in words than in pictures, What did I say?


His mind cleared to its general infantile opalescence. He was left solely with a faint sense of having been cheated, and drummed his heels angrily on the cot.


‘There,’ she said, and stood him up. ‘Now tell me—’


‘Want pot,’ said Athluan. ‘Quick! Quick!’ Between childish amusement and alarm.


So Nirri brought him the chamberpot.


The two lionet were a male and female. They were fighting, perhaps as a prelude to sex. As a rule these were solitary animals and to come on two full-grown ones together was a bonus.


Not until the five men had left their chariots and slunk forward did either animal register encroachment. The male it was who spun immediately away. A flung spear did not even graze his flank. They were so difficult to pick out when moving.


The female though stood her ground, snarling. Her teeth were already daubed by contact with the male – if the hunters had not been able to scratch him, she certainly had.


Arok sprang forward, Fenzi to his left and Khursp just behind and to the right.


The female cat also sprang: she came in like a living bolt at Arok, and landed heavy and entirely dead in the snow at his boots, Fenzi’s spear through her brain.


‘I marked the pelt. My regrets, Chaiord.’ Fenzi was always self-controlled.


‘Well, the furry fellow marked her worse – look at this gash along her side,’ said Khursp. He bent to her admiringly. ‘Forgive us, fair lady. We need your skin to keep us snug and your meat for the dogs. Her holed skull, if painted,’ he added, ‘will make a lovely lamp with oil and a wick inside. Do her honour.’ Khursp was the poet among them. He had been a whaler before and always, he said, begged pardon of the whales and fish he slew. ‘God allows it,’ he said, ‘providing it’s for food or cover, or to defend.’


The tigress’s fur was lush. They combed it with their fingers.


‘She’s one of the best we’ve taken – so glossy and full.’


Khursp straightened. ‘Now we see why. Ah, shit.’


Turning her they had found her primed with milk, her dugs rosy from use.


Black luck to kill a nursing mother.


‘No wonder the male was here and she so tetchy. Over there,’ said Arok, ‘that hole through the ice under the trees.’


They went to see, and there was a single cub about six days old, pretty with its youth, blue-eyed and whining on a bed of ice-moss and bones.


‘Let’s take the poor boy home,’ said Khursp.


‘We could raise him,’ said Fenzi. ‘Perhaps for the chariots when he’s grown.’


A sound behind made them draw their heads out of the ice-cave so fast necks were ricked.


Holas were shouting.


‘Arok – a band of men is coming!’


Arok’s brows contracted. ‘This country’s empty.’


Through all their trek inland, all their sojourn during which they had put up the garth and the House, none of them had seen even in the distance another human being than their own.


‘What sort of men?’


‘About a hundred, warrior-looking, all mounted on a kind of beast – like great sheep—’


Arok scrambled up the slope where the look-out was. Standing there under two or three crystallized palms, he too saw. A hundred, a hundred and fifty men riding tall sheep that galloped with the rhythmic, sickening lurch of a ship. They were heading straight towards the area of the hunt. Decidedly any activity here was what had brought them.


Too near to flee, too many to fight.


Arok directed his warriors. They mounted their chariots, and into Arok’s vehicle was lugged the female lionet’s body. Fenzi ran out from the cave, the lionet baby squalling and clawing in his arms. Leaping back into his car Fenzi held the struggling cub in one arm, the reins round his waist. One hand was free now for sword or dagger. He seemed not to care. ‘Hush,’ he said to the lionet. ‘Hush, baba.’ And the lionet grew still.


Extravagant clouds of snow and rime spurled up from the advancing band.


Unpleasantly Arok was reminded of the Lionwolf’s legions on the march. Then of the reiver raid that had dispossessed him of his first son Dayadin.


He drew his sword with a crisp abrasive noise.


He began to see yellow and red cloth, with silver and brass winking on the fitments of the peculiar sheep-like riding animals. They had long necks like serpents beneath sheep’s heads, and behind on their backs rose a pair of hills which seemed a part of their bodies. Between the hills their riders perched. In colour the beasts were various browns, some almost black, and one almost white as dirty cream. When the mass was about seventy feet from the Holas a group of the animals separated and came lolloping forward, the white one to the front.


Arok indicated to his men that they should wait. He flicked the reins of his chariot and drove forward alone.


He rode into the space between the Holas and the unknown riders. By the Eye of God, though, the sheep-brutes were big – bigger than lamasceps.


We have no language in common. He thought this almost idly. Then, They’re angry. Then: Is Chillel’s magic still on me? I think not. I was hurt in the last fight. I can die, now.


He offered the Jafn salute, fist to shoulder, head unbowed. A politeness. He conserved himself. The other side was now mostly static, drawn up in jostling lines. Just the pale animal picked forward.


The man on the animal was dark-skinned – not dark like Fenzi, but more as if he had been seethed in honey and smoke. His hair was black, with scarlet wool woven into its plaits.


He stared down at Arok with contempt and animosity. He said no word, only pointed with a gold-ringed finger at the dead lionet.


‘Who gave you leave to slay our tigers? Only our royals may do so, or their servants for them.’


Arok found he could understand. That then had remained to him if invulnerability had not, one more fringe benefit from lying with Chillel. But would this other understand him?


‘We’re strangers in your land and didn’t know.’


The man on the tall sheep widened his eyes.


The tall sheep burped with a disgusting sound that filled the air with the odours of fermenting grain, rotten wood and decaying vegetables. This did not disconcert the rider, only Arok, who coughed.


‘You speak Simese?’


Arok cleared his throat and risked the throw. ‘I speak all tongues.’


‘I see you are an outlander. You’re snow-coloured and have the hair of an elderly man.’


‘I’m young enough. What reparation do you want for killing your beast?’


‘Probably your death.’


‘Then sing for it.’


‘No. My king will sing for it and we’ll skin you and hang your pelt by the tiger’s.’


‘You think so.’


‘Come,’ said the rider, almost gracious with scorn, ‘you have about twenty men. We are ninety.’


I misjudged the number. Ninety? Can we do for them? No.


‘Take me,’ said Arok. ‘I killed the animal – your tiger.’


‘And you’ve thieved the cub. All of you will go with us. The king will like to know how you reached our country. Before he skins you all with a blunt knife.’


Athluan was a child again, a toddler with strong legs that, once grown, would be long and muscular. He was paying visits in the garth, ambling up and down the man-made slopes and terraces.


People were always pleased enough to see him. He did not know yet clearly sensed they gave him their approval and kindliness in lieu of something else. Although he had been told of the stolen first son, Dayadin the Hawk, no one had ever made Athluan miserable or jealous. No comparisons were ever voiced. It would be unlucky, disregardful of God’s second gift. In any event Athluan’s was not a jealous nature, He was a serious boy, already bright and generally reasonable.


Behind him walked the nurse of fourteen who acted as his guardian on such excursions. She was always careful of him, yet here he was safe enough. So she had paused to linger with one of the younger men by the hothouse. A few kisses and fondles and she would pluck an orange for Athluan and catch him up.


Arok’s lionet hunt would be gone for some days. The garth was usually a little more relaxed in his absence. More than a year without sight or sniff of an enemy had lulled them after the brittle last days in the former country.


Athluan had also paused. He had been going to the blacksmith’s, to watch the hammering of metal and the sparks fly. But in a small yard between there and the houses, an interesting whirling went on in mid-air. What was it? Almost it was like the smithy sparks, only wilder.


Or was it bees? He had seen bees somewhere, the hive-bees that must always live indoors – the Holasan-garth did not have such hives, but Athluan did not recall this.


Soon he went towards the bee-sparks, fascinated, unafraid. At that moment they coalesced in an unlikely upright formation. Athluan stopped still again. Something was about to happen.


It did. The glinting nothing of the shape drew itself swiftly into lines and curves and put on washes of colour.


To a young child magic is everywhere, startling but seldom unbelievable.


He looked up at the pale young woman in her silvery dress and fall of saffron hair. Her eyes were black. They looked right into his grey ones.


Somewhere inside the boy’s brain a thought skipped. It – but not he – knew this apparition, this lovely young female who had emerged from thin air. He knew her frown too, the flinch of bad temper, and then the two tears that spilled like stars out of her eyes.


‘What is your name?’ said the woman.


She spoke in a language Athluan had never heard, at least not recently. Jafn did have some affinity with it but this was not why he knew what she said. But then a curtain closed and anyway he did not know it. And so he stared. Then she said, in perfect Jafn, ‘How are you called?’


‘Athluan,’ said he. He added, to be helpful, ‘My daddy named me for ghost that have guided his ship to land.’


The woman in the air clenched her fists.


He was not afraid of her. He laughed.


‘Oh, you can laugh!’ she exclaimed. ‘Look at this mess! What a fix to get in. Don’t you remember?’


Really startling himself the child heard his own child’s voice reply, ‘No. Cheer up though, my darling. Here I am.’


Then they both lowered their eyes and gaped at the ground, as if the words had been printed on the snowy yard.


‘I should smack you,’ she whispered.


‘My mother would smack you,’ staunchly the boy answered.


‘Yes, like life – always a smack for me. You heartless – no, no,’ she wailed. ‘Poor boy! How handsome you are – just as you must have been in childhood before. Do you remember me?’


Guileless, sombre, the child said, ‘Love you.’


She put her hand over her face.


How golden her hair was. He had never seen such hair – or had he? He thought perhaps she was a gler, or a corrit – worse, a sort of sihpp – but Nirri had told him most of those Jafn demon-sprites had been left behind in the old country.


He tried to make amends for thinking her a gler.


‘Love you almost as much as Mother.’


‘Shush,’ she said. She was crying.


He went up to her then and attempted to take her other hand, very white and graceful. But when he touched her, there was nothing of her at all.


Was she a ghost?


She dried her eyes and he saw that, unlike ordinary physical people, her tears had left no mark on her. She said, ‘I’ll return soon. Then you’ll be able to hold my hand. It’s only that I’m not yet here.’


He nodded. ‘Where then?’


She pointed. ‘Across those mountains. The great upland forest. I’ve had to look for you a long time, and you’re to blame for that.’


‘Oh.’


‘Yes. You are. But men – always it is their blame.’


‘You won’t be here long time,’ he said, ‘if all over across there.’


‘Silly,’ she said fondly. Her frame of mind seemed to alter nearly with every breath. ‘I can fly. Don’t you see? I’m a goddess.’


Ah, a goddess. Yes, that might explain a lot. Except there was only God. Other gods were inventions.


He nodded again, judiciously not protesting.


‘Sunfall,’ she said. ‘I think I’ll come back then. Oh, just look at that House up the slope. What a sty! I suppose it’s no one’s fault, building in this wilderness—’


Athluan glowered now, furious at her insult to his father Arok and the men of the Jafn Holas. But in that instant she winked out into nothingness.


He stood there now actually unbelieving, until his nurse came with her smiling kissed mouth, and the orange.


Around ten hours after, as the garth prepared its suppers, and in the joyhall of the Holas House women hurried from the cook-fire to the long tables with meat and bread and beer, the watchman at the west gate heard a faint knocking. Looking over from the height he saw a thin old woman lurking on the platform outside. The last of a dull sunset was behind her. She resembled nothing so much as a dilapidated crow.


‘Where have you come from, Mother?’


He was genuinely startled and disbelieving, for she did not belong among the Holas and no other human thing lived in these parts, as they knew very well. Despite leaving your own local demons behind, you often admitted there might still be demons native to the new place.


‘Miles I’ve trudged, over hill and mountain, through ice-wood and ice-jungle,’ grumbled the reedy old voice below. Oddly he could hear every syllable – in Jafn, too.


‘How have you survived then, Gran?’


‘Wise-woman I am,’ she snapped. ‘How the cutch else, you gobbler!’


The watchman recoiled. Perhaps though she was? But the Holas had five such women in all, plus the grouchy male werloka. Let them see to her then. If left outside she might, as some of them were said to do in legends, fly in over the wall and cause havoc.




THREE


What came along the alleys, around the outcrops of Kandexa, was a sight to cause sore eyes not cure them. If any did see they made off, banged the shutters, told themselves it was a fluke of the shadow and the last useless bit of moon.


For a kind of fast-growing vine crawled through the dark, over the snow and the stone.


Up a wall, across a roof, down an old mashed stair, on through another alley.


At the end of the wriggling, leafless, woody vine was a thing like a clawing hand, running spiderish on its far-too-many fingers.


Thryfe, standing in his chimney prison of ice, detected the scratching outside. A rat?


He had been unable to pierce the confine, let alone thrust it apart. For an hour therefore he had waited, aware of the horror of a gathering cold which seeped even through the psychic bubble that protected him. He had been trying to learn the nature of this sudden sorcery. For sorcery it must be. No everyday avalanche could contain such a magician as Thryfe. Even in his recent humility he knew it.


The cold laid its own claws on his body, invading blood and muscles, vision, thought; questing. He ignored it. He must find out the motive force of this foe, for only in that way—


The scrabbling above turned to a mad skittering.


A tribe of rats were about to burst through the lid of ice above. Could they also break the bubble of defence? Formerly he would never have believed so.


But formerly he would by now have freed himself. Everything had therefore become doubtful.


The ice above split. It fell in a cloud of powder. After that another thing fell.


He saw it dive straight down at him, a spiralling black spider already clutching for his face.


Like a man ungifted in magic Thryfe, as best he could in the narrow space, stooped quickly away, slinging the edge of his cloak across his head—


A voice spoke in the air.


‘Greeting, man-mage. It right you bow me.’ Bow? He had ducked. ‘Ask now, be I get you out?’


Thryfe pushed off the cloak, then straightened. He had recognized, he thought, the dialect and syntax of the rural eastern Ruk, but with some other essence in it far more sophisticated. Yet as he expected no figure was visible. Only the spider hung dangling, which now he identified as a carved wooden hand, with other hands sprung from it and at least twenty-one fingers. Something tickled in the back of memory.


‘Yes, I should like you to get me out. Is it possible to you?’


‘Why I offer if not?’


‘Reasonable. In exchange, what do you require?’


‘Nothing. Give now.’


Thryfe acquiesced. ‘You are part of Ranjal then, goddess of wood.’ He had heard of her, seen her temples in the eastern villages. Nothing was what she was always ceremoniously offered.


Thryfe did not believe in gods. At least, his attitude towards them was ambivalent. Everywhere they reportedly abounded, or if not then one omni-ruling and all-purposeful God. These things to Thryfe were merely magic focuses, or the power surges either of men or of the earth, both entirely misunderstood.


Nevertheless here this being was. The recollection of his dream of the Lionwolf as sun god sparkled across Thryfe’s inner eye. He dismissed it.


Some antagonist was at work against him: this unknown element, felt when Jemhara had been hidden, felt again in the attacking snow, might have stirred up, inadvertently, the arrival of a rogue helper symbolized as the primitive Ranjal. Benign energy to balance the malignant one.


Thryfe offered Ranjal several elegant palmfuls of nothing. He had seen this done in her rough little temples. Though unreal she was presently alive and not to be offended.


The hand seemed satisfied. It gave him a playful tap on the shoulder.


Without any other preliminary the wiry vine that coiled behind it paid out like twirling whipcord. It roped him harsh and hard. The hand hooked companionably about his neck.


The force of Ranjal, whatever motivated it, was conclusive. Lifted without effort, Thryfe was rushed up through the chimney, out of its top, and deposited neatly if ungently in the alley.


A muffled rumble and further cloud of ice crystals signalled disintegration of the chimney.


The hand unhooked. It lay down on its vine on the street.


He might as well ask.


‘What caused my imprisonment?’


‘How I know? Some enemy cause it to you.’


‘Surely. Then why help me?’


A pause. He sensed a shaggy divine puzzlement.


‘How I know? Is to do.’ The hand bounced and administered a sisterly slap on the arm. ‘Go us now.’


‘Where?’


‘Where you want go, where you as were going.’


‘You know Jemhara’s house here?’


‘This one of me,’ the hand flapped, ‘live there.’


Then it gripped him, not quite by the scruff of the neck. He was reminded of a mother cat dragging her young to shelter, although Ranjal of course was more the mustelid type, a badger. By means of her merciless clasp they flew up walls, scraped rather against them, over roofs and sheets of ice.


They landed among a bundle of dwellings, some marked by old fire. A door gave on a stair. The hand let go again, retracted its vine and leap-crawled away ahead. ‘Attic,’ was the last word the goddess vouchsafed to him.


When he reached the top of the stairs the hand had vanished. He read that the door was firmly secured by magecraft. He read too Jemhara was not at the moment here. She had been. A faint non-physical perfume lingered.


Thryfe leaned to the door and spoke an inaudible word.


Unlike the ice-prison, the door reacted at once and in the anticipated fashion, opening without fuss.


Something terrifying happened.


A flood of joy sang through him. Twenty years – no, a hundred – dropped from his shoulders. He thought, No, not terrifying. Am I still such a fool?


He saw the narrow bed with its pelts, and the pillow where her head had rested. He saw the objects on the inlaid Rukarian table. On the wall was a peg with a worn, darned dress that seemed to turn his heart to butter, then harden it to a fierceness that burned. A twig hung there too, rather like an uncanny hand. Thryfe saluted it. He crossed the room and stood over the empty hearth and brought fire to it from nowhere in a single splash.


Soon she would return. Soon she would enter this room. It occurred to him she might be afraid to discover him there, or think him some illusion, even a trick played by a talented malevolent rival witch.


He put one goblet, made apparently from clearest ice, ready on her table, filled by dark red wine. And beside that an apple with a pure green skin that he had found on his travels and kept for her. A case of ice still swathed it, but the warmth of the conjured fire would deftly thaw that through. By the apple he laid an ancient ring of tarnished silver.


Outside, the now moonless city crept unknowing towards morning.


Thryfe opened the shutter.


Whether he stepped out, or simply disappeared into the shadows there, was uncertain, but where he had stood nothing visible of him remained.


On the peg the twig-hand twitched. It seemed Thryfe the Magikoy Master would not often need Ranjal’s assistance.


The journey was a bumpy one.


Up hill, down dale – snow slide, treacherous crevasse, bear-fur forests, mountains poking like dagger behind dagger. They had been told to leave their chariots. That was to get out of them, give them up, for the seventy-nine men who had been one hundred and fifty, and themselves lied about being ninety, had captured Arok’s hunting band and decided they would keep the chariots for themselves. Instead the prisoners were hauled aloft the hills of the giant riding-sheep.


Dromazi the mounts were called. Most had two humps, between which the Jafn men were each obliged horrifiedly to perch behind the original cavalier. Some other beasts had only one hump, and there the rider sat forward on the creature’s neck. None of the captured were offered a seat on these. They were entirely grateful.


The position and motion of the ride anyway were agony. Arok expected to become seasick but did not. Only marvellous Fenzi took it all in his or the dromazi’s stride. He had mastered the knack in a couple of hours. But his reward for this was to have his hands tied to the saddle in case he also mastered his jailer, unseated the man and escaped. Meanwhile the Jafn chariot-lions padded behind the party snarling, in custody.


Once or twice you could spot a heap of buildings high above amid rocks and trees. Farms? Strongholds? No one said.


Up and down their procession went over the terrain. Then up and up.


Only Arok and presently Fenzi understood the new language, Simese. Their conquerors called the land Simisey. They were ferocious and loud, bellowing songs and curses, their hair woven and beaded like the manes of Jafn lions.


The little lionet-tiger cub had first been cradled lovingly by their leader. But after it bit him repeatedly, he was urged at last to have Fenzi’s hands untied and to give the cat back to him. ‘There, baba,’ said Fenzi, now in Simese, ‘come to your elder brother who loves you.’


‘No brother of yours, barbarian!’ roared the red-wool-braided leader, whose name was Sombrec.


‘There, there,’ repeated Fenzi sweetly to the tiger, just managing to say it also to Sombrec, who seemed on the road to exploding from rage. His mount however did so instead, letting off a colossal fart. That quenched even Fenzi’s flirtatious sarcasm.


They finally reached the Simese city. Arok registered a crows’ nest of a town up a mountain. This tip was known as Padgish. It was the capital.


To Arok only a garth could have any worth as either town or fortress; only a Jafn clan House had any credence as a palace. Sullenly he scowled at Padgish as they entered, until at length, reluctantly, he changed his mind.


For Padgish was impressive.


One long straight paved road, worthy of Ruk cities, led all through. On either side were edifices of two or occasionally three storeys. Some windows had glass. The palace had an excess with colours stained in them. Gardens boasted vast trees, and tree-trunk columns upheld the frontage of the palace house, then marched away in ranks inside.


Next something went tearing by, a man riding an animal that was not tiger or lion, not even a humped and huffing dromaz.


‘Horsaz?’


‘No – no scales. No pong of fish either.’


The horsazin of such reivers as Kelps and Faz did bear some vague resemblance. But the Simese variety were made of warm-tinted hide, the flying mane and tail of hair. They had no horn jutting from the forehead.


In depressed wonder the Jafn captives were herded into a yard of the Padgish palace.


‘This one can speak our tongue. And the black one, he too.’


Arok, and Fenzi still with the cub in his arms, feeding from a vessel of milk the captors gave him, stood in the throne hall. Sombrec, a warrior aristocrat born from a long line of farming royalty, scathingly listed the captives’ only worth.


Trunk columns forested the edges of the hall. A king sat on a carved seat. Before him lay a knife with a blade of shattering brilliance. ‘Diamond cut by diamond,’ Sombrec had loftily remarked. The king was like his men, dark-haired, dark-eyed, brown of skin. His clothes were rich and his demeanour frankly grim. He had asked questions of Sombrec and his men as to who, or what, the strangers were. He had already been told it seemed the strangers had killed a tiger, and freely confessed slaughtering others in the past year.


‘Well, if you can speak our language, step forward.’


Arok did so.


Fenzi walked just behind him, with the cub.


Khursp and several more attempted to follow.


‘Two are enough. Keep the rest of them back.’


A brief kerfuffle. Arok did not turn to see. He could guess.


He faced the savage king with bleak dignity, well aware the king thought him the savage.


‘What,’ said the king, ‘is your outland name?’


‘Arok, Chaiord of the Jafn Holas.’


‘Ch— What does he say? Their king is it?’ Murmurs. Yes, this chalky barbarian was the other nineteen barbarians’ ‘king’. Ha ha. What a ripe jest! ‘Is he old? His hair is white.’


Arok interposed. ‘Among my people, young men and women too have such hair.’


‘Women, you say?’ The king was intrigued. Disgusting. ‘Do you have any with you? Women, I mean.’


Arok’s glower eclipsed his features.


‘None.’


‘I think you fib, Whitehair.’


Arok said, ‘We came to your God-forsaken country on a great ship. Do you think we’d risk our women over the seas?’


‘A pity. Why did you come?’


Arok decided on truth. ‘An omen. My son was stolen and, the omen said, brought here. I came to find my son.’


‘Ah,’ said the king. For the half of one half-second a glint of slinking sympathy lit his eyes. ‘This I understand. To lose a son – to have lost him – what can compare with such a loss? Have you found him?’


Arok did not credit the sympathy. It had a weird colour to it for him, like wine that was too dark.


‘Not yet.’ It was still the truth.


‘Meanwhile you poach the tiger-kind. Know this. They’re only for us, for our royal families among the farmers or hunters or herders. Or of course for me, and mine.’


‘How could we know?’


‘If you speak our language, how could you not know?’


‘We met none of your folk to tell us,’ barked Arok.


‘Then you lie in all things. For how can you speak Simese if you came sea-over and till now met none here to teach you?’ Crafty, the king, twiddling the diamond-bladed knife.


Arok said, ‘I can speak many languages because I’m witch-gifted.’


‘Are you, by mighty Attajos, may his fire burn bright? Where’s your proof?’


Arok stalled. He had none. None at least he could trust.


Fenzi spoke carryingly yet quietly behind him. ‘I am his proof, sir. The witch that spelled him was my mother.’


Another murmuring ran around. Already, the Jafn had heard no black-skinned man or woman was known in Simisey.


‘Yes, you are bizarre. What are you made of, velvet?’


Fenzi smiled in a disarming way, not insulted. ‘Of skin and flesh and bone and hair. Sir. As are you. But my mother was made of snow and at the touch of God grew living and black. Arok, my Chaiord, lay with my mother.’
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