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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.







Author’s Note to Ursus of Ultima Thule


The magic status of the smith and the mingled awe and horror which attach to it still endures in parts of Africa, where the ironworker is sometimes—at least till not so long ago—the priest as well; and sometimes believed to be a were-hyaena. It may be, then, that in African folk-lore the hyaena does for the wolf just as in the folk-lore of southern Europe the wolf occupied the place taken in northern Europe by the bear. I have not ever seen in any folk-lore a connection between iron-magic and bear-magic, but in this book I have ventured to close that gap in the circle. The motif of The Boy Who Was Nobody’s Son is of course quite common, that of The Boy Who Was The Son of the Bear is much less common. This commingling of the two elements is as far as I know unique, at least in modern writing. I am indebted to Dr. Francois Bordes of the Bordeaux Museum of Pre-History for a personal relation of the French legend of Jean-à-l’ourse; and to Prof. Rhys Carpenter’s book, Folk Tale, Fiction and Saga in the Homeric Epics (U. of Cal. Press, 1958).






If even continents drift and flow, it is not surprising that names of places should do the same. There is, for example: Britain, North Britain (Scotland), West Britain (Ireland), Great Britain (England, Wales and Scotland), Brittany (in France), and New Britain (a city in Connecticut and a large island near New Guinea). There was also Thule. Where was Thule? Was it the Orkney Islands? Norway? Iceland? Suppose there was not only the Thule of Pytheas, but long, long before Pytheas … a Farther Thule … a Farthest Thule … in short, another Thule entirely. Old Thule. The original Thule. And suppose that theory to be correct, which holds that within the lifetime of homo sapien the poles and polar zones underwent a great shift. And so suppose that buried under the all but immemorial ice of the interior of one of the great Arctic islands (say Spitzbergen … Nova Zemlya … Greenland …) lies buried, forever beyond our reach and ken, the remnants of an ancient race and culture: that of the people of Thule. Old Thule. Ultimate Thule. An Arctic Atlantis, immersed beneath ice instead of ocean.


This, then, is a tale of the original Ultima Thule—before its people fled the most invincible of enemies; before—long before—they fled south, and farther south again: there, either to be obliterated by (or, likelier, absorbed by) other men and other cultures—their very tongue and speech forgotten. One word alone survives, thrown up like a piece of rack or wreckage upon an inhospitable shore: a word now part of every language, though now traceable to none: the name of their lost and ancient homeland: Thule.




PREAMBLE


Long, long before the sun had moved her circle and her path and cliffs of ice descended forever upon true and Farthest Thule, Arntenas Arnten (he who could speak the language of the Bear and of the great red mammonts) ruled there: and he held the ultimate rule in that land-whole of the nains and the perries, and was King of the Men, and of the Other Men as well. Neither Picts nor Celts nor Scands nor Wends nor Finnds had come as yet to the Southern Lands below, nor had any of those lands sunk as yet beneath the all-circling sea.


Elk drew his sledges swiftly over the mossy turf in summer and upon the silver snows of winter, and he was wealthy in gold and amber and his nains had the art of crafting for him blades which never suffered from either the green sickness or the red. This was done inland, sometimes in the forest and sometimes on the heath. And the shores of the all-circling sea saw, in guarded coves, the perries working most skillfully in colored glass, but seldom if ever could men see them, for they slipped like shadows into the rocks and clefts, and they blended like shadows into the trees, for such is the manner and the form of the perries. And in the king’s hall the people feast upon the flesh of salmons and of stags, whilst the great dire wolves—who eat from the king’s own hand alone—prowl in both the outer and the inner court to the king’s own chambers.


Past the forest and the heath are the Paar Marches, and past the Paar Marches are the Death Marshes and the Great Glens where the wizards dwell: and none but they (save, of course, the king) have the way to the Deep Caves, the airs of which both are intermittently foul and often fatal. It is when lightning strikes those rotting airs and thick murk mists that dragons are gendered. And as to what use these dragons are put, these are not the proper concerns of either nains or perries or Men or Other Man, and certainly not of the barbar-folk who come at times a-prowling o’er the all-circling sea; but only of the wizards and the king. Often do his singing-women beg him to relate them somewhat of the wonders said to bide there. If he is of a good mood he passes it off with a bauble or a jest, and if he is of an ill mood he may fling a sandal or a buskin at them with a rough word. Sometimes, if his mood is grom, he tells them such tales as makes them shriek and hold their ears and beg for leave to go. But if his mood is very grom indeed he makes them to tarry and to listen and to bide.


Other tales are told round the fire hearths as the snow-daemons howl and prowl about, of were-whales and tree-tigers, of the bewitchments of the Painted Men (whose skin must not be seen), of those fell compacts which bind their members to go a-roving and a-robbing and at last to pile all their troves and treasures in one great heap and fight by two and day by day till only one survives: winner take all; the king’s men and the king’s guests sing in Deep Chant of the cult of the Divine and Dying Bear, who descends into death each winter and who rises from his grave again at each winter-end … at length their chant itself dies down and they gaze all silent into the embers and sometimes without mickle more than a murmur they roll them in their furs and fleeces and sigh their way to sleep …


But sometimes someone in tones low and grave would half-tell, half-whisper such a story that the listeners must need pile high the fires again and sometimes yet again—for warmth, for courage, comfort, or perhaps to mark the passing time—drawing nonetheless nearer to each other and nearer, nearer yet: till each could see in every other eye the reflection of the dancing flames … the darting flames … the dancing, darting, wondering flames.




Chapter I


In the darkness of his granduncle’s medicine hut by the flickerflicker of the faint fire (which the man was allowed to have, grudgingly, and at high tax, for preparing his simple witcheries) the boy recollected the sound of the taptap beats on the tiny witchery-drum and the sight of the mandrakes lifting the lid of their bark box house and coming out to dance by the fire, tossing up their small-small scrannel arms and stamping their tiny-tiny feet to the toom-toom, toom-toom, toom-toom-petty-toom of the child-sized drum—then dancing backward and closing the lid on themselves as the last faint pulse beat died away.


A small man, his uncle or granduncle (in those days the boy did not distinguish), with a skill in small witcheries and small magics by which he sustained them. And the boy felt proud of seeing what other boys did not see.


But most of his memories before the breakaway were ill ones.


When he grew big enough to wander from the partly underground medicine hut or the round thatched house where his uncle’s sister sat mumbling as she pounded bark or stirred the acorn gruel, the boy learned swiftly enough how little he had to pride himself in. If you are smaller by far than the smallest of any born in your birth year, if they are smooth of skin and fair of hair and you are dark and your swarthy skin is covered with a nap or bloom of dark hair—are these things to be proud of? If others have fathers and brothers who return from the hunt to be greeted by the singing of their women and if your only family connection with it all is when old uncle or old uncle’s sister comes stooping up and waits for a bone or an offal to be tossed as to a dog—is there pride in this?


To be sure, he was quicker of body and sharper of mind than any of his birth year; sharp and quick enough to learn that sharpness and quickness won praise only for others and in him were only to be resented. That magic and witchery produced fear and that fear often produced respect; but that small-scale magic and witchery caused only small fear—suspicion, rather—and hardly ever respect at all. For fear and fears hung over the town like the smoke from the great central fire on lowering days. Fear that someone was working a witchery, fear of the wild ones of the woods, fear of the king and the tax-gatherers, fear of known magic and of unknown even more. And the boy who was small and sharp and dark and shaggy produced an effect of strangeness like the subtle smell of fear—but was not strong enough to ward off the hates and wraths this caused—and besides—and besides …


The affair of the great roan mammont, the rogue mammont, fear of fears and terror of terrors, brought all things to a head. But before that, long-long before that day of blood and death, that day of the hill-that-moved, the trees-that-walk, serpent-snout and spear-teeth and all the other names used when one dares not use the real name: mammont; long before then, when he was very small, there was the token.


The token hung on a thong from a peg in a post in his grandmother’s hut. For a while it was above his head and he reached for it often while the old one squatted, mumbling, in the sun of the door-front. He could not remember the first time he actually reached it, standing on a stool (probably), but he had a clear recollection of one day scanning it and seeing it and recognizing it. It was carved of wood, roughly but forcefully, in the form of a bear. It had the bear’s head and one tooth showed clearly in the crude snout; it had the bear’s paws and legs.


But the legs ended in the feet of a man.


Perhaps at that time he had not recognized this strangeness; he had certainly never seen a bear, for it was not till later that Tall Roke brought in the cub that was partly petted and partly tortured until it was abruptly killed and eaten. Likely at that child-time he did not know that a bear has bear’s feet and that although they resemble a man’s, yet they are not. Nor was it yet clear to him how subtly manlike the carving was.


But he had the clear recollection of scanning it that one day and becoming aware that the old woman, granduncle’s sister and his own grandmother, had come in and was staring at him, a look on her blear and withered face odd even for her on whom odd looks were common. A look of fear and love and awe and horror.


Sensing that she was in what was for her a lucid mood, he asked as he pointed, “This—what?”


And she, promptly and matter-of-factly, said, “Your father.” And as promptly thrust awry her snaggle-snarl hair and screamed and rolled her rheumy eyes and tore open the bosom of her bark-cloth dress and beat and scratched her withered dugs and wailed and howled and beat her head upon the earthen floor. “Hinna!” she screamed. “Hinna! Hinna!” and, “Hinna-tenna!”


Such fits and antics were not so rare as to alarm the boy—for all he knew, all grandmothers behaved so—just as, for all he knew, all fathers were carved of wood and hung on leather thongs from posts. But this fit was uncommonly severe and he appreciated, in fact he rather enjoyed, the new aspects of it, as he might have enjoyed a new grip noted in a dog fight.


Hinna. So the old man sometimes addressed the old woman. Sometimes the old woman said it as she pointed out the small blue flowers of a plant occasionally brought back with other herbs and roots or leaves and barks from the woods by the old man. So: Hinna was the old woman and hinna was a flower, but he knew that this old woman was not thrown into a fit in order to mention either; he did not know how he knew and wondered, mildly, that he knew at all. Logic was here working scarcely above the level of intuition.


The old woman shrieked and babbled “Woe!” but mostly her words were strange and, “Hinna-tenna!” she screamed. And, “Arn’t! Arn’t Arn’t!”


And then old Bab-uncle was kneeling beside her, soothing her, calming, her, arranging her tattered dress of pounded bark-lining, carrying her at last—when her voice was a mere croon or drone—to the worn-almost-hairless half of deerhide which covered her grass bed. And the old man got up and seemed at a loss as he looked at the boy who sensed and instantly seized an opportunity.


Pointing to the token on the thong, “My father,” he said.


“Yes,” said the old man, unsurprised. Then he winced.


What made the boy say what he next said, still pointing? No knowing—unless it was unrealized awareness of a connection between strange things enclosed in a space of time—such as this moment which had just passed, or perhaps still was passing.


Pointing to the token he said, “Arn’t. Arn’t.”


“Arn,” his uncle said, absentminded correction in his tone.


So. Arn was the token that was the bear that was his father and his father had somehow thrown the old woman into a fit in which Arn’t was somehow different. And what else was in the fit which was familiar yet different—for something was.


Ah.


“Tenna,” the boy said, immediately correcting himself: “Hinna-tenna.”


Without so much as a sigh and in the same flat, abstracted voice in which he would explain to a visitor at the medicine hut the care and feeding of mandrakes or the price of a charm or the manner of a charm (other men whose work was witchery had the better sense to sink their voices and roll their eyes and make at least a few fearful gestures and whisper at least a few words dolefully, lips to ear. Other witcherers commanded higher prices, too, got amber-grains and goodly pelts, were not content with bones and offals) his granduncle said to him, “Hinna is the cornflower and is also my sister’s name. Your grandmother. Was her daughter’s name. Your mother. Tenna is a word in the Old Tongue, now archaic, used chiefly for witchery. Spoken sometimes by such relics as myself and sister. Tenna means ‘daughter.’ Arn in the older tongue is ‘bear.’ So, now I consider it, Arn’t’ may be applied to the token, for my sister’s daughter said she had it of the bear. As she said, too, she had you. But she was never right in her wits after that and grew worse and we found her drowned.”


After a moment he nodded once or twice and left the house without more word, confident, apparently, that he had said everything there was to be said. As, perhaps, he had.


The boy realized, growing older, that often he himself saw sequences and connections where other boys saw none. But just as he could see logic and they not, just so things that seemed sensible to them were senseless and unpredictable to him. More than once he had been stoned away from following hunters, yet today he had been asked—not allowed, asked—”Come, honey-dripper, bring us good luck!” And here he was with the rest of them in the high grass and the sun hot upon the earth and on them all so that he could smell it and them and the grass and other things not even seen.


Honey-dripper, with a guffaw. It was a name for him. Comb-robber was another. Both meant bear, who stole the honeycomb from the honey tree and ate it, dripping its richness, grubs and wax and all. But comb-robber, applied to him, was merely an ill-name. Honey-dripper was less so, was a laughing term, and—somehow—referred not exclusively to the bear but also had something to do with men and the things men had with women. Tall Roke it was who’d said him this name this day and asked him to come; and Tall Roke it was, when another had looked black and muttered, who had briskly and blithely answered, “What? For that some rough fellow tumbled his mad mother and gamed her, saying, ‘I’m a bear!’ What? A bigger fool than she or you I’d be to think the kid an ill-bringer for that. Ah no, but that his old uncle’s witchery had maybe rubbed off on him a bit, and then a-smells as wild as any beasty and so may cover our own man-stinks—”


But as yet the boy could not smell the wild white horses they were hunting—the swift, mane-tossing, clever-cunning, clever-mad, mad-eyed, red-eyed, wild-eyed, wild, white horses—whom no man’s mind or hand had ever yet thought to tame. Three days since, some village stripling, gaming about in the meadows, had found a colt with its leg broken in a mole hole, had swiftly (but, be sure, not without a swifter, fearful lookabout) cut its throat and borne it home. Perhaps one of its marrowbones was still stewing in a pot of spelt; the rest had sure been eaten. But the clever-mad horses of the herd had tracked the lostling down to its place of injury, had seen the blood, had traced the drips of blood as far to the village as even their mad courage cared to go. Since then they had been waging war; trampling crops, attacking cultivators and wanderers with hooves and teeth. So now the menfolk were carrying the war unto the horsefolk.


Time was when only the poorest of the poor would have had stone or bone for his weapons. All else had had iron—had even had arrow or spearheads to spare, in case of breakage before a wandernain (some called them “shamblenain,” but not to their faces) would come trading new irons for old; amber and peltries their fee: taking the broken points with them back to strange and distant Nainland to mend upon their witchery-forge, an art that only the nains had. As for bronze, that was only a memory, bronze had long since died of the green-sickness. As yet, out here, the deadly rust was moving slowly, but move it did; something was deadly wrong with iron, and no nains came; grim was the mood of the distant king, and—


“Hist, now,” said Tall Roke. “Mind the plan, now. Drive away the young stallions and the mares with stones, the colts will follow—cut off the great stallion, and whilst we three engage him from in front, you two cut his tendons from behind.” The great stallion, with hamstrings severed on his hind legs, would go down and never rise. Deprived of leader, the other steeds would flee.


Tall Roke hawked and spat and grunted. He needed not to point. They had come to the edge of the escarpment and in the near distance of the wide, shallow valley, they saw the horses like wee white clouds floating in the blue-green sky of grass. For a moment they gazed, the five or six full men, the twice-that-many striplings and the boy who had no name. Then they spread out widely and began the slow and cautious descent from the rim. Slow, for there was no swift going down that uncertain slope; cautious, because they dared not give alarm to the horse herd.


The boy felt for the pouch with the stones in it. The touch was reassuring. Nothing else was. His first hunt. His heart pounding. It had been agreed that any needed signaling would take the form of a ground squirrel’s whistling, as this would (at most) arouse the hunger of no creature larger than a fox or hawk. Tentatively the boy formed his mouth to make such a signal. But he never made it. The while he had been keeping a sort of sketch of things in his head. Yonder was the sun. The cliff directly behind. The wind, so. To the right must be the horse herd. A little left of straight ahead were, though now not seen, a clump of thick-boled trees. Beyond that, a low hillock of rusty scrub. A brook. A wallow.


Alarm, alarm rose so swift in his chest that it choked his breath. Something was wrong. Everything was wrong. He had gone the wrong way—or—for he was much too close to the hillock, he could see it now, he could not see the trees, which meant—and then came the whistle, and the whistle was to have come from Tall Roke and Tall Roke should be that way and the whistle was over this way—vertigo took him, he was on both knees and one hand. Earthshake? For the hillock moved and his eyes fled from it and his eyes saw trees walking and someone screamed and screamed—it was not him, then it was him as it was many others, for by now all knew it was the hill-that-moves, the trees-that-walk, all of them could see the serpent snout that rose up huge and hairy and drank the wind, all could see the flash of spear teeth, all could hear the horrid trumpet scream of the mammont! mammont! mammont! as its tree-huge legs shook the grassy ground in its terrible charge, its trunk sweeping down the grass before it as a scythe, bloody scythe, bloody grass, bloody spears, bloody teeth—


Fear and failing flesh and yet senses still undimmed enough to hear Tall Roke’s voice full strong as he shouted, “Hold to the plan! Axe men to the rear whilst I engage to the front—” I and not we, he did not trust to any others’ courage to face the huge red mammont from the front, but still had hopes that some might brave the great beast’s hind legs to strike at the lower tendons. Onward the mammont beast had come, fast, fast, but faster yet ran Tall Roke, passing it—so swift he might have escaped, had such been his intent, had he run in another direction—passing it, running backward before it, turning it, darting back and away from it, shouting and feinting his spear at it—”Strike! Strike!” he shouted—


But no one was there to strike. No one was there but Tall Roke. One man. One boy. Who shrieked with all the fury of his unformed voice and cast his stones with all the power of his unformed arms. For one fell moment the mammont wavered, rage-reddened eyes darting from man to boy.


“Ankles! Ankles! Ah! Strike! Ankles!” hoarsely but still hopefully: Tall Roke’s voice. But no one struck. And the one man’s spear hung in the air, it seemed not so much that he had cast it at the mammont as that the mammont had hurled itself upon the airborne spear; it lanced the line of the great face from tusk-socket to eye-socket: the mammont screamed its pain and rage: again the spear hung in the air: and now—and this was so puzzling—Tall Roke himself hung in the air, his fair hair all in a mist about his face—the python trunk seemed to rise slowly, slowly, slowly, and to descend slowly, slowly, and to wrap itself so slowly gently lovingly about the man’s neck.


There were flowers in the meadow and bees in the air and then there was a dripping comb of honey and he thrust his paws first into the comb and then into his mouth and its taste was of gold and sweet and strong and delightful beyond the taste of any food tasted before and when it was quite quite gone he licked his paws and he licked the grass it had dripped on and then he went scampering off to where the bushes hung heavy with the full ripe berries and he ate his wonder full of them and …


Three of them returned alive to the village and Tall Roke was found alive (though only barely) where the mammont had tossed and gored him but, unaccountably, not trampled him as it had the others. But he, too, was soon dead. Another’s head was found in the branches of a tree. Something that was probably his body, for it could be nothing else, was smeared nearby.


The horses had vanished.


That the great roan mammont was a rogue, all agreed. Only a rogue would travel alone, and there was no sign at all of any other mammont—or, for that matter, him—any more.


At first no one in the village said anything but, It has happened. Since the starting of the redrust-sickness of all iron and the increasing wrath of the distant and once indifferent king, since the nains had ceased to visit and the tax exactions had begun to increase, rumors faint as whispers and whispers loud as shouts had been spreading, spreading, spreading. Some great calamity impended. And now it had come. It had happened.


Next in the village they began to ask, How did it happen?


By this time the boy thought he knew. And there was one other who, he thought, also thought he knew. And that meant there was a third who certainly knew.


The name of the second was Corm, a lad perhaps a year or two older, eyes gray rather than the common blue, hair not blond and curling but brown and lank, sallow of skin; his father was one of the three subchiefs of the townlet. If Corm had not given the boy many good words, that was nothing, no one did that; but he had never given any ill ones at all.


The third was a whey-faced, slack-mouthed, slack-limbed shambleton, with an almost perpetual eruption about the mouth at which he ever picked and which generally bled; a liar and bully and boor, yet well connected—that is, connected to families of some small importance who, by talking loud and often and big, made that small seem greater.


It was one of those moments that seem to have been a part of the center of all things, lying in wait from the beginning. No hint of it before. Old Hinna’s grandson standing idly watching. Whey-face shambling along. The boy looking at him. Looking up to see Corm watching Whey-face as well. His eyes meeting Corm’s. Instantly, as though spoken words had passed between them: It was Whey-face who gave that first, wrong whistle, which would have been done right if Tall Roke had done it at the right time if it should have been done at all; it came from where Whey-face was, and only he would have been fool enough, coward enough to have done it, done it in coward-fool hopes of a reassuring return of it: it was that whistle, ill-done, that roused the mammont—in another moment Tall Roke would have seen it and managed to get us all safe away somehow, but—


Still that same second, Whey-face looking up as though called, catching their glance, understanding, flushing, paling, and at once reacting in his coward way—not coward-foolish this time but coward-cunning. Pointing at the boy, shouting at the boy, attracting instantly every eye and mind voicing the unvoiced and making clamor become instant fact: “It was him! He brought the ill-fate, he brought the mammont there! The bear’s bastard with the bear-stink on him! Bear’s bastard! Nain’s get! Made the mammont come! Curse-bringer! Shag-skin! Killed our men and boys! Him! Him! Him!” And, stooping, he snatched up a piece of dried filth, ran and flung it.


Then sticks, then stones. Next would-be arrows, axes, spears. No need to inquire, discuss, reason, weigh—instant, heart-warming hatred was quick, easy. “Bear’s bastard! Curse-bringer! Men killed! Bear-stink!” The mammont was gone, the boy remained. He saw Corm’s mouth open but neither he nor any heard Corm’s word, drowned out in the bull-voiced clamor of all of Whey-face’s kith and kin, believing or not believing, belief beside the point, the point: Ours. Support him. Shout loud. Throw something.


The boy ran. Terror runs swifter than rage follows. Boys can go where big men cannot—holes, hollows, runways, dogpaths, shinny up slender trees and drop over palings. There was Bab-uncle crouching up his slender fire. It was an instant. His grandmother’s hut. A packet thrust into his hands, the bark bag with the small victuals the old man took with him when he hunted herbs. A hide lifted up to show an opening the boy had never seen before. A burrow, wide enough for him. A patch of light. The village palisades behind him. An echoing that might have been the clamor of the mob. That might have been the beating of his blood. Something clutched in his other hand. He ran. He ran.




Chapter II


“Go, Arnten. Find your father,” the old uncle had said as he-lifted the hide-flap. As it fell and all was dark, the boy heard him say, “It is time.” Then nothing but a faint moment of one of the old man’s chantings. Arnten. The word lodged like a grub in a honeycomb cell. Arnten. But there was no sign, yet. A faint thought: it is my name. No time for further thought. Arnten. His name. That and escape. For now, enough. A life. A name.


In the woods, however, nothing was now asking his name. With a knowledge deeper than thought he avoided the hard-trodden dust of the common path and sank into the thicket like a snake. Behind, he heard the clamor and shouting descend into a single sound on a single note and stay there, like the noise of a swarm of bees hovering and mrumming its one dull note forever. Somehow it sounded infinitely more menacing than any cluster of mere words. Presently the humming-mrumming grew louder. Then loud. The ear-pressed earth echoed like a drumhead. The echo filled the ear and air. Suddenly it was gone and he, Arnten, realized that it had gone a time ago and that he was alone and that if any were still seeking him, they were not doing it here.


Slowly he rose up in the thicket like a mist. He gained the path. He snuffed up the breeze. He listened. He was gone.


A bird sang twit-twit-twit on a branch. A ground squirrel hopped and scampered, scampered and hopped, vanished from view. There was a smell of wetness, of damp earth and the scent of the sweet green breath of plants. Arnten knew that there were times to look up and times to look down and times to look straight ahead. He saw the bush, he saw through the bush and, a long, long way beyond the bush, he saw the boles of several trees but nothing in between. Softly, gently, he pushed the shrubby branches aside. For a moment he paused, holding his breath, listening. There was not, had not been for long, sounds of mob or pack or crowd. There had been no man sounds at all, save for his own. It was improbable that any enemy of his own blood was near. It was not impossible.


But he heard no new noise. Only the faint patter of the ground squirrel. Only the same twit-twit-twit of the bird on the branch.


He slipped past the handful of branches and let them make their own return to their natural positions, only restraining them enough so that they should close without sound. He went on a bit and then he stopped and considered, there in the cool green corridor which for now meant safety. It had been used enough to create a trail, but little enough to allow the bush’s growing to obscure the entrance. Perhaps small and dainty deer slipped along this tunnel through the trees. They would not mind sharing it with him. Or perhaps white tiger, dire wolf, snowy leopard, used it in quest of the same small dainty deer. This thought contracted and shook his limbs in a long shudder. He felt and saw the nap of hair quiver upon his skin and stand up from the fearful flesh.


His mind leaped from thought to thought as a spark of fire leaps from one twig to another. Another boy, conceiving the same thought, might find his mind working thought of danger—beast equals danger—beast equals panic—run for your life, without even realizing the process. But his own mind worked thought of danger—beast equals think about danger—beast. And he stopped and thought.


The thought is not the thing.


And the thought told him that the thing, the great ones among the danger-beasts, were seldom if ever to be found in this part of Thule at this season of the year; they were to be found (or rather, avoided) farther to the north, where men had less thinned out the game on which they chiefly preyed; winter snows, in which the hooved beasts would flounder and be more easily tracked and trapped and killed, might indeed bring the great killers down.


But then again might not.


He felt the drum within his bosom slow its clamor and then its beats receded to their normal slow strokes, below the threshhold of perception. He began to go on, but the trail was narrow and something caught upon a branch and held him. He looked down and saw he was still carrying without awareness the two things hastily taken in his flight from town. The bark bag of food, the bear-token upon its leathern thong. It was this last he now had to disengage. It seemed somehow as natural to hang it around his neck as to loop the grass cord of the food wallet from shoulder to hip. So. He had no weapon but he had food, itself a sort of weapon—was not hunger the chief enemy? He had a potency in the form of the bear carving, a token of whoever his father was—a father contained in a piece of wood on a thong was better than no father at all. Find your father, Arnten. What did he know of how or where? Either his father was or was not a bear. If not, then he knew and could know nothing. If so—then what? Where were bears? Anywhere, manywhere, where there were trees and streams. So. Avoid the grasslands, the great meadows. But he would have done so in any case. There was the game he could not take, there would be the great beasts, the danger-beasts he could not forfend.
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