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Prologue





One fine day, as the sun rose, tranquil but implacable, five remarkably different lives began working their way towards one another. They had been such separate lives it would have seemed impossible that they would ever lock together, but a Hero, a Magician, a farm boy, a noble girl and a Prince were working their way to a meeting on the edge of a city of tents. That particular city, clapping and flapping in the wind as if it were applauding itself, had become familiar to the Hero, the Magician, the Prince and the noble girl, but it was quite alien to the farm boy, though when he finally won his way through to Tent City he found some aspect – some part – of himself already there, mysteriously waiting for him. That boy was about to be completed in a way he had never anticipated. A story has to begin somewhere. This story begins here.
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Among the Lions





Among the ruins, late cabbages, carrots and turnips grew in straight lines, overlooked by five lions with scrolled manes and smiling faces. Earlier in the year these lions had worn wigs of green leaves and scarlet flowers, but now the bean stems were brittle, and the flowers were gone. All that remained were large, dry pods rattling with the seeds of next year’s crop, and a few tattered leaves.


It was autumn but the gardener was still working up and down between his remaining rows of plants, his bare back shining like copper in the autumn sunlight, his long black hair tied back with a plaited ribbon of flax. As he worked he whispered under his breath, smiling into the crumbling soil. His name was Heriot Tarbas and he was twelve years old.


As he worked he sang a little, then whispered again, happy at home on his farm, in his own place, among his own people. During the last three years the catastrophic headaches, the twisting fits, which had marked his entire childhood, had become much rarer. Of course the dreams hung on. He still dreamed that dream – the one in which he found himself sitting on the wide windowsill of an alien building looking in at a boy several years older than he was and sending in an urgent message … ‘Know me! Know me. I’ll protect you until then, but you have to recognise me when the time comes. Then it’ll be your job to save me. I’ll need you and you’ll need me.’ That dream, along with other less defined ones, certainly hung on, but at least he was growing out of the old feeling that something ravenous was feeding on him and tearing him into two. Perhaps, in time, the dreams would fade and disappear and he would become an ordinary man like his brother and cousins, just as hairy and just as strong.


A farm cat stalked towards him, sniffing at the freshly turned earth, and Heriot scooped it up, scratching it under the chin and staring deeply into its yellowish eyes; and as he did so, someone said his name inquiringly, so he grew immediately quiet, anxious that his private conversations with cats and gardens shouldn’t be overheard.


His sister Baba was looking over the wall behind him. Heriot looked back cautiously. Since she had grown up, and been pulled in from the fields to work in the kitchen and dairy, she always seemed to be blaming him for something. But on this occasion at least, she was excited and cheerful.


Heriot had one particular eye – his left eye – that he called his puzzled eye. It didn’t always see straight. Now he covered it with his left hand and stared back at his sister, knowing she had come into the garden to tell him something exciting.


‘The Travellers have arrived,’ she announced. ‘Old Jen sent me to bring you in. But don’t think you’re getting out of work. You’ll be given some other job, that’s all.’


She grinned and vanished. Heriot cleaned his spade and hoe, then set off down the path that led from the garden to the walled courtyard of his sprawling home. He and his mother, the family herb woman, had planted ferns around the outside of the courtyard wall to keep witches at bay, interspersing them with daisies, well-known sun signs, now working their way into a prodigal autumn flowering


The house had been built within the walls of a ruined castle, but these days it seemed to have become part of the castle, growing naturally out of the stone shell, for any of the first rooms that were still intact were either lived in, or used for storage. Beyond those original, uneven walls, built of huge blocks of stone, Heriot could glimpse a dairy and an old barn, alongside the roof of a new one. Then, beyond all those roofs and walls, broad fields sloped upwards, patching the hillside until, towards the top, the hill shrugged itself casually out of the farm’s control. From the very top of the hill the black rock Draevo, though eyeless, looked back at Heriot as darkly as it had ever since he could remember.


Once or twice a year the Travellers would arrive in wagons painted all over with stiff, angular figures whose significances were forgotten, with star patterns, histories and emblems, until it seemed that mere horses must find it impossibly heavy to pull so much art from one side of Hoad to the other. But Heriot himself found it difficult to believe in anything very far beyond the boundaries of his home. The farm was real – there was no doubt about that. Beyond the farm lay other farms, mostly undivided by walls and hedges, and then a village, while on the other side of that line of hills was the sea and the dark shape of an island – Cassio’s Island – connected to the mainland by an amazing causeway three leagues long. Beyond that there was nothing for Heriot but dim space and echoing meaningless names. To the north lay Diamond, the King’s city, and to the west lay Bucazaz, the inner plain where, years ago, his father had died in the King’s wars. At this very moment, Heriot vaguely knew, leaders and generals, even the King and his three sons, had gathered together along with their enemies, the Dukes of the Dannorad, and were negotiating to end such wars for ever.


Beyond Bucazaz lay Cordandeygo and Rous Barnet (the city among the mountains). These were all a part of the land of Hoad, and where Hoad ended, across the mountains or the sea, other lands took over … the Dannorad, Camp Hyot, the Islands. The countries were described in books. Their names were set in print, though, deep down, Heriot found it hard to believe in anything beyond his farm. All he could picture was a mist in which printed names came and went, undulating like dreaming fish.
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A Courtyard Full of Women





When he came through the gate Heriot found the kitchen courtyard was full of women, but that did not surprise him. During the terrible wars vaguely called ‘history’, in which Hoad and its neighbours, the Dannorad and Camp Hyot, had advanced, clashed with one another and retreated bleeding, Heriot’s family had lost most of its men. His cousin Nesbit, a survivor of the last battle, was the farm’s oldest man, at thirty. On this occasion, however, the courtyard was not altogether without other men. Heriot could see a very small male cousin, a baby in his mother’s arms, and the Traveller men, along with a tom cat so sure of himself he had stayed behind to watch the visitors after other cats had fled. Strange and glittering in the sunlight, the Traveller men wore padded jackets and round hats made either of sheepskin, or of quilted silk, hung with enamelled beads and tin charms, clothes more suitable to the mountains they had crossed two weeks earlier than to the plains. Around their strong throats hung chains, strung with mirrors the size of coins, beads of agate, carnelian and tiny irregular fragments of lapis lazuli.


Great-Great-Aunt Jen stood among them, pointing and gesticulating. A cap with flaps coming down over her ears covered her grey hair, while her calm face, as round as a loaf of bread, brown and crusty too, wore the expression of someone utterly accustomed to obedience.


‘You’ll be our guests tonight,’ she was telling the Travellers. ‘We’ll kill and cut up a sheep and we’ll set up a fire in the big hall. I’ll send for the men out in the hills.’ She turned to the Travellers again. ‘You’re very welcome, I can tell you. It’s good to have you back.’


Heriot watched her with uneasy pride.


‘There’s no need for it,’ said the older Traveller. ‘No need for any special bother, that is. We’ve just come to see the tokens and the words, carrying on the custom, like.’


‘We always welcome the chance for a party,’ Great-Great-Aunt Jen replied, a little sternly, as if he had made light of her hospitality. Her dark, unexpectedly sad eyes fell on Heriot.


‘You! Heriot!’ she said to him. ‘Run and tell Nesbit and the others that the Travellers are here.’


The Travellers’ spokesman looked at Heriot with interest.


‘He looks better these days,’ he said.


‘He was never sickly … well, not exactly,’ Great-Great-Aunt Jen replied casually, though Heriot saw she became cautious immediately his old trouble was mentioned. ‘He’s getting over it, whatever it was. Off you go, Heriot. Quickly now.’


‘Run fast!’ said another Traveller. ‘I’d say it was going to rain.’


‘Heriot could help to bring wood in,’ cried Baba. ‘I’ll run for the men. And he hasn’t told the eggs yet.’


‘What do you mean, he hasn’t told the eggs?’ Someone – a woman – asked from behind Heriot. ‘Told them what?’


‘It’s a gift he has,’ Great-Great-Aunt Jen replied, and, once again Heriot saw on her broad face that familiar trace of – what was it – doubt, distaste? ‘He can tell which eggs will hatch cocks and which hens, and say how long ago they were laid.’


‘Oh, he’s that way, is he?’ said the speaker, as if she knew all about such talents. ‘He’s one of those. I thought you farmers had lost the gift.’


She stood in the gateway through which Heriot himself had entered a moment earlier … a young woman in the long, striped skirts and black short-sleeved smock, fastening down the front with buttons of bone, that all Traveller women wore. As they turned to look at her she came forward, walking freely in spite of her long skirts, while those skirts and the petticoats under them made a silky, sifting sound against her hidden legs.


‘Azelma, our wise woman …’ said the Traveller leader proudly, jerking his thumb at her. ‘She’s only a girl, but she has some of the old gift. She can see through walls, read closed books, and tell the future in patches. Even read minds. Of course she’s too bold, you can see that, but they do say that those who carry the gift burn up with it.’


‘Heriot hasn’t got any gift,’ Baba said. She hated to hear anyone else praised. ‘He’s slow.’


‘I’m not slow,’ Heriot protested. ‘I’m on my way now.’


‘Not slow in that way …’ began Baba. Heriot could see her straining to be off and away, over the fields and up the hill. His head filled with images of long waves, and a dark island. His sister was longing to see the sea.


‘What’s got into you, Baba?’ Great-Great-Aunt Jen cried impatiently. ‘I’ve told you what you have to do. Now do it!’


‘Great-Great-Aunt Jen …’ began Baba, but Nella, who was married to Radley, Heriot’s older brother, tucked her arm under Baba’s, shaking her head. Heriot found his own arm taken and looked up, startled, into Azelma’s face.


‘Here,’ she said, talking across him to Great-Great-Aunt Jen, and shaking his shoulder slightly as she spoke. ‘Do you know what you’ve got here? Does anyone out in the world know about this one? This one can read thoughts.’


‘He’s not reading anything from anyone,’ said Great-Great-Aunt Jen. ‘Off now! Off!’ She clapped her hands in Heriot’s direction, and, edging out from under Azelma’s hand, Heriot made for the gate.


‘Well, talent or not, you’ve made a mistake this time,’ he heard his mother saying. ‘He’s just an ordinary boy.’


‘Ordinary?’ Baba’s voice cut in. ‘He sees crooked and he has fits.’


But the disputing voices died away as Heriot ran, leaving behind not only the courtyard, his family, the Travellers and the disturbing Azelma, but that past self … the one who dreamed over and over again of sitting on the window ledge looking between rich hangings at a bed with a twisted fur coverlet, and a boy with mouse-brown curls, staring back at him from odd-coloured eyes … one blue and one green. He had stared back with fascination and fear, as if Heriot, that dreamer on the wide window ledge, were not another boy but some sort of monster, and sometimes his lips had moved but Heriot, dreaming, had never been able to make out what he was saying. Sometimes the boy had pointed and seemed to yell. Sometimes he had hidden his face in his pillows and refused to look out at Heriot. But that was all over and done with. It had to be.
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Cassio’s Island





Once clear of the farm buildings and pens, Heriot Tarbas skirted two wide fields, each one with its own name, then crossed another diagonally, scrambling through well-known holes in hedges, or hoisting himself over dry stone walls. The fields grew steeper as he climbed the hill, and he was out of breath as he climbed the last fence and reached the top at last, clapped his hand over his confused eye and looked past his little finger to the view on the other side of the hill.


The whole world seemed to tilt. The stretch and sigh of the sea seemed to swell towards him, while the sound of his own hard breathing was briefly swallowed by the greater breath of breaking waves.


Dominating the horizon, dark with forests on its landward side, was an island … Cassio’s Island, the Kingdom of the Hero of Hoad and Revenger of Senlac, one of the rulers of the people Heriot’s family called ‘Secondcomers’. There were towns and a castle and a whole busy life on Cassio’s Island, but none of this could be seen from Heriot’s hilltop. From here the island looked completely empty.


Still it was not drifting; it was firmly tethered to the mainland. Many years ago the same people who had once lived in the ruins of the castle, which now held Heriot’s home, had built the Hero’s Causeway … a road over which traders and messengers could bring goods and information from the King to the Hero and back again. And every now and then the Lords of the Counties of Hoad, along with the King and his family and other Secondcomers gathered on Cassio’s Island to watch men fight to the death for the right to be Hero. Heriot had never set foot on the causeway. His only travels were to the nearest village with Radley or his cousin Wish, for Great-Great-Aunt Jen discouraged any of her family from wandering, and Heriot most of all.


‘In many ways it’s best not to be seen out in the world,’ she had told him over and over again in her calm, dry fashion. ‘Work hard, keep your head down and don’t let the Secondcomers catch sight of you … not even Lord Glass though he’s a kind man compared with a lot of them. Take it from me, the Lord’s eye is the King’s eye! So keep out of sight.’


Just down the hillside Nesbit, Wish and Heriot’s brother Radley were carrying stones to block a big gap in the wall, washed out during the previous winter. Shouting and waving, Heriot admired Radley’s wonderful shoulders and back, and the way the sea air had persuaded his shoulder-length hair into ringlets. If Heriot had a single ambition in the world, it was to look and live exactly like Radley, who was swinging rocks as easily as he swung his baby in the courtyard at home.


‘Don’t tell me!’ he said as Heriot came up. ‘She wants us home! Is it because of the storm?’ He nodded at a solid bank of cloud, which was moving towards them, grey at its leading edge but billowing blue-black on the horizon.


‘She wants you home because the Travellers have arrived,’ Heriot said, watching Radley set the stone in place, as precisely as if it were a chessman on a board.


‘Which tribe?’ asked Wish, but Heriot didn’t know.


The three men stopped working, straightened up, and began to wander up the hill, joking and laughing with each other, but for some reason Heriot didn’t want to go back to the farm. He hesitated, watching them climb, half-expecting Radley, at least, to turn and call him to heel. But they went on and up, past Draevo and out of sight, talking all the time without noticing he wasn’t tagging along behind.


Heriot turned towards the sea and the dark forests of Cassio’s Island. He didn’t want to see Azelma again, or hear her suggest he was different from everyone else in his family. He didn’t want to be forced into thinking of himself as anything but plain and mostly invisible.


Somewhere on Cassio’s Island was a port where ships put in, and somewhere beyond the forests a city that held the castle of the Hero – one of the two great spirits of Hoad – at present alive in the person of Carlyon of County Doro. Somewhere on that Island lived a whole population of men and women who were loyal to the Hero first and King second. This was not only allowed, it was an ancient rule.


‘It keeps the King just a little humble,’ Great-Great-Aunt Jen had once declared. ‘Once the Kings of Hoad used to be the Heroes as well, but it’s too much glory for one man to have both Hero and King alive in him at the same time. Sometimes they’re contrary spirits. They might tear him apart.’


The causeway was still green, a quick arrow pointing out to the Island. On a day like this, a fine day when usual events were yielding to strange ones, someone might walk along the causeway and step on to Cassio’s Island, and stand in another country just for a little while. It was not forbidden; it was just something no one in the Tarbas family had ever done … at least not as far as Heriot knew.


Two years earlier he had stood on that hilltop with his family, looking down on the causeway at glittering columns of men and women. According to the customs of Hoad, a young man called Carlyon had challenged the Hero, Link, and the King and his court were carrying him to combat in the Hero’s Arena. To Heriot, looking down from above, the parade had seemed more than royal. It had seemed to him not a company of mere Kings and Princes, but one of sun-bears, centaurs and strange, stalking birds as beautiful and passing as dreams. Three days later they had returned, carrying Link’s body in great splendour, leaving young Carlyon, Hero by conquest, to discover the Island on his own and take possession of his hidden city. Heriot had believed the whole world was being paraded past the farm in a glittering thread so he could take note of it, but by now brambles and wild grasses were pushing in on either side of the narrow road which, on this particular day, at this particular time, was totally deserted.


And now, as he walked along the causeway, with his whole family left behind him on the other side of the hill, Heriot was seized with a lonely elation, and began to run and leap and to fling up his arms, chanting under his breath, spinning wildly, shouting wordlessly. Feeling he could twist all the way to the island, he turned cartwheels, until he toppled over, laughing as he fell, only to sit up in the middle of the road, staring wildly around him.


Then he relaxed, laughed at himself yet again, and breathed deeply, taking conscious pleasure in the smell of salt and seaweed, and the lap and rattle of water in the rocks on either side. The thought that the sound went on and on like that (water on rock, rock on water), whether there was anyone to listen to it or not, gave him a sort of relief. Free at last, he thought, without having the least idea just what it was he had been freed from, and set off once more along the wild road … the central seam of the causeway.


Directly before him at the end of the road was a stone arch.


At first it seemed enormously far away, and insignificant compared with the wide expanses of sea and sky, but suddenly he found he could not look around it or over it any more. Suddenly it had become the only thing the world had to show him.


A great fountain of seawater erupted beyond it, and then another and another. Heriot approached it warily. Increasingly the arch seemed to drain colour and shape out of everything around it, even from the water and the autumn air.
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The Dissolving Window





And then, at last, he had reached it, was walking under it, then standing for a moment to read the inscribed names of the Heroes. Carlyon’s name was there, freshly cut into the old rock. Heriot put a tentative hand to touch the names, trying to imagine his own name carved among them. But the stone would not accept his name, even in imagination. He wasn’t noble, and only men who were born to nobility were free to fight on Cassio’s Island. Heriot moved out from under the arch to stand on the island itself.


Directly in front of him, the forest began. Looking into it he felt his first uneasiness grow stronger. It could not be shaken off. On his right, the road skirted the edge of the wood for a little way, while on his left, the long sinuous swelling waves cast themselves on to the rocks over and over again. Fountains of spray, forcing their way through unseen blowholes, leaped into the air, while the whole island creaked and muttered and gurgled. Heriot could hear it, even though he was concentrating on something else.


The forest in front of him had a door. It hung on huge iron hinges between two columns of black stone. But there were no walls on either side, and it was a gate that seemed to demand walls.


‘No wall!’ Heriot mumbled. ‘Door but no wall! Hey, you! You couldn’t keep a cat out! It’d just walk round you.’ But the door would not be mocked. Out of its stones and iron and its dense wood there reflected, like ancient stored heat, a terrible weariness, as if the gate might choose to fall on him, crushing him into the dirt, out of boredom and nothing more. Not only this, little by little he began to feel certain that someone was watching him.


Abruptly he was invaded by a single terrifying image. Somewhere behind his eyes a window of black glass sprang into existence. It seemed it had always been there, though he had only just become aware of it, and he suddenly believed that, for years and years, a hand had been rubbing, rubbing against the glass with a soft patience as the black barrier had grown thin and then thinner. In a minute it would finally dissolve under the pressure of the preoccupied hand. In another moment he would be able to look not only forwards but backwards too – far backwards – backwards into himself, and he would see something terrifying – something that would change him for ever.


This waking dream, almost a vision, came and went in a moment, but it frightened him so fiercely he spun away from the gate, and saw, in the long grass on his right, a flattened patch as if some animal, no larger than a dog had been lying there. The grass blades were still moving, in the act of springing up again. Heriot understood that, only a moment earlier, something must have been curled up there, hiding itself from the world. Only a moment earlier something must have been watching his approach and had chosen to disappear. He clapped a hand over his puzzled eye and stared at the space with the eye that saw straight. Then, turning abruptly, he fled from the gate without a wall and from the flattened patch of grass, away from the fringe of Cassio’s Wood, out under the arch and on to the causeway.
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On the Causeway





Once again it seemed to stretch endlessly before him, dimmer and cooler than it had been, for a drift of cloud had sidled over the face of the sun. Its beauty was still there, but it no longer moved him. As he had walked towards the island its great length had not mattered. Now the causeway seemed endless. He needed to get himself home again – he needed to be contained once more, surrounded by cheerful arrivals, happy endings.


But even the causeway wasn’t endless. Panting and struggling and sprinkled with the first rain, he reached the place where he could climb away from it. He was just about to leap on to the slopes of his own farm when something happened that was beyond description. He stopped mid-stride, falling to his knees as if he had been clubbed down. Deep inside his head that black barrier was finally dissolving. Something from the other side rushed out and ran through him like a contradiction of everything homely. Something looked directly out into the world for the first time, using Heriot’s eyes. And for some reason the most frightening thing was that this intruding force was not a stranger, but a wild part of himself … a part of himself he had never suspected, but which he immediately recognised. At some time in the past something had happened to him; had violated him over and over again; something had fed on him. Somehow, back then, during the time of his fits and headaches, perhaps, he had been torn in two, and now, suddenly he was confronted with that other – that torn-away self. But now, though it was part of him, this rag of self was a stranger, settling back into him without fusing into him, becoming an occupant.


The landscape in front of him, the whole hillside broke into a shifting mosaic of coloured crystals, skewed madly, and contracted, before swelling back into a recognisable form, while Heriot, filled with a terror so extreme it was like pain, toppled sideways on to the edge of the path and lay there, whining through clenched teeth, clutching the grass stems and worked on by such vertigo that, even with the whole earth bearing up under him, he still believed he was falling. Inside his head something demanded recognition. He gasped. Inside his head, that new, separate self breathed in too … a gigantic first breath.


In the outside world Heriot gasped again. ‘It’s all right!’ he muttered. ‘It will be all right. Take another breath. Last a bit longer. It will end.’ This was what he had learned to say to himself during the violent cramps, fits, and headaches of his early childhood … those times when he felt that something was stealing whole pieces of him … devouring him. ‘It will end,’ he repeated, though he couldn’t hear his own voice. ‘It will end. It will be over.’


Now, as if he were looking out of blackness through a far-off window, unnaturally clear, he saw the boy of his dreams, not in bed this time but standing on a great confused plain, dressed in rich strange clothes, staring back at him.


‘Help me,’ he said, but the boy looked frightened and puzzled, then vanished as completely as if he had been blown out. In the silence that followed, he heard, coming in at him from somewhere, a deep, slow breathing, and made himself breathe in time with it. It was several minutes before he understood it was only the sound of the sea.


He opened his eyes, and looked into a tuft of grass half an inch from his nose. Fear continued to subside. He began to move his hands and feet, to sit up, to stand, to run. For then, indeed, he did run. He scrambled wildly until he was back on Tarbas land.


He had changed. Something new was stirring in him … a new nerve … a new appetite, anxious to be fed. However he was too alarmed to try and make any real contact with this … this thing … this wild presence he had carried within himself unknowingly until it had swept in from the other side of the black barrier. He began climbing again, and kept on climbing until he reached the spot where, only a little time ago, he had stood beside his brother and looked out over the sea to Cassio’s Island.


Something moved on the road below. Heriot stared down, screwing up his face a little as wind blew in on him.


Someone was walking away from the Cassio’s Island. He stared, narrowing his eyes. A woman carrying something heavy – a woman carrying a child who lay limply in her arms, while another child trailed behind her, getting left behind and running, every now and then, to catch up. But the woman seemed to take no notice of her follower. She stumped along, looking neither right nor left, up nor down, looking straight ahead as if the road might vanish if she took her eyes from it. The child behind her, on the other hand, was staring around all the time, and suddenly came to a standstill. Looking up, it had seen Heriot standing on his hilltop looking down. Knowing he was seen, Heriot waved rather incoherently, feeling himself become more wonderfully ordinary by making this ordinary human sign. The child stared up at him for a moment longer, then waved back, before turning, and racing after the woman who had walked on, without once glancing over her shoulder at the child she was leaving behind.


There was a flash of lightning and a sound as if a tin sky were being beaten apart. Unable to distinguish any longer between inside events and outside ones, Heriot half-believed he was responsible for the harsh sound, but it was only the storm sweeping in from the north-east. The bruised sky had taken on a luminous sheen, but directly overhead the sun still shone through a haze of finer cloud. Heriot turned and ran. He was going home with the storm growling at his heels.


But the day had not finished with him. Though Heriot believed that, after what he had just gone through, he couldn’t be frightened any more, he was wrong. His strange ordeal on the causeway had prepared the way for yet more terror, and this time there would be witnesses.
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An Unfinished Smile





Heriot had left the courtyard full of women but came home to find men drinking and gossiping, as they watched the storm roll over the hills. Radley, Wish and Nesbit, tall and bushy as trees, were planted in the centre of the yard with a younger cousin, Carron, beside them, just as tall but narrower, more agile and more wordy, too. There were about ten Travellers, both short and tall, and a neighbour or two. The courtyard was bathed in a wild light, the sun shining rebelliously through the first clouds, painting the western hills, which in turn reflected distant light from their jagged crests down into the courtyard. The men stood in an unnatural coppery glow that was flicked occasionally with whips of lightning.


As he slid through the gate Heriot heard Carron holding forth in his quick, eager way, to one of the Travellers. He closed the gate behind him, then leaned against it, breathless with exhaustion and relief.


‘They’d call that treason,’ he heard the Traveller saying to Carron in a startled voice. ‘Their present King may be a Secondcomer, but we have to count them as men of Hoad by now, even if we were here first. And lucky for us, if they do have a King to keep them in order.’


Heriot could see Nesbit rolling his eyes at Wish, full of despair at Carron’s dangerous arguments.


‘If there’s a King, the King should be one of the first people … one of us,’ argued Carron. ‘Not that we really need a King or a Hero. A long time ago even the Secondcomers … the Hoadara … used to choose their leaders. All the people got together and worked things out between themselves. Every man counted. It wasn’t just one family with all the power.’


Heriot stared. He blinked and shook his head, then stared again. Someone was standing behind Carron, someone he hadn’t noticed when he first came through the gate, though, now he had seen this stranger, it seemed impossible to notice anyone else. He screwed up his face trying to focus on a man who seemed painted with a darkness that had sunk into him, right to his bones. Cut, this man would bleed black. Even his face and hands were shadowed, which made his light eyes, fixed intently on Carron, particularly startling. And his hair was red – a crimson both dark and bright, braided and wound into a tight cap around his head.


Heriot, still unnoticed, moved a step or two closer, frowning and doubtfully biting his lower lip. There was something about the stranger’s stillness that made his heart jolt unpleasantly. Even the most impassive faces have some sort of movement, but this face was entirely frozen. Light reflected oddly from the upward turn of an unpleasing smile … a smile begun but unconcluded, as unnatural as a diving gull arrested mid-air.


‘Heriot!’ shouted Radley, suddenly noticing him standing in the gateway. ‘Where did you get to? We could have done with an extra pair of hands.’


As if the sound of Heriot’s name had somehow released him, the frozen stranger’s half-finished smile suddenly widened. He gracefully embraced Carron from behind, by flinging one arm around his neck, and at the same time drove a narrow blade into him. Heriot thought he felt the thin destruction of his own heart.


‘And another thing …’ Carron said, turning to the Traveller on his left, apparently unconcerned by what had happened. At the same time Heriot began tasting blood. His own mouth was suddenly full of it. He gave a cry. The sound that ripped out of him was inhuman even in his own ears. Everyone in the courtyard started and spun round. Radley ran towards him, followed by Wish and Nesbit, while Carron, looking more curious than concerned, came behind them. As he advanced on Heriot, Carron’s eyes darkened. Crimson curtains were being drawn across them. They filmed, then overflowed with tears of blood, which left trails on his cheeks and blotched the stones of the courtyard behind him. Heriot screamed again, backing away, but, as Radley reached him, he turned, seized his brother, and buried his face against him so that he needn’t see any more.


A great babble of voices blended into the single sound that was most familiar to him … the sound of family interest and argument. The kitchen door flew open, the footsteps and voices of women asking questions rang above the exclamations of the men.


Radley was shouting. ‘What’s happened? Let’s take a look.’


But Heriot didn’t want to look up and find himself staring into Carron’s bleeding eyes. Something splashed on his hands, and he started and cried out as if the drops had burned him.


‘It’s rain, Heriot, nothing but rain!’ Radley cried, shaking him slightly. ‘Stop it! There’s nothing wrong.’


‘It’s blood!’ Heriot repeated.


‘There’s no blood here but yours,’ said Radley, so bewildered he sounded angry. ‘You’ve bitten your lip I think. That’s all.’


‘What’s wrong? What’s happened?’ Joan was asking … Ashet was asking … Baba was asking … their voices coming in on top of each other.


‘What’s wrong?’ asked Great-Great-Aunt Jen, and everyone heard her question.


‘That’s the sort of thing I was telling you about.’ Carron’s voice sounded somewhere in the background. ‘They make out there’s nothing to it, but he’s always likely to flip.’


‘Let’s get him inside!’ shouted Nesbit. ‘Here comes the rain.’ And, at that, the clouds seemed to split open and rain poured down, soaking them in seconds.


As Radley carried him towards the house, Heriot lifted his eyes at last, and looked frantically over his brother’s shoulder, through the veil of tumbling raindrops, at Carron, whose face, alight with interest, was quite unmarked by a single smear of blood. Big splashes of rain shone for a moment like silver coins pulled out of shape, and were blotted out, almost immediately, by the downpour. A door opened and closed. Then the kitchen embraced them all, its air thick with smells of cooking and another ancient smell – the smell of time, which no scrubbing or rubbing could totally clean away.


‘Take him through into the big room,’ Great-Great-Aunt Jen was ordering, and he heard the familiar creak of a heavy door, a sound which had always made him think the house was asking a question over and over again.


Light dimmed. As Radley laid him on the long table that ran down the centre of the room, Heriot found himself staring up into a series of interlocking arches carrying a ceiling which had once been painted to look like an evening sky.


‘He was terrified,’ Radley was saying in a puzzled voice. ‘But there was nothing to be frightened of, was there?’ There was a ragged chorus of agreement. Heads bending over Heriot turned and nodded.


‘Here’s his mother,’ said Great-Great-Aunt Jen, and Heriot’s trembling grew less at the sound of her calm voice. ‘Maybe he started out trying to trick us, and tricked himself into this state. He must have known I’d be cross with him, vanishing for ages just when we’re busy.’ But Heriot knew that, if it was a trick, he was the tricked one, not the trickster.


‘He’s bitten his lip almost through,’ said Radley. ‘That’s not acting.’


‘He’s had one of his fits,’ Carron said. ‘He’ll get over it. He always does.’


Radley now became angry, something that almost never happened. ‘He hasn’t had one for three years, and when he did it was different from this, so just forget it, Carron!’


There was a burst of confused conversation as every other Tarbas in the room expressed an opinion, mostly agreeing with Carron, but sympathising with Radley. Heriot felt relieved at the thought that it might be his old trouble in a new form. But there had been no pain, only one inexplicable shock following sharply on another. His mother took his hand, but, as she did so, another face showed up beside hers, vivid, amused, a little sympathetic, a little scornful. It was Azelma, pushing in through the family.


‘He’s had a vision,’ she said. ‘I told you! He’s one of those.’


And she peered at him, interested in his fear, but untouched by it. This time the chorus was made up of Traveller voices, all agreeing with Azelma.


‘Anna,’ said Great-Great-Aunt Jen to Heriot’s mother. ‘What do you think?’


‘Don’t ask her, ask him! He’s the only one who can tell you!’ Azelma said. And she flashed a triumphant smile down at Heriot.


‘Ask him!’ repeated the voices. ‘Yes! Come on, Heriot! Pull yourself together. Why? What happened? What did you see?’


Heriot pushed himself up on his elbows, and stared at Azelma.


‘Come on! It’s not an illness!’ Azelma said impatiently. ‘More likely a talent!’ Heriot spoke, but he hardly recognised his own voice, it was so roughened by the force of his screaming.


‘I saw a man in black standing right behind Carron,’ he said. ‘Face blacked out – hands too. But his hair was red, and braided tight.’ Everyone waited critically for him to continue. ‘He was still as stone – and Carron was talking on and on …’


‘I’ll bet!’ muttered Radley.


‘… And then the red-headed one smiled and … and stabbed Carron, and Carron just – his eyes filled with blood, all his teeth were …’ Heriot made a waving movement with his hand, ‘when he smiled there was blood round every tooth but he kept on talking …’


‘He would too!’ Radley agreed.


There was an outburst of comment, as every Tarbas and every Traveller had something to say.


‘Oh come on! Don’t you recognise what the boy’s just told you?’ Azelma’s voice sounded above the others.


Great-Great-Aunt Jen came round from behind him to look directly into his face. When she spoke next it was in a voice he had never heard her use before. ‘All in black?’ she asked him. ‘With braided hair?’


Heriot hesitated, touching his swelling lip gingerly with the back of his hand. ‘It was red, his hair,’ he said at last. ‘Not ginger! Red! Done up like a plaited cap. Dyed.’


Great-Great-Aunt Jen stepped back from him as if he had tried to spit poison at her. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I’ve heard they dye it that colour.’


She turned to Heriot’s mother. ‘Anna, your son appears to have seen one of the King’s Assassins giving Carron what they call the King’s Mercy. Mostly they have their faces painted white, but for Assassinations they blacken-up.’


For once the family fell silent. They huddled together a little, while, at the end of the table, the Travellers drew slightly apart from them. Great-Great-Aunt Jen went on.


‘I’ve heard stories about those Assassins … Wellwishers, people call them, giving a good name to a wicked shape. It mightn’t mean anything. Perhaps it’s nothing but his old illness after all, but with the pain turned into bad dreams.’


‘Maybe Carron’s talk brought it on,’ suggested Nesbit. ‘He’s been sounding off about the King. Boys’ talk! Silly stuff.’


‘Get Heriot to bed,’ said Jen. ‘Then we’ll talk about it.’


‘Maybe he’s jealous that I’m the one who’s going to Diamond,’ shouted Carron, as Radley carried Heriot out of the room. ‘Maybe he’s jealous because I’m moving on. Well, it’ll take more than Heriot’s babbling to frighten me.’


‘But how could he get a picture of the King’s Assassin if he didn’t even know they existed?’ Azelma was asking.


Radley carried Heriot upstairs, his mother coming up behind them, to the narrow room Heriot had shared, first with Radley until Radley married, and then with Carron, until Carron grew too important to share a room with a younger boy.


‘It’s probably a pinch of the old people in you somewhere,’ Radley told him, helping him take off his shirt. ‘It showed up in Ma’s family from time to time. Didn’t it?’ He looked over at their mother.


‘In the Tarbas family too!’ she replied. ‘I’ve always suspected Wish had it.’


‘Wish?’ Radley protested. ‘Not Wish! He’s straight enough!’


‘Maybe!’ she agreed. ‘After all he’s a farmer, and they don’t make farmers – the ones who are taken that way. They beat themselves against the world trying to get deeper and deeper into it. They don’t settle.’


Heriot was shocked – they were speaking together as if he couldn’t hear them –as if he wasn’t there.


‘I am settled,’ he cried. ‘I’m settled here.’


His mother started and looked down at him a little guiltily.


‘Of course you are. I was just running on,’ she said.







– ± –





In the end Heriot slept and dreamed riotous, unwieldy dreams that slid away from him as the rain roared all night on the roof above his head. By the time he woke the day was half over, and watery sunlight was slanting on to the floor. In spite of the storm the Travellers had moved on, and the farm was just the farm, a map that seemed to be inscribed on a parchment, a parchment that just happened to match up with Heriot’s skin.



















7


No Return





Heriot wasn’t really ill, in spite of the two waking nightmares which had come at him so quickly, one smashing in on top of the other. He lay in bed, feeling as consumed as cold ashes, trying to will himself into being his earlier self once more. The whole family knew about his vision of death and blood, but the moments on the causeway, the dissolving of that black window in his head and the feeling that some alternative self had crept out from behind it to work its way into him in some different way – all this he kept secret. He didn’t want to add to the rumour of his own strangeness. And besides, he felt that if he didn’t share the memory, it might somehow shrivel and die away. Deciding this, he felt suddenly hopeful, as if, by some wonderful chance, he might be allowed to live through recent days again and do everything right the second time round.


The inevitable morning came. He watched the ceiling of his room lighten, then got up, dressed himself and went downstairs, intending to enjoy everyday life as completely as he could … intending to take it in and use it to drive the strangeness out.




– ± –





For Heriot there was to be no return to everyday life. His place in the world had been part of a compact that was now dissolved. He knew it at once when he stepped into the noisy kitchen, and an unaccustomed silence fell.


Heriot stared around at the women and children, at his great-great-aunt, his sister Baba, at Nesbit’s wife, Ashet, with her twin daughters, at Radley’s Nella holding her baby against her shoulder, and at Joan, Wish’s wife, moving to stand between Heriot and her little son.


‘You think I’d hurt him?’ Heriot shouted.


‘I know it’s not your fault,’ she answered nervously, ‘but if you see anything bad I don’t want him to know about it.’ Heriot stared from one to the other.


‘Well, come on, Heriot,’ said Ashet, who had always liked him. ‘Get yourself something to eat. There’s a bit of porridge left and some buttermilk.’


He sat in the homely kitchen. Masks of beasts and men carved on an ancient bit of wall looked out over his head, and below was a long inscription in a language so old that nobody could understand it any more.


His family talked around him and over his head, but now Heriot was excluded when glances were exchanged, left outside of the magical flashing of eye to eye by which the family constantly kept in touch with itself. And later in the evening when the Tarbas men came home and they all came together for dinner, there was a space around Heriot that no one seemed willing, or even able, to share with him.


Slowly over the next few days of advances and retreats, he came to understand that he was no longer a simple, gardening brother. He had become someone through whom a prophetic beast might bleat or bray, making pronouncements of doom. At the kindest, he was now a presence with which even his family could no longer feel easy. Nesbit, Ashet and Joan accepted him without complaint, as an injury they could not heal and must endure, protecting themselves by looking around him as often as they could. He began to imagine that, as he walked by, their flesh actually crept, and he tried to spare them, by looking away. On the other hand, Wish began to single him out, but this only made him nervous for Wish seemed nervous too, struggling to say something, without knowing quite what it was he had to say. Even Radley’s warmth was touched with sadness, as if he were mourning a brother whose place Heriot had unfairly taken.


The only person in his entire family who seemed at ease with him was Baba, who was quite happy to share her kitchen work, such as peeling old potatoes, skimming cream and churning butter. Her teasing and complaining was one of the few familiar things that did not change, so, for a while, he welcomed it and kneeled beside her in the kitchen, helping her chop onions for the soup pot that constantly simmered on the back of the fire bed. Heriot did most of the chopping and Baba did all the talking.


‘Well, I think you’re lucky,’ she told him. ‘You’ll get away from here. They’ll do something … put you to work in Diamond, perhaps, though they’re not letting Carron go, not until he learns to talk a bit more carefully. But you – you’ll get clean away. Something’s happened to you, but nothing will ever happen to me.’


The despair in her voice astonished him.


‘Everything in the world’s going on out there,’ she cried, waving her hand at the kitchen door, and the view of the hills beyond, ‘and I’m stuck here. It’s not fair.’


Heriot realised his difference had set Baba free to talk about her own differences as if they must now share a view of the world. But Baba wanted desperately to leave the very place Heriot wanted to get back to.


After a while the kitchen and the dairy and her pacing dissatisfaction worried him too much, and he took to wandering in the fields, edged out but unwilling to move away from the farm which contained all warmth, all food, all the companionship he knew. He would get up in the morning, cut bread and cheese and walk up on to hillsides where sheep grazed. There he would hide himself in a copse or under a hedge, staring intently down into the grass, or out to the blue tracery of mountains barely distinguishable from the sky. His silences became longer and deeper and his visits to the house more furtive.


He took food up to his room where his mother sometimes joined him. She talked very little, but she had always been cool. Besides, Heriot knew, without resentment, that Radley, her oldest and simplest child, had always been her favourite, while he would always be linked in her mind with the death of his father.


He took to plaiting his long thick hair in fine braids, just as the old travelling men sometimes did. He’d always admired this ancient style, and, after all, he had plenty of time these days. Out in the hills he sometimes pressed himself desperately against the earth’s rough skin, trying to force it to acknowledge him as its true child, commanding it to feed ease back into him. He felt acknowledgement, but of a strange, dry kind somehow beyond comfort. There was to be no simple way back.


It was quite by accident that he was at home one grey day in early summer when Lord Glass, the King’s Devisor, rode into the courtyard, searching for a Magician.
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Kings and Fathers





Late one afternoon, on the very day that Heriot Tarbas felt the black window in his head dissolve and the huge possessing fragment of himself sweep out and over him, Linnet of Hagen, her mother, her nurse, her father’s marshal and a small guard of campaigners came riding out of a winding pass and on to the edge of a high plain set around with mountains.


There, far in the distance, Linnet could make out the southernmost boundary of Hoad trembling with cold, yet bleeding fire out of its mountains, and between her party and those distant fires lay a battlefield. Fourteen days earlier, the seven counties of Hoad, including her own county, Hagen, had fought their eastern enemies, the Hosts of the Dannorad to a standstill, and now the noble families were coming together to celebrate the victory and to witness the beginning of what was already being called the King’s Peace. History was being made, and they were to be part of it all.


Linnet and her party made their way along a track that wound between mounds of broken wheels and weapons, strips of shredded canvas, piles of dirt flung up to make temporary frantic defences … debris of the last battle. Among the trenches and mounds Linnet saw a drifting population of shabby men and women picking fragments over, searching for anything valuable that might have been left by the first wave of searchers, and she wondered, with a sort of captivated horror, just how it would feel to come unexpectedly on a little piece of someone … an eye staring up at the sky, or a hand with a wedding ring on it.


As they rode towards the city of tents another party came riding to meet them, bathed in the rich light of the late afternoon. Linnet made out a pointed helmet lined with blond fur, and a robe of golden velvet embroidered with roses set in delicate medallions of black. For the first time in her life, she was seeing the King of Hoad, and the man beside him must be Carlyon, the Hero of Hoad. His handsome face sat squarely above a finely pleated, almost womanish, white silk shirt; a long white coat fell in swooping folds from his huge shoulders. It seemed that Linnet and her mother were to be greeted by both the King and the Hero, twin emblems of the land, both more myths than men. But Linnet looked eagerly past these legends, searching for her own father among the men who followed the King. His face, harsh yet smiling, made her forget all others, so that, later, when she tried to recall the welcome all she could remember was a glittering shape, golden but blurred, riding beside a shining, white one. Later, she was to find herself half-believing the King’s clothes might ride and rule on their own, without anyone inside them.


Then Linnet stared at two young men, neither of whom looked back at her with any interest whatever. The handsome one, being the taller of the two, seemed as if he must also be the older, but he was so good-looking he had to be Prince Luce, which meant he was a year younger than the slighter, round-faced fair brother beside him, Betony Hoad, the King’s heir. Linnet knew she was considered a possible bride for Luce, so it was Luce she studied most intently, until her nurse, Lila, nudged her. She realised that, just when she most wanted to be regal, she had been gazing and gaping like a simple girl who had never seen such glory before.


‘My oldest son … Prince Betony Hoad,’ the King was saying to her mother from somewhere under his helmet, gesturing with a pale hand, while the round-faced Prince smiled a curious, wincing smile, as if, by naming him, his father had struck him a blow. Linnet wondered about the third Prince, the mad one. Was he out among the tents somewhere? He was almost never seen … indeed some stories said he ran on all fours, like a dog, and Linnet’s father had told her, sounding slyly triumphant, that the Prince’s madness was a sign of some sort of flaw in the King’s power.


They had arrived in a city of tents and pavilions whose streets and landmarks were constantly changing. They passed through a series of shelters made of rags and sticks put up by poor camp followers, who included women and little children, and then through a whole market of booths for pedlars and moneychangers, burning torches and braziers flaring dangerously in the early evening. Temporary smithies … kitchens … painted wagons and herds of horses … everything enchanted Linnet as they rode into Tent City. The gypsies of Hoad, the mysterious Orts (called Orts because they were the left-over scraps of a people who had lived in Hoad before the King’s people took command of the land), stood braiding ribbons into the manes of the horses they had already sold. They looked up as the newcomers rode by but did not smile. The wind, lifting strands of rusty hair from Linnet’s forehead, smelt of freshly bruised grass, but under this innocent smell there was a taint that made her wrinkle her nose a little, an edge of decay that came and went, so that, sometimes, she thought she must be imagining it.


Linnet had believed she would stay with her father and mother and attend all the King’s parties, so she was furious, when, after a few hurried hugs, kisses and promises she and Lila were led in another direction. Yet her disappointment was blotted out almost at once, for there were so many new and amazing things to be seen on the crowded, muddy tracks, running between the tents. In spite of weariness Linnet wanted to laugh aloud, not because things were funny but because they were so surprising. Tomorrow, she thought still later, as she tumbled to sleep, tomorrow I’ll be part of it all. Tomorrow will be nothing but excitement and surprises.


But next morning she found she was expected to study just as if she were at home, not with Luce, who was beyond study, but with the third Prince, the mad one. He was a whole two months younger than her, and, though nobody was supposed to say so openly, everyone knew there was something wrong with him.


Carrying her quills and book, Linnet stumped crossly after Lila to a pavilion on the edge of the city of tents. Inside, with a small, folding frame set up in front of him to serve as a desk, sat Dysart, Prince of Hoad.


He had rough, waving, mouse-coloured hair, which stood on end like a puppet’s wig, a big nose, a wide smile, and his right eye was a light clear blue while his left was hazel, so it was as if two different people were looking out of the same head. As she came into the tent, he caught her expression and burst into wild laughter. Later, she was to think someone had stolen part of Dysart’s life, and that he constantly filled the empty space by laughing, and that she had been able to tell this from the first moment she ever saw him.


His laughter died away as she stalked by him without another glance.


‘You’ve brought only one book,’ he said curiously.


‘It’s all I need,’ Linnet replied, noticing with alarm, however, that he had a whole pile of books beside him, some of them wrapped in silk and velvet, as if they were treasures. Suddenly she didn’t want the Mad Prince to know her book was her only book, and, though he continued to stare at her with undisguised interest, she refused to look back at him.


‘People say you’re fierce – they say you were born with teeth like needles,’ he said inquisitively. ‘Go on, show me. Smile!’


‘And people say you’re a fool,’ Linnet retorted. Then she was ashamed, partly because her words made her seem rough when she wanted to be graceful, and partly because she sounded unkind. But he answered in an unexpectedly patient voice as if he were correcting a mistake he’d corrected many times before.


‘Not a fool, get it right. I’m mad,’ he said. ‘There’s a difference between a foolish Prince and a mad one.’ Then he laughed again.


The wall of the tent beside him sucked in, then billowed out again as if the very weave of the canvas were breathing. Dysart’s careful pile of papers swarmed up into the air around his head. He grimaced, and made an odd barking noise at nothing while the papers drifted down around him.
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