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  Once the ice sheets had covered continents. The silence of the world had been profound.




  At last the ancient ice receded, and life tentatively took back the exposed landscapes. Northland was a neck of land that connected the peninsula the people called Albia to the Continent. As

  the ice melted and sea levels rose steadily, from north and south the ocean probed continually at the dry land, seeking to sever that neck – only to be defied by the people who had come to

  live there.




  A long warmth followed. Around the world populations rose, cities sparked, empires bloomed and died. But at last, unobserved by mankind, on islands in the far north of the western continents,

  the snow that fell in the winter began once more to linger through the summer. The ice waited in its fastnesses in the mountains, at the poles. Millennia had passed since its last retreat. Human

  lives were brief; in human minds, occupied with love and war, the ice was remembered only in myth.




  But the ice remembered.




  And now the long retreat was over.
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  The First Year of the Longwinter: Spring Equinox




  Pyxeas thrust his head and shoulders through the sealskin door flap and into the house. In the dawn light the Northlander’s face was like a raw red moon, haloed by fur.

  ‘Avatak! Are you there? It’s moving again, the glacier! Can’t you hear it? Come on, come on.’




  Avatak, seventeen years old, was lying in a heap of skins and furs with his relatives: parents and siblings and aunts and uncles and cousins. As the cold pushed into the greasy, fart-smelling

  air of the winter house, his little sister Nona mewled and cried, and uncle Suko grumbled, ‘Close the flap, man!’




  But Pyxeas knew only a few words of the language of the People, and when he was excited even they fled from his mind like a frightened seal from its breathing hole. ‘Avatak! Where are

  you?’




  Avatak knew he wasn’t going to give up. And now he could hear the glacier for himself, a distant rumble deeper even than his uncles’ snoring. So he fumbled under the heap of clothing

  until he had got his fur trousers on over his leggings, and his jacket with its heavy hood, and he crawled towards the door, pulling on his bearskin boots as he went.




  Outside, the sky was a clear blue-black still dusted by stars, although the sun was already peeking above the flat white horizon. Avatak could feel the chill in his cheeks and nostrils, a

  dagger-cold that cut and probed, and he wished he’d had time to grease his face. He saw that there had been fresh snow during the night, just a hand’s depth, but enough to cover

  yesterday’s tracks and to lie on the fur of the huddled dogs. Not much snow – but any snowfall at all at this time of year was an unusual event in Avatak’s short life.

  Which was, it seemed, why Pyxeas had come here, to the island the Northlanders called Coldland, and for which the People had no name, for it was all the world they knew. He’d come to observe

  the unusual.




  ‘At last, sleepyhead! Come, come – it’s on the move, and if we hurry we might witness tremendous events!’ And Pyxeas was off, hurrying east towards the rising sun and the

  coast.




  Avatak had no choice but to follow him. He would much rather have had a chance to check the man over, to see he had his boots on properly and his mittens and a slap of grease on his face, for

  the scholar had nearly lost a couple of fingers to the frost in his early days by making mistakes like that. But there was no time, no time.




  As they hurried through a loose layer of fresh snow, again Avatak heard that tremendous groan coming from the coast, overlaid with cracks and bangs and grinds.




  ‘Can you hear that? Can you feel it through the ground?’




  Avatak thought he could. Pyxeas had taught him how the whole island was covered by an immense lid of ice, all one piece, of which the glaciers were mere extensions. And when the glaciers were on

  the move the ice cap itself shuddered, shaking the ground on which it rested.




  ‘Have you brought your pad? Your stylus, eh? No matter, no matter. Watch. Listen. Remember my commentary as I, Pyxeas, interpret what we see. And write it down as soon as you’re

  home, and make more of those sketches of yours. As soon as you’re home!’




  ‘Yes, scholar.’




  Now they reached the glacier itself. It was a river of ice that poured down from the higher ground towards the sea, where open water lay dark beyond a tide-cracked fringe of pack ice. All this

  was dimly illuminated in greys and pinks by the dawn sun­light that smeared the eastern horizon. The scholar clambered up onto the glacier’s slick surface, slipped, and would have fallen

  immediately if Avatak had not grabbed his arm. The man just wouldn’t learn to walk on the ice the way the People did, one foot pressed down flat after the other, slow and steady and safe.

  After that they went ahead with more caution, pushing down the shallow slope of the glacier towards its termination at the sea. Soon they came to a place where a second glacier joined the first, a

  mighty tributary whose boundary could be seen in stripes of debris on the surface of the flowing ice.




  ‘The ice cap is a dynamic thing,’ Pyxeas said, growing breath­less as he scrambled. ‘Fresh snow falling on the centre of the cap fails to melt, and compresses to ice, and

  thus the cap grows. And as it becomes heavier the ice must flow out and away from the centre under its own weight – as a mass of mud will flow out in all directions from under the arse of a

  big fat man sitting on it. The ice reaches the sea via the glaciers it spawns. And when there is an unusual amount of snow, as there has been on your island the last few years, there is an

  unusual rate of glacial flow—’




  ‘Scholar!’ Avatak pulled him back.




  They had come to a crevasse, a slice right through the surface of the ice. It was new, it hadn’t been here a few days ago, and the bulk of it was hidden by a thin crust of fresh snow. But

  Avatak had spotted its extension to either side, thin black cracks. Cautiously he kicked through the snow crust, and they both leaned over to peer into the crevasse. The gathering sunlight caught

  hard old ice that shone green and blue, as if lit from within, and Avatak could hear a foamy rush of running water from far below.




  ‘The great weight of the glacier melts its own base,’ Pyxeas breathed. ‘And thus, lubricated, the ice falls ever more readily to the sea. Come on, come on!’ They stepped

  over the crevasse and hurried on, Pyxeas talking on, endlessly speculating.




  It was this curiosity that had prompted Avatak to volunteer to help the scholar from Northland when he had come here three summers ago to make his ‘studies’. The People knew the

  world changed. They could hardly not know; they depended on these vagaries for their very existence. They knew of the fluttering cycles of day and night, the seasons that swung between bright

  summers and dark winters, and they knew, thanks to memories stored in folklore and anecdote, of the grander evolutions that spanned generations. But when change came, they just adapted. Went out on

  the pack ice a little earlier in the summer, or later. Fixed up the winter houses a little later, or earlier. If you got such judgements wrong you starved, and so did your children.




  But what they didn’t do, what they had never done, was try to understand. What caused these changes in the world? And what would be the consequence if these changes, such as

  the increased snowfall in the interior, were to continue, year after year?




  It wasn’t because they were in any way less intelligent than the scholar’s Northlander folk, Avatak had come to see. In most ways that counted, his own father, say, was much brighter

  than Pyxeas, certainly when it came to the brutal business of staying alive. And the people’s shared memory, stored in the epic songs they sang together through the winter, was detailed and

  accur­ate. No, it wasn’t a question of intelligence. It was a question of how you thought about the world – not as a plaything of the gods to be accepted without question, but as a

  puzzle to be solved. And Avatak was drawn to the way Pyxeas’ mind worked as he challenged this huge, baffling, complex, secretive puzzle, and to the sheer delight the man showed when some

  small piece of it was resolved, and the world made a little more sense.




  So he had worked with the man. Pyxeas had taught Avatak to read and write the way the Northlanders did – how to think. And Avatak had shown Pyxeas how to keep from falling on his

  backside with every other step on the ice. They were a good team.




  But Avatak had glimpsed something darker in Pyxeas. A kind of sadness, he thought. If Pyxeas had family, children, he never mentioned it, but sometimes he reminded Avatak of a grieving, bereft

  father. Pyxeas himself was a puzzle. And that was the reason Avatak had chosen to work with him.




  At last they passed a pinnacle of frost-shattered rock, and their view of the ocean opened up fully. Here Pyxeas stopped, panting, and even he was awed to silence, if only briefly.




  The two of them had come here only days ago, but everything about the panorama had changed. Then the glacier had termin­ated in a mass of dirty, blocky ice that had fanned out into the sea,

  merging at last with the salty pack ice that littered the ocean surface. Now that whole formation had gone, the grimy blocking mass had vanished, and the glacier as it reached the sea was much

  thicker, and was truncated by a veritable cliff of blue-green ice from which bergs splintered and sailed away into a chaotic, half-frozen ocean.




  ‘I knew it,’ Pyxeas breathed. ‘I knew it! The glacier here was blocked in by its own deposited ice, a natural dam. But such was the pressure of the glacier, thicker and

  faster-flowing than it has been for centuries, that the dam must, at last, give. And when it did, the glacier bounded forward like an animal loosed from a cage – and the result is as you see,

  tremendous masses of ice dumped into the ocean.’ He was almost breathless with the sheer delight of being proven right. ‘Can you see what this means, boy? What are the

  implications?’




  Avatak watched the icebergs sail away. ‘Trouble for the fisher­men,’ he said.




  ‘Well, yes,’ Pyxeas said testily. ‘But that’s hardly the big pic­ture.’ He made swirling gestures with his mittened hands. ‘Like the ice cap, the ocean

  and the air above are dynamic systems – huge bodies of air and water that swirl around the world, transporting heat and moisture. Now, what do you imagine is going to happen when all this

  ice-cold fresh water is injected into the salty currents of the sea?’




  Avatak had learned the student’s trick of turning the scholar’s questions back on him. ‘What do you think?’




  ‘Well, I’m not sure. Nobody is. But . . .’ Abruptly the energy seemed to go out of him, and the pleasure, and he sat down. He fished a scrap of parchment out of a pocket.

  ‘Make a note of the date, boy. Listen now. One. Two. Three. One. Two. One. Two. One. One. Five. Five.’




  Avatak mumbled the numbers. ‘That is a date?’




  ‘In our oldest calendar, the Long Count, yes. We Northlanders have been counting the days, each day, since the year of the Second Great Sea, which is more than seven thousand years

  ago. Ours is the oldest, and the most accurate, calendar in the world.’ He couldn’t resist a chance to lecture. ‘In the old system we counted in powers of five. And we had

  no zero, so it’s all a little clumsy. We count in eleven cycles, with the last being a cycle of five days, and the first being a grand cycle of five multiplied by itself ten times.’




  Avatak thought that over. ‘So we’re still in the first of those big cycles.’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘What will happen in the future? When you run out of those big cycles?’




  Pyxeas stared at him, and laughed. ‘That won’t happen for a hundred thousand years. But it’s a good question. I dare say we’ll agree on some extension to the system

  before then. Just remember the date, boy. Remember this day.’




  ‘Why?’




  The scholar looked out at the sea, the glacier, the jumbled ice. ‘Because today is the day I have proved, at least to my own satisfaction, that the longwinter is on us.’




  That word was a new one for Avatak. ‘The longwinter, scholar? What does that mean?’




  Pyxeas looked at him bleakly. ‘Why, that the world is chan­ging. Death will cut across the continents. Northland must die, Avatak.’




  He said this bleakly, simply, and while Avatak still did not understand, he saw that Pyxeas told the truth as he believed it. And now he saw where the sadness within the scholar came from. A

  sadness for the whole world, which would suffer from a blight none other could yet see.




  Avatak said, ‘Then what must we do?’




  Pyxeas smiled. ‘Convince others of this. But that will take time. We have work to do, my boy – work, and lots of it! And in the summer we must take our conclusions to Northland, and

  the councils of Etxelur itself.’




  We, he had said. We must go to Northland. Pyxeas had spoken like this before. He seemed to just assume that Avatak would leave his home, his responsibilities to his family –

  Uuna, to whom he was betrothed – and follow him to an alien country to pursue this strange, lofty project.




  Would Avatak go? Of course he would. How could he not? Thanks to Pyxeas, his head rattled with strange ideas and vivid dreams. But it would take some explaining to Uuna, and her mother who had

  never much liked Avatak anyhow.




  And, he thought, if Northland was to die, what would become of Coldland?




  The glacier shuddered anew under their feet. Avatak took the scholar’s mittened hand and drew him away from the crumbling edge, and back to the security of the land.
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  The First Year of the Longwinter: Midsummer Solstice




  ‘The steam caravan is late.’ Thaxa watched the sun, which had already passed its highest point on this midsummer day. He squinted up at the elaborate mechanical

  clock face built into the light tower over his head, and looked along the gleaming track of the Iron Way, bonded to the roof of the Wall on which he stood with his wife. ‘If the envoys from

  Daidu don’t arrive, the afternoon is going to be awkward to say the least. And that wretched uncle of yours is late too. At this rate we won’t get the ceremonies done before they

  fire the end-of-day eruptors.’




  Rina tried to hide her irritation at her husband’s fretting. It didn’t help that she was cold too. She tucked her hands into the cuffs of her long-sleeved robe; it was the peak of

  summer yet there was a chill in the air, and there had been a ground frost when she rose this morning. ‘Try to be calm. You don’t want to alarm our guests.’ Who stood to either

  side of Rina and Thaxa in a row on this parapet atop the Wall, representatives of nations from across much of the known world, more of them riding up to the roof in the steam elevators all the

  time. Near Rina, for example, were three women of the Western Continents, strangers before they had travelled, Rina had learned, from different nations and dressed as differently as could be

  imagined, standing together now like exotic birds of variegated plumages. This was a typical scene in Etxelur, on midsummer day, the world brought together in Northland hospitality. ‘As for

  Uncle Pyxeas, I’m imagining Crimm is doing his best to bring him back across the ocean. But Pyxeas hardly matters.’




  ‘He’s to address the Water Council about the weather changes he thinks are coming.’




  ‘For the foreigners the issue at this Giving is dried fish, not maunderings about the weather. Oh, stop fussing and fidgeting, Thaxa! There’s nothing we can do about the Daidu

  caravan, or my uncle. When there is nothing to do but wait, then you wait.’




  ‘I do my best to support you, you know,’ he said with only the mildest exasperation at her ill temper.




  This was the reality of their relationship, as, at the age of fifty years and nearly thirty years of marriage, they both understood very well. Rina knew she could not have functioned nearly so

  well as an Annid without her husband’s patient, fussy, compe­tent assistance, and his tolerance of her bossiness. She allowed herself a smile. ‘I do know. How are the twins getting

  on?’




  Thaxa looked through the crowd atop the Wall. ‘Nelo is with the Hatti party, and he’s doing a good job of not laughing at their incessant praying to Jesus. Alxa is still with the

  Carthaginians. Hmm. See the way that young princeling of theirs is looking at her? She’s only fifteen.’




  Rina didn’t worry about the twins – or rather, she didn’t allow herself to. Rina and her husband were both from families of the House of the Owl, the Annids, the ancient guild

  of rulers and diplomats, which had long practice in inducting its children into the subtle arts of compromise, negotiation and flattery. Besides, fifteen was seen as a pretty mature age in most

  parts of the world; if she were Frankish or German Alxa would probably already be married off, already worn down by childbirth and never-ending work in the fields. The twins could look after

  themselves – at least, Rina thought, they could in normal times. But at the back of her mind there was a niggling awareness that there was little normal about this particular solstice.




  This was Northland’s midsummer Giving, the heart of the year at the heart of the world, and a ceremony of great age – older than the pyramids of Egypt, far older than the upstart

  empires of Carthage and New Hattusa. In the great library of the Wall Archive, documentation existed to prove that antiquity. The world flocked here at midsummer as seabirds flocked to their

  nesting cliffs in the spring; it always had and always would, for this was Great Etxelur, Navel of the World, and the central and oldest of the Wall’s many evenly spaced Districts.




  And, in the midsummer light, the Wall itself swept from east to west, horizon to horizon, separating land from sea, order from chaos, as it had done for more centuries than anyone save the most

  learned scholars could count. It was a thing of layers, built on an ancient core of rubble and mortar and ultimately, it was said, compacted seashells. In this age the landward face had been built

  up into an elaborate vertical city, with walls of thin-cut stone and tremendous stained-glass windows, all supported by sturdy flying buttresses. Looking along the roof of the Wall now, Rina could

  see how the character subtly changed from District to District: to the east the Springs with its taverns and inns, then the Market and the Manufactories, and to the west the more formal Holies and

  Embassies and Archive, the whole carefully laid out according to harmonic principles set out by the great sage Pythagoras. The upper roof itself was marked by ancient, heavily eroded blocks that

  were said to represent the visages of Annids and hero-gods of Northland’s past. Standing over these sculptures were modern light towers, ornately carved spires where lanterns burned to guide

  approaching shipping to the ports cut into the seaward face. And along the spine of the roof ran a new miracle, the Iron Way, a ribbon of rail, coal dumps and way stations that united all the

  Wall’s far-flung Districts. This great structure loomed over Old Etxelur and its hinterland to the south, while to the north the sea growled, grey and flat to the horizon, excluded by the

  Wall as it had been since the day of Ana, the woman become little mother who had first built the Wall.




  And today the Wall’s roof was crowded with foreign digni­taries, here to welcome the party from Cathay, empire of the east. Aside from the women from the Western Continents, here were

  Hatti priest-warriors, their armour emblazoned with the crossed-palm-leaves motif of their god Jesus Sharruma whose bones were interred deep within the Wall. And Islamic princes, Egyptians perhaps,

  laden with gold, legs bare despite the chill breeze of this cold northern midsummer. And Carthaginian merchants, a splash of purple in their long robes. The Albians from their forested land stood

  apart from the rest, their heavy furs and carefully unwashed hair tokens of their adherence to the oldest gods of all. Everything about this moment was stage-managed – even the ranks in which

  the guests stood, so that no one had mortal enemies on both sides at once. These powerful men and women were dwarfed by the sheer scale of the landscape in which they stood, their talk

  diminished by the steady churning of the great pumps buried inside the Wall’s fabric. That, of course, was the whole point of bringing the dignitaries up here: to impress them with

  Northland’s power.




  But the mood was difficult this summer. After yet another year of drought and famine across the Continent, this Giving was no formality, however joyous, but a hard-nosed negotiation over vital

  food supplies. The weather was odd too, for all Rina dismissed Uncle Pyxeas and his foolishness about worldwide weather changes. There was ground frost in the summer morn­ings, and a strange

  drabness in the land: this spring and summer you rarely saw a flower in bloom, or a butterfly.




  And now, on top of all that, the steam caravan was late. For months communications had been disrupted by drought, famine, and petty banditry. But this was yet another thread dangling loose, and

  Rina did not like dangling threads, and as time wore on she could sense the dignitaries’ impatience slowly growing.




  Now, at last, far to the east, Rina made out a white plume of steam, a caravan like a chain of glittering toys crawling along the track. But even before the caravan reached Etxelur, runners on

  horseback delivered the message that the Iron Way had brought nobody from Cathay this year.




  ‘Then we must proceed with the Giving negotiations without them,’ Rina murmured to Thaxa. ‘The Mongol princes of Daidu were only a ceremonial presence anyhow.’




  ‘That’s not what Pyxeas says,’ Thaxa pointed out. ‘Your uncle claims that the Cathay scholars have information which—’




  ‘Information, information!’ she snapped. ‘What good is that? Can you eat it? Dried fish, however, you can eat, and that’s what matters. Let’s get these people back

  inside the Wall before that breeze gets any sharper and they start complaining even more loudly.’ She pulled her tunic closer around her and made for the Carthaginian party, smiling fixedly

  as she prepared her apology.
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  Alxa was faintly surprised to find that one of the Carthaginian merchant princes, called Mago – the man-boy who had been staring at her chest the whole afternoon –

  knew one of the younger Hatti delegates, called Arnuwanda, a prince it seemed, or some relative of the current King in New Hattusa. And now, while her mother Rina led the other foreigners back into

  the warmth of the Wall, these princes, restless, bored, wanted some sport. They wanted to wrestle. Apparently they had come up against each other at a royal wedding party in Greece, where such

  sports were common among the guests, and fancied another crack.




  Alxa spoke about this to her father, Thaxa.




  ‘Go with them,’ he said. ‘Take your brother too. You can keep them out of trouble. And having Nelo around might keep that Carthaginian brute from giving you any

  trouble.’




  ‘I can handle the likes of him.’




  ‘I’m sure you can. But if you’re to be an Annid, child, you have to learn that the best way to deal with trouble is to avoid it in the first place . . .’




  So Alxa and her brother took the princelings down the growstone staircases to one of the better gymnasiums, an airy room cut into the growstone with neatly plastered walls and a large

  stained-glass window shedding splashes of colour across the wooden floor. Alxa and Nelo sat on a bench as the princes stripped off their finery, showered, and coated their skin with powder. The

  Carthaginian, Mago, made absolutely sure Alxa could see everything there was to see about his nude body.




  The princes stalked to the middle of the floor. They were both around twenty years old. They faced each other, bowed – and launched themselves at each other. The Hatti got the first break;

  with his head down he got his shoulders under his foe’s belly and flipped him so he landed hard on his back. But in an instant Mago was up and at his opponent again.




  Alxa murmured, ‘They look so alike, especially without their clothes. Warrior boys, bred for a life of fighting.’




  ‘They’re not quite mirror images,’ Nelo said. ‘Look, the Hatti has Jesus symbols tattooed on his back – the fish, the palm fronds. And the Carthaginian’s the

  one that’s been drooling over you.’




  ‘Hush. I think they’re talking about us.’




  Between thrusts and throws the princes had started a con­versation in Greek, evidently a common language, which they seemed to imagine the Northlanders would not understand. ‘So you

  like the little girl,’ said Arnuwanda, the Hatti.




  ‘Not so little,’ said Mago. ‘Did you notice the udders? She was looking at my tupping tool, that’s for sure.’




  Arnuwanda snorted.




  Mago rolled on top of his opponent and got his arm across his throat. ‘I suppose the boy is more your sort.’




  ‘Yes. Sure. And I’d do to him what a Roman legionary would have done to your Carthaginian grandmother if we Hatti hadn’t saved the day . . .’ And he flexed, flipped, and

  managed to roll Mago over so he had him pinned face down, if briefly.




  Alxa murmured to her brother, ‘Romans?’




  ‘Some trading post in Greater Greece, I think.’ Nelo shrugged. He produced a block of paper and began to sketch the wrestling princes, in brisk, confident strokes.




  Mago pushed his opponent off, jumped to his feet, and the two closed again with a shuddering crash. ‘So,’ Mago grunted as he worked, ‘what do you think of these

  Northlanders?’




  ‘What am I supposed to think? They have mountains of dried fish, culled from that ocean of theirs. We have famine. So here we are.’




  ‘They also have the bones of your god Jesus stuffed in their Wall. And His Mother.’




  ‘True,’ Arnuwanda said. ‘They pretend to a moral author­ity which— Get your finger out of my ear, African!’ The Hatti forced Mago’s arm away from his head

  by brute force. ‘They pretend to impose peace between warring religions. In fact they draw pilgrims to the relics they have stolen, and milk them of their cash. They are

  hypocrites.’




  ‘I agree.’ Mago whirled, tried to get the Hatti in an armlock, but Arnuwanda spun away and Mago ended up face down on the floor again. Spitting out dust, Mago twisted his head to

  speak. ‘And they claim to despise farmers. We’re all “cattle-folk” to them. Yet they hire soldiers from the farming lands, the Franks and the Germans and the others, to keep

  out the rest of the rabble.’




  ‘Hmm. Well, that might not help them much longer.’ Arnu­wanda got one arm free, pinned Mago with the weight of his body, and slammed his forearm down on the Carthaginian’s

  head. ‘Had enough?’




  ‘Bugger yourself. What do you mean, not much longer?’ Mago twisted with a mighty heave, throwing the Hatti off.




  ‘The Germans and Franks have been hit by the droughts too.’ They came together again – slam, heads down, arms and legs straining, hands slapping for a hold on flesh

  greasy with sweat. ‘And some of them are coming here. The farmers, I mean, abandoning their dustbowl lands and wandering into Northland. Well, you’ve seen it, there’s plenty of

  room.’




  ‘Yes.’ Mago snorted with laughter. ‘An empty country. A ghost of a place. The ghost that rules the Continent.’ He turned, dropped onto his back, flipped up his legs,

  locked them around the Hatti’s neck, and sent him flying.




  ‘Oof!’




  Mago got to his feet, yelled, leapt cat-like into the air, and would have slammed down on the Hatti – had not Arnuwanda rolled out of the way at the crucial moment, so that Mago came down

  hard on the floor. ‘Oh, by the bones of Melqart . . .’




  ‘Always a mistake to rely on mercenaries, I say,’ the Hatti said. He crawled over to the Carthaginian and drove his elbow into the small of Mago’s back. ‘Had enough

  now?’




  A horn sounded, distant, carrying.




  Alxa glanced at her brother. ‘The eruptors?’




  ‘Yes. That’s the first call.’ Nelo tucked away his sketches. ‘Come on. Let’s put these two back on their leashes.’




  They walked towards the princes, who broke and stood, pant­ing, sweating, wiping dust and powder from their skins. Mago grinned at Alxa. He said in his own clipped Carthaginian tongue,

  ‘I saw you watching.’




  She replied in crisp Greek, ‘I saw you lose.’




  Arnuwanda frowned. ‘You understand Greek? You should have had the manners to tell us so.’




  Nelo said, ‘And you should have had the manners not to insult your hosts.’




  Arnuwanda faced Nelo, glaring. He wasn’t as showy as the Carthaginian, Alxa saw, his musculature wasn’t as impressive, or, come to that, his manhood, but the Hatti had a composure,

  an inner strength, his opponent evidently lacked. And here he was facing down her brother.




  Alxa stepped between the two of them. ‘Let’s be friends,’ she said calmly. It wasn’t good for a student diplomat to get into fist fights with foreign guests.




  Nelo was angry too, but he nodded and stepped back. With a sneer, the Hatti took a towel from his opponent and turned away.




  ‘So you heard it all,’ said Mago. ‘Well, what of it? Anything ring uncomfortably true? The charges of hypocrisy, of greed—’




  ‘Insults cast by the ignorant,’ Alxa said. ‘One thing you were wrong about, though.’




  ‘What’s that?’




  ‘We don’t rely on mercenaries for our protection. Not entirely.’ That horn sounded again. ‘Get yourselves back up to the roof before the third sounding and you’ll

  see.’




  She walked away, with Nelo, without looking back.
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  As the second horn sounded, and the evening of the long mid­summer day approached, the three women from the Western Continents who had stood near Rina earlier met in a bar,

  set in the face of the Wall.




  Walks In Mist had discovered this tavern. It was on the fringe of the Wall District called the Springs, a precise eight hundred paces from Etxelur, a place full of taverns, hostels and, Walks in

  Mist suspected, brothels. This place seemed respectable enough; built into a terrace in the face of the Wall, it gave onto a balcony overlooking Old Etxelur and the lowland.




  Her friends joined her now, Sabela from the southern conti­nent’s High Country in her robe of llama wool, and Xipuhl from the Land of the Jaguar with her fine steel mirror at her

  breast. Walks In Mist herself, from the Land of the Sky Wolf, wore her eagle feathers in her hair. Each of them proclaimed who they were in this baffling, crowded place – the centre of the

  world, if only for midsummer.




  ‘I know it isn’t much to look at,’ Walks In Mist said as the others settled. And she was right; the floor was rough, the walls unfinished growstone. ‘But that’s

  what I like about it. That and the view.’




  They turned to look out over Northland, a tremendous plain that stretched to the horizon. The sun was low now, the sky a rich deep blue. The marshes and canals shone like ribbons of sky, the old

  flood mounds cast long shadows, and fires sparked everywhere. At the foot of the Wall itself were tremendous warehouses where even in the gathering dark a steady stream of traffic came and went,

  and rows of brightly lit shops provided their customers with food, drink, pilgrimage tokens and Giving-day souvenirs.




  Walks In Mist leaned from her chair and ran a hand over the lip of the growstone balcony. ‘Think how old this stuff must be. Think what it’s seen, how much history. And now

  here we are.’




  ‘Cradled like an eagle chick in the palm of an old man’s hand,’ said Sabela.




  Xipuhl laughed, and the dancing mirror on her chest cast reflections from the candle. ‘You are always the poet of our little gang,’ she said to Sabela. Xipuhl was a little older than

  the others, and was prone to be the one who did the teasing.




  But Sabela was right, Walks In Mist thought. She did feel cradled here. She always felt safe in Northland, with its antiquity and stability and the obvious physical strength of its great Wall.

  Why, here they were, three women from across the lands Northlanders called the Western Continents, all of them comfortably speaking in the only tongue they shared – the liquid language of

  Northland, a tongue that had nothing in common with their own native speech at all.




  The three of them had found each other during the long sea crossing on a huge Northlander ship. Every three years the elders of Etxelur sent a flotilla across the Western Ocean to the Land of

  the Jaguar to pick up a selection of especially honoured, or especially well-paying, guests from the Western Continents to come to the midsummer Giving. Walks In Mist herself was here for trade;

  she was one of a delegation from Sky Wolf seeking to expand cotton exports. Xipuhl was part of a formal diplomatic legation from the Land of the Jaguar, and much of her midsum­mer had been

  taken up with ‘stuffy meetings with old men in airless rooms’, she had said.




  Sabela was the only one without a job during the trip. It was her husband who was in the business of exporting llama and alpaca wool and other High Country textiles to Northland. Sabela’s

  people were always honoured in Northland because of historic links; the High Country had given Northlanders the potato, a precious crop which, they said, had enabled their unique culture to survive

  on the fringe of a continent full of farmers. Of the three of them Sabela was the junior partner, Walks In Mist supposed, and she was a rather vague young woman – her head in the clouds,

  Xipuhl said, just like the pretty country she came from – but on the ship, she had been the one who had brought them together.




  ‘Well,’ Sabela said now, ‘I think what I’m going to like about this tavern is the drinks they serve. What a selection!’




  The menu was inscribed into the oak surface of the table itself, in the loops and bars of the unique Northlander script. The three women chose drinks from across the eastern half of the planet:

  Albian ale for Xipuhl, a decent Gairan wine for Walks In Mist, and a fine potato spirit from Rus for Sabela. When the drinks arrived they knocked their cups together.




  Xipuhl said briskly, ‘I imagine the next time we drink together we will be back on the ship, for it’s going to take me the rest of my time to get packed up.’




  Sabela pulled a face. ‘Be grateful you don’t have children. I’ll swear my two support the economy of the local trinket makers single-handed.’ The breeze turned, an oddly

  chill wind blew in from the west, and they all reacted, shifting, pulling their wraps tighter. ‘It has been a cool summer,’ Sabela murmured. ‘My two have complained about

  that.’




  Walks In Mist frowned. ‘I’ve heard mutterings about great meetings of scholars, discussions of the turning of the weather. Do you think there’s anything in it?’




  ‘I’ve not much truck for scholars,’ Xipuhl said firmly. ‘Who can know what the future holds?’




  ‘And we’ll not let it govern our lives,’ Sabela said.




  The horn blasted for a third time, announcing the noisy eruptor display that would end the long day of celebration. People started to drift out of the tavern.




  ‘Let’s make a pact,’ Walks In Mist said impulsively. ‘We’ll keep in touch. Let’s meet when the Northland fleet comes again to the West, in three years’

  time.’




  Sabela laughed girlishly. ‘Oh, yes – what a lovely idea.’




  Xipuhl grinned. ‘Well, as you are the only companions I’ve found on this trip who haven’t wanted to get some kind of business out of me, I’m for it.’




  ‘And we’ll come back to this very bar,’ Sabela said. ‘And order the same drinks, three years from now.’




  ‘Agreed,’ said Walks In Mist, and they raised their cups again and toasted the pact.




  But the breeze gusted once more. The candles on the tables flickered, and around the bar people pulled cloaks over their shoulders. A few people laughed, and sent mock curses at the little

  mothers and other gods for their wilfulness.




  ‘That’s if we’re all still here in three years’ time,’ Xipuhl said with morbid humour.




  





   


 


 


 


6


 


 


 


 






  Alxa stood with her brother on the roof of the Wall, surrounded by a crowd of Etxelur elite in their fancy ceremonial House robes, waiting for the wrestling princes to return

  to the parapet.




  The sun was near the horizon now, and the day felt markedly colder, as if this were an autumn day, not midsummer. Lights sparked over the face of the Wall below, and in the curving reefs of the

  lower city. People had gathered on the plain beyond, fill­ing the open spaces and lining the canals, waiting for the show. The crowds always came to the Giving at Etxelur, although this year,

  Alxa was sure, there were plenty of nestspills, that cruel Northland word, people displaced from their homes by flood or drought, by poverty or hunger or disease, here for handouts rather than

  celebration.




  But, nestspills or not, the crowd all responded with gasps and cheers when the show started: the tremendous banners unrolling down the face of the Wall, the fireworks filling the sky with

  dancing light. And then came the fire-drug eruptors themselves, suddenly thrust from their portals in the Wall’s upper face, a hundred of them shouting simultaneously. Smoke belched and shot

  flew, gleaming red-hot, to fall in empty spaces beyond the crowds.




  While the Etxelur folk applauded and cheered, Nelo watched the princes, who were stunned by the display of the mighty weapons. Only Northland, of the western countries, had the secret of the

  fire drug from Cathay. ‘Look at them, those loud­mouths, Mago and Arnuwanda. They won’t be bragging about the might of their cattle-folk armies now.’




  Their mother came pushing through the crowd. ‘There you two are,’ Rina snapped. ‘Your great-uncle’s back. Dock West One Four. Go and help him. And ask him how he

  managed to be eleven hours late after three years away . . .’
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  The next morning Alxa and Nelo were summoned to the Hall of Annids for the formal Giving Bounty meeting. As apprentice members of the House of the Owl, they had to wear their

  formal uniforms, a black shift topped by a cloak quilted and stitched to look like the wings of the emblematic bird.




  The setting was spectacular. The Hall of Annids, relocated and rebuilt extensively over the ages, was contained within the body of the Wall, just under the roof, and its great stained-glass

  ceiling was one of the wonders of the Etxelur District. Though the sunlight gleamed through the glass it wasn’t a particularly warm day – there hadn’t been a really warm

  day all summer – but the steam-pipe heating was running, and Alxa knew she was going to get seriously hot in this rig.




  ‘And it’s going to be as dull as a Hatti funeral,’ she moaned to Nelo, as they filed into the Hall behind their parents and other Northland dignitaries.




  Nelo just laughed.




  The session was already coming to order, if slowly, and Alxa and her twin sat with their parents behind their distant aunt Ywa. Ywa was Annid of Annids and the speaker of the Water Council, the

  semi-permanent body that governed Etxelur and Northland. Crimm was here, another uncle, the fisherman who had brought Uncle Pyxeas home from Coldland. Other members of the Council attended, along

  with senior members of other Houses: the priest-scholars, the masons who maintained the Wall, the water engineers who managed the drainage of the countryside beyond. Dignitaries from the

  Wall’s many Districts had gathered too, their gowns emblazoned with the numbers and symbols of their homes: Four East, Seventeen West. Only Great Etxelur itself had no east or west

  designation, no number; Etxelur was the centre, the zero. Before the stage, below the Northlanders, sat the guests in their parties: Carthaginians and Hatti and Muslims and Germans and Franks, even

  a few Albians, stern and silent. In all there were perhaps fifty people here in this great and ancient Hall. And as they waited for the session to begin, the foreigners, dignitaries in their own

  countries, showed signs of restlessness.




  They were all waiting for Pyxeas.




  At last Alxa’s great-uncle came bustling into the Hall, with slates and scrolls of paper under his arm. He wasn’t in the styl­ised wolf-fur cloak he should have been wearing to

  mark his membership of his own House of scholars and priests; instead he wore smelly-looking furs that seemed as if they were still crusted with seawater. And he was accompanied by a young man,

  short, stocky, plump-looking, with a flat, sketchy face and short dark hair. He too was bundled up in a fur jacket and trousers, and he looked uncomfortably hot. He was a Coldlander, Alxa realised;

  he must have travelled back across the ocean with Pyxeas. The scholar glanced around, squinting, short-sighted, comical with his ruddy face and shock of snow-white hair sticking up around a bald

  pate. Alxa hadn’t seen him for three years; he seemed a lot older than she remembered.




  Everybody was staring. One of the foreigners laughed behind her hand.




  ‘Oh,’ Pyxeas said at last. ‘Am I late? You should have started without me.’




  Ywa stood, her black owl cloak rustling, and indicated empty seats on the stage close to her. ‘Please sit, Uncle. And your, umm, companion.’




  ‘Where’s the delegation from Cathay? My colleague Bolghai promised me his collated information on the changing mix of atmospheric gases which, which— Well, we won’t

  achieve full understanding without that. But if he’s not here, he’s not here.’ He looked up at Ywa. ‘Carry on, child, carry on!’




  Alxa admired Ywa’s calm in the face of such provocation. She glanced around the room. ‘Welcome to the Distribution of the Giving Bounty. Who would like to approach the Council

  first?’




  The visiting parties each sent up a delegate to speak before the Annids, one after another.




  A Frank, from northern Gaira, was the first to speak. He wore a woollen tunic over thick leather leggings, his greying blond hair was worn long, and he had a carefully shaped and combed

  moustache. He was old for a farmer – more than forty, at least – and Alxa thought his face was oddly slack, like an empty sack, the face of a man once plump. ‘It began with the

  years of rain,’ he said. ‘Five years back for us, it was – I know it’s been different for some of you, the detail of it anyhow. That first summer we got hailstones the size

  of your fist that just smashed down our crops . . .’ As he spoke, translators from the House of the Jackdaws, the traders and negotiators, murmured into the ears of the Annids. ‘We

  tried harvesting the grain but it was wet and soft. Even the hay was too wet to be cured. Animals stuck in the mud or drowned, cattle, sheep. Come the next summer our reserves were exhausted, and

  it rained so hard we couldn’t get the planting done. That was the year the rest of the animals were slaughtered.’ He was a proud man, Alxa could see that. He hated to be standing here

  begging for help. Yet here he was.




  As the Frank spoke, Pyxeas made notes with pen and ink on his lush Cathay paper, muttering and murmuring. The Coldlander lad helped in small ways, handing him paper, fetching him water. Pyxeas

  was nervous, intent, but he seemed on the edge of exhaustion. Alxa saw his head nod over his papers, the scribbling stylus slowing, until he drifted to sleep – and then he would wake with a

  start, and an odd barked grunt, and he would turn his head like a short-sighted bird.




  ‘I’ll cut it short,’ said the Frank. ‘We had hopes for this year. But the winter was from the gates of hell – you know that. We had snow on the ground long after

  the spring equinox, and even when that melted back the ground stayed hard frozen beneath and you couldn’t get a hoe in it. We ran out of wood to burn! We have pleaded with our gods. We have

  sacrificed what we can – we have little left to give. My priests say it is only the little mothers of the Northland who listen. So I am here, Annid of Annids. In the past we have come to your

  aid in your hours of need.’




  ‘I hear you in friendship,’ Ywa said. ‘Even now we have troops of Frankish warriors patrolling our eastern flanks against incursion of German bandits.’




  Rina murmured to Alxa, ‘Just as in the south we have German soldiers kicking out Frankish nestspills, but don’t tell this fellow that.’




  Before the man’s dignity, Alxa was faintly repelled by her mother’s cynicism.




  Everybody seemed relieved when the old Gairan at last bowed and withdrew. But the next supplicants, more from Gaira, then from the German nations south of the great forest, had much the same

  story to tell: of years of rain, failed harvests and famine, and now the cold. The dismal accounts began to have a cumulative effect on Alxa. Was nowhere spared?




  Now there came a Carthaginian, a worthy of some kind called Barmocar. He was a man of about forty with hair that looked suspiciously deep black to Alxa, and he wore a robe of heavy cloth dyed

  richly purple, a shade much envied in the fashion houses of the Wall but which remained a Carthaginian secret. Alxa had met Barmocar’s wife, an elegant if arrogant woman called Anterastilis.

  She wondered what relation Mago was to Barmocar – a son perhaps, or a nephew. The Carthaginians were an empire of merchants who didn’t have kings and princes like other farmer-nations,

  like the Hatti, say. But just as in North­land, in Carthage family ties were everything when it came to the distribution of power.




  And Barmocar spoke, not of rain as in the northern lands, but of drought in the once-fertile plains of North Africa.




  ‘Years of it. I doubt you can imagine the consequences. The earth itself cracks and dries, and the soil blows away on the wind. The cattle lie in the heat, too listless to brush away the

  flies swarming around them. And the children too, their bellies swollen, whole communities ravaged by diseases. Yet despite our own privations, we of Carthage ensure that our neighbours do not

  suffer, if we can aid them . . .’




  Rina whispered to Alxa, ‘I never liked Carthaginians. Arro­gant, bullying and manipulative. I’ve been warned about the sophistry this one’s to come out with. He’ll

  make a case that Carthage is a great nation, a giving nation, all the while wheed­ling under his breath for fish and potatoes, so he has it both ways – oh, I can’t listen to

  this.’ She stood and said loudly, ‘With your permission, Cousin Ywa. Good Prince Barmocar, I am confused.’ Her words were hastily translated into Barmocar’s own thick

  tongue. ‘This tale of woe you recite – are you here to beg for bounty? Begging like these others, the Franks and Germans and the rest, these “poor rudimentary farmers”, as I

  have heard you describe them? And a bounty from us, whom I have heard you describe as “a thin godless smear of ignorance and incompetence on an undeveloped landscape”?’




  Barmocar glared, his face suffused with red.




  Ywa sighed. ‘Sit down, Cousin. The man is an ambassador.’




  Rina complied. But Alxa could see from the look on her face that she was satisfied with the work she had done.




  Barmocar continued, ‘On the contrary, madam. If you had not interrupted me I would have explained that we are here solely to offer what succour we can to our neighbours and allies.’

  He smiled, arms open in generosity, and spoke on about gifts and giving.




  But Alxa, relatively innocent in this kind of duelling, saw that her mother had forestalled whatever subtle request for assistance he had intended. His humiliation was apparent, as was the

  barely concealed gloating on the faces of the Hatti, long-time rivals of the Carthaginians. Alxa wondered how many children in Carthage would go hungry because of this nasty little exchange.




  Nelo whispered, ‘Good old Mother, she always has had a tongue like a poison dart.’




  Still the delegates came forward with their tales of agony, one after another. Pyxeas made endless scribbles, and his pile of notes grew to a heap of papers and slates under his seat.




  Only the gruff Albians sat unmoving, massive men in furs of bear hide, neither pleading poverty nor boasting of riches. They were known across the Continent; their priest-warriors travelled the

  northern lands, through great belts of land that had once been farmland and were now given back to the forest, preaching of the return of the old northern gods. Everybody knew they were all

  right. These bulky, powerful men were here only to remind the representatives of the starving farmer folk that any attempt to share the bounty of their rich, ancient forest would be met by

  uncompromising force.




  Alxa murmured to Nelo, ‘Remember what Giving days used to be like, when we were little? Races on the beach. Swimming. People coming from all over with exotic fruits and stuff, and all

  those spicy meat treats we weren’t supposed to eat. Swordfighting and cavalry charges . . . Now this.’




  Nelo shrugged.




  But it was true. The world’s slow collapse into cold, flood and drought and famine, had coincided with Alxa’s own growing up, her own journey into the complicated years of

  adolescence. Sometimes she wondered if she was just projecting her own mixed-up moods onto the world. But no, the world really had been getting worse, and it was just her bad luck to be growing up

  in the middle of it.




  When the submissions were finished Ywa turned to Pyxeas, and waited.




  It seemed to take him some time to notice that the Hall had fallen silent. He looked up at last, stylus in hand. ‘What? Eh? Are we done?’




  ‘We are, Uncle. Have you not been paying attention?’




  ‘Well, of course I have, my girl, and you were just as impatient when you were a child,’ he said, rebuking the Annid of Annids, oblivious of raised eyebrows around the room. ‘I

  take it you’re ready to decide on the allocation of the Giving Bounty this year.’




  ‘That is why we’re here,’ she said drily.




  ‘Well, I, Pyxeas, have something to say.’ He glanced around at the banks of foreigners. ‘But not in front of these fellows. What I have to say is for your ears first. You and

  the other Annids – the Water Council. For the ears of Northlanders. Then you can decide what to say to your guests.’




  Ywa considered this for a long moment. Then she stood and turned to the delegates. ‘Forgive me. We must withdraw for a private session. We will resume in the morning. I assure you we have

  taken all you have said into our hearts. In the meantime please enjoy our hospitality. Thaxa, perhaps you could ensure that everything is organised?’




  ‘Of course.’ Alxa’s father got to his feet with a beaming, inclusive smile; this was what he was good at. ‘Please wait, you will be served refreshments, while I arrange

  for escorts and guides for all of you . . .’ As he hurried from the room, the foreigners, scowling or shaking their heads, got up and began to mill around the Hall.
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  They gathered in an anteroom, much smaller than the formal Hall. Here the Annids and the House elders loosened their formal clothing and stripped off their stiff cloaks, sat

  informally on benches and chairs, and sipped water and tea brought to them by the servants Ywa summoned.




  Only Pyxeas stood, at the centre of the room, with his Coldlander companion at his side. Alxa remembered her great-uncle from the long-gone days of her childhood, a big, beaming, avuncular man

  who would play clumsy magic tricks, and later he had tried to coax a little scholarship into her head. But looking at the expression on his face now, and having heard so much dismal news already

  today, she feared what he had to say.




  The scholar began speaking even before they were all seated. ‘You must understand how my conclusions remain contingent upon the information I was to have been supplied by the Cathay

  scholars. Without that—’




  Out of hearing of the foreigners, Ywa gave way to her irrita­tion. ‘You went to Coldland with the financial support of the Water Council—’




  ‘And my travels aren’t done, by the way.’




  ‘You were given this support on the understanding that you would learn sufficient about the changing weather to enable us to understand what comes next, for us and the world.’




  ‘There can never be a definitive answer, that’s not in the nature of philosophy—’




  ‘Now you have interrupted the bounty ceremony and carted us all off in here, and the mothers only know what our guests will make of that!’




  ‘You’ll understand why when I tell you—’




  ‘Tell us, then, man! What have you learned?’




  He paused, and considered. ‘Only that we have the answers already. The cause of the dismal seasons we are suffering, as attested across the Continent too. Our ancestors knew it all along

  – or rather, they remembered.




  ‘Avatak, give me that scroll – no, boy, that one.’ He took the yellowing scroll, rolled it out, and began to read. ‘In the beginning was the Gap. / The awful interval

  between being and not being. / The tension of emptiness caused the creation of an egg, out of nothing. Its shell was ice and its contents were slush and mud and rock. / For an unmeasured time the

  egg was alone, silent.’




  His gravelly voice, the familiar text, fixed the attention of everyone in the room. Alxa knew these words, as surely did everybody else. This was the mythos of Northland, the oldest, deepest

  part: the account of the earliest days, before history, before the Black Crime of Milaqa, before the heroism of Prokyid who defied the Second Great Sea, even before the exploits of Ana herself who

  had founded the Wall.




  ‘Then the egg shattered. / The fragments of its shell became ice giants, who swarmed and fought and devoured each other as they grew.




  ‘Meanwhile from the slush and mud grew the first mother. She gave birth to the three little mothers, and to their brother the sun, and to the earth serpent and the sky thunderbird. The

  first mother tended the ice giants as lovingly as her own cubs.




  ‘All time might have ended there, with the first mother and her family. / But for the restlessness and envy of the giants.




  ‘They fought each other for the attention of the mother, and drove off her true children. / At last, sadly but with love, she allowed the giants to destroy her in their wars.




  ‘Enraged and saddened, they threw the sun in the sky, and cast the little mothers into the dark. / Then they made the world from the mother’s body, the land from the bones of rock

  and the mud, the sea from her slush blood. / Their sculpting was violent and rough, which is why the world is such a jumble now, with shaved-off hills and valleys too big for the rivers that

  contain them . . .’ He skipped ahead. ‘The three little mothers and the sun had stood by dismayed while the giants fought. / Now the mothers spoke to the sun, and together they woke the

  shell of ice, and asked her to lift the weight of death from the world. She did so, and the ice sailed into the sky to become the moon. / The three mothers touched the revealed world, and shaped

  the wreckage the ice giants had left behind into a living world . . . I think that’s enough.’ He rolled up the scroll. ‘You see? You see?’ He slapped the scroll to emphasise

  his point. ‘It’s all – in – here.’




  Rina scowled. ‘What is? By the mothers’ bones, don’t give us children’s stories, man.’




  ‘Children’s stories? Have you heard of Euhemerus?’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘Greek philosopher. Or perhaps Hatti. Died a long time ago. Anyhow he believed that our myths are our oldest account of ourselves. They’re not just stories, you see, though

  that’s what they teach you in school nowadays. They describe events that really happened. Important events, major, world-changing events. That’s why they were remembered, and

  written down, and why they became the strange sort of mass memory we call a myth.




  ‘And any of you could have confirmed the truth of those myths for yourselves, had you gone out in the world and looked, as have I, Pyxeas. If you had learned to read the

  great book of the world, as I and some others have learned. I have seen the shorelines of lakes long vanished. I have seen ridges of rubble strewn across the continents, left by the retreat of

  great ice sheets. I have seen valleys gouged by long-melted glaciers. And indeed you could have found the truth in our own Archive. We have records going back millennia – not even the Hatti,

  not even the Egyptians go back as far as we do—’




  ‘Oh, Uncle!’ Ywa cried. ‘Get to the point. Why did it start to rain five years ago, all across the Continent?’




  ‘Because the air got cooler. You must know that the air, invis­ible all around us, is a jumble of gases. It contains vital air which sustains a flame, and fixed air which is

  produced by a flame, and other inert components. And water! In the form of vapour.’ He glared at them. ‘Come on, come on! I taught too many of you these basic principles; have

  you forgotten how to think while I’ve been away?’




  Alxa said slowly, remembering her lessons as she spoke, ‘When the air cools, it must drop the moisture it holds.’




  He pointed at her. ‘Yes! You have it. The abnormal rainstorms themselves were a sign of the cooling of the air. Then as the rain washed out, the currents of the air were deflected –

  pushed away by the gathering cold in the north – and settled into a new pattern of persistent and dry winds from the west.’




  ‘Which,’ Ywa said, ‘eventually brought drought to the south­ern lands. Is that what you’re saying?’




  ‘Yes. But why is the air cooling, and indeed the world as a whole? The ultimate cause seems clear . . .’ He dug out a bit of Albian chalk, and rapidly began to sketch on the

  plaster wall: a spinning sphere, its axis tilted, swooping on a curved path around a scribbled sun. ‘The earth! The world on which we stand, spinning and sailing through the void in a manner

  long ago determined by the Greek scholars brought to Northland by Pythagoras, and measured in detail by generations of astron­omers. It’s a very precise art, you see; you can measure a

  star’s apparent position in the sky quite exactly . . .’




  Crimm the fisherman was a tough-looking man in his thirties. He sat in loose shirt and trousers, arms folded, legs outstretched, and he watched Pyxeas’ performance with a grin. ‘I

  got this stuff in my ear all the way back from Coldland. You wouldn’t believe he’s talking about sunshine, would you?’




  Ywa seemed baffled. ‘Sunshine?’




  ‘Yes!’ Pyxeas cried. ‘The world’s spin is not unchanging, you see. The axis wobbles and nods, like a child’s top spinning on a table. Why the world behaves

  this way is not clear. The Greeks were always divided. Some said the whole cosmic apparatus is like an imperfect machine – rattling like a badly tuned steam engine. Others believe that

  consciousness suffuses the cosmos; perhaps the earth makes a deferential dance around the sun, nodding and bowing like a courtier of New Hattusa.




  ‘But the why is not important. The question is, what differ­ence does this make to us? And yes, fisherman, the difference is the sunshine. No two years are identical. Because of these

  features of the planet’s orbit and spin, in this epoch year by year the world is getting less sunshine – or to be precise, the strength of the sunshine falling on a given spot on

  the world, say here at Etxelur, at a particular time, say yesterday, mid­summer solstice—’




  Ywa said, ‘So you claim the whole world is cooling.’




  ‘I could tell you that,’ Crimm said. ‘More bergs every year. And the ocean currents are changing too. Any fisherman will tell you. We have to go further and further south to

  find the warm water that the cod like. And as for the catch itself—’ He went to his chair, pulled a canvas sack out from underneath it, and produced dried fish. He passed them around

  the group. ‘This is all we’re bringing home.’




  Alxa got hold of one, a fish as hard as a wood carving. Sometimes still called by its traditional name of Kirike-fish, this was the main produce of the Northland’s fishing fleets, cod

  caught in masses and quickly salted and dried. It would keep for a year or more, and, easy to transport, was the staple of Northland’s provision of food to the rest of the Continent. But the

  fish seemed small to Alxa, who had seen fishermen return immense specimens before, some as long as the fishers were tall; this was less than the length of her forearm.




  Crimm said, ‘The point is, we’re having to sail twice as far to return half the yield. Before you Annids decide how much to dole out to our continental neighbours, you need to

  remember that.’




  Now the debate on the Giving Distribution started in earnest.




  ‘We must keep what we have for our own people,’ said one man. ‘If the trends Pyxeas describes continue, if our water courses freeze, if our trees fail to produce

  fruit—’




  Rina shook her head. ‘That’s short-sighted. There are always more farmers than us – and some of them are already here. Nestspills from their failed farmlands in Gaira and the

  Continent, even from the fringes of Albia. Our guard and the mercenaries might keep some of them out. Far better to buy them off with a little cod than have them come here and consume

  everything.’




  There were many objections to that, and the discussion grew heated.




  Pyxeas was growing agitated. ‘You’re not thinking it through. Any of you. You’re not thinking it through.’ But for now, in a swirl of argument, nobody was

  listening.




  The Coldlander boy was with him, silent and stolid. Pyxeas rested his hand on the boy’s arm. The stranger seemed to sympathise with the scholar, over dilemmas he could surely barely

  understand, and the little scene surprised and touched Alxa. Alxa suddenly felt very sorry for this ancient great-uncle, tortured by the knowledge that was evidently eating away inside him,

  knowledge he seemed so poor at sharing. She got up and went to him.




  Pyxeas looked at her warily, squinting. ‘The light is so poor in here. You’re not Rina, are you?’




  ‘No. I am Alxa. Rina’s daughter.’ She took his arm and made him sit down, and knelt beside him, holding his hand. ‘Just tell me, Uncle. What is it that we don’t

  understand?’




  He looked at her with a kind of bleak gratitude. ‘That this isn’t some anomaly. Some variation from the norm. These recent seasons of cold and rain and drought. The astronomical

  calcula­tions prove it . . . This is the future. It will get colder and colder. This is inevitable. Maybe you can buy off some of the farmers this season. But next summer, when they come

  again – what then?’




  Still nobody else was listening.




  Ywa clapped her hands to call for order. ‘Pyxeas, your con­tribution has been – umm, invaluable. Crimm, perhaps we can discuss the question of the fish stocks before we must face

  our guests again, and decide on the bounty we can afford . . .’




  They began to file out of the room.




  Pyxeas, abandoned, collected together the scrolls and slates littering the floor with the Coldlander boy.




  But Alxa stayed beside him. ‘Uncle,’ she said cautiously. ‘Are you saying you understand? You understand why, how, the world is cooling down?’




  ‘Yes. No! Not quite,’ Pyxeas admitted miserably. ‘There was a divergence.’




  ‘A divergence?’




  ‘According to the historical record there was a warming, when the world should have been cooling. Lasted up to about two millennia ago. An anomaly. I don’t know what caused it

  – don’t know why it ended – I don’t have the numbers to match the anecdotal evidence. Still less do I understand what caused it. And until I know all that, I can’t see

  the future with any definitiveness. And that’s why I needed to speak to the scholars of Cathay.’




  Much of this went over Alxa’s head. ‘But you quoted the lines about the ice giants. You’re not saying the ice giants were real? And that – what? That they’ll come

  again?’




  He looked at her, as if seeing her clearly for the first time with his rheumy eyes. ‘No, child. The ice giants weren’t real. People can only describe the things they see in terms

  they understand. But the ice – that was real.’




  Rina came to Pyxeas now, and stood over him, evidently disapproving. ‘Then what must we do, in your opinion, Uncle?’




  ‘Leave here,’ he said simply.




  ‘What?’




  ‘Northland cannot be saved. Leave here – now, if you can, next year, if you must. No later.’




  For a heartbeat Rina seemed so shocked she could not speak. Then she asked, ‘Who?’




  ‘All of you! All the family! And take the treasures – the lore of the ancients, the information in the archives. For that is how we will rebuild in the future, by remembering the

  past.’




  ‘Leave Etxelur? Leave the Wall? What are you saying? Where should we go?’




  ‘Anywhere that will take you – as far south as you can.’




  ‘Gaira?’




  ‘No – further, further!’




  Rina seemed outraged. ‘Our ancient family should abandon Etxelur, after so long, all for a little cold weather?’




  ‘Not just weather. This is the longwinter, child. And it is returning—’




  ‘You quote myth at us, Uncle. Do you remember the words of the blessed Ana, when the sea first tried to take the land? We will not run any more. Single-handed she built a mound to

  defy the sea. We will not run. This is the future! This! That is what she said, and she inspired those who followed her, and Northlanders have not run from that day to this.’




  Alxa stared at Pyxeas and her mother, barely comprehending, struggling to believe any of it. ‘And you, Uncle Pyxeas? What will you do?’




  ‘That’s obvious, isn’t it? My understanding is still incomplete, my compilation of information imperfect. I have to get it all together while there is still time . .

  .’




  ‘Where will you go?’




  ‘Cathay, child. Cathay. Oh, do be careful with that slate, Avatak, you clumsy oaf!’
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  The First Year of the Longwinter: Autumn Equinox




  In the end it was a poor summer, and a short one, with the heavy frosts coming even before the autumn equinox.




  It had been a summer dominated by the after-effects of the previ­ous winters. Lingering ice masses in the northern lands and in the mountains, though still scattered and separate,

  reflected away the sun’s heat. Meanwhile more ice tumbled into the northern ocean from grow­ing, unstable glaciers, and bergs marched steadily south. The sudden injection of so much cold,

  fresh water disrupted the great, warm ocean streams, cooling the land further. All this during the summer months, the warmest.




  Now summer was over, for better or worse, and the world’s relentless orbital dance took the northern lands through the autumn equinox. Even as humans around the planet gathered to

  celebrate this latest moment of astronomical symmetry, the cold closed its grip once more.




  





   


 


 


 


10


 


 


 


 






  Kassu was woken by a kick in the ribs, in the dark, in his house.




  ‘Henti?’ It was cold for an Anatolian autumn night. Under a heap of furs, with his wife beside him, he had been sleeping deeply, and it was taking him time to surface. Had he slept

  late? Today was the day of the nuntarriyashas, New Hattusa’s equinox festival, and his wife wouldn’t want to be late for that . . .




  A kick in the ribs, though? Henti was asleep; she hadn’t delivered that.




  He rolled on his back. There was a mass in the dark, looming over him. ‘Palla?’ But through the thin partition walls he could hear the priest, Henti’s cousin, the house’s

  only other inhabitant, snoring. Who, then?




  A stranger in his house. His heart lurched. The land swarmed with raiders, bandits, the starving. This farm was within the circuit of the city’s New Wall, but that was no safety at

  all, not if you let your guard down. He kept a steel dagger under his pillow. He reached for it. It was gone.




  And he felt cold metal on his bare chest. ‘Looking for this?’




  ‘Zida. You’re a dog’s arsehole.’ He said this softly to avoid waking his wife.




  Zida cackled, and he pricked Kassu’s chest with the dagger’s tip before he set it down, just to make the point. ‘You’re getting slow, old man.’




  ‘I’m younger than you.’




  ‘Get your finger out of your wife’s honeypot and put your boots on. We’ve got a job. A bit of scouting. Assignment from General Himuili himself.’




  Grumbling inwardly, longing for sleep, Kassu rolled out of bed and searched in the dark for the night-soil pot. Henti’s breath was even, undisturbed. She hadn’t noticed a thing. And

  in the next room the priest snored on, oblivious.




  When he emerged from the house a little light had seeped into the sky, which was a lid of cloud. He glanced around at his farm, silent and dark, the main house, the meaner shacks of the slaves

  and itinerant workers, the pens that contained his few scrawny cattle. To the south he saw the great mass of the city within the ancient Old Wall, the central mound of the Pergamos on which the

  tremendous dome of the Church of the Holy Wisdom was picked out by lantern light. The carpet of suburbs outside the Wall glowed with night fires. This was New Hattusa to kings and administrators,

  but the city was still Troy to the bulk of its inhabitants, a thousand years after the Hatti kings had made it their new capital.




  He could see Zida standing at the edge of one of Kassu’s potato fields, stirring dry muck with his toe. Kassu walked that way, pulling his woollen cloak around him. A few flakes of snow

  swirled out of nowhere, heavy and moist, settling on his cloak and on the ground.




  Zida looked him over. Kassu wore his scale armour over his tunic, greaves on his legs, helmet jammed on his head, and he carried his short stabbing spear, curved sword, dagger. Zida, similarly

  equipped, grinned. ‘Expecting trouble, are we?’




  ‘I don’t imagine the Chief of the Chariot Warriors of the Left got me out of bed to dance for Judas.’




  ‘Oh, yes, it’s Judas Day, isn’t it? Well, we’ve some scouting to do before we join in the hunt for the Missing God.’




  ‘All right. Which way?’




  ‘North.’ Which was beyond the potato field, and away from the city. ‘I don’t want to trample your precious crop of Northlander apples with my big feet. Which way to walk

  around?’




  Kassu shrugged and set off across the field. ‘Doesn’t make much difference.’ More snowflakes fell on the churned ground, where the potato crop was a mess, with furry growths on

  leaves that looked black in the low light. A couple of rows had been dug up from the dry earth to expose tubers that were nothing but a pulpy mush. ‘The blight got them,’ Kassu said

  simply.




  Zida grunted. ‘I once met a Northlander who said you should plant different sorts of potato, because then one kind of blight can’t get them all.’




  ‘Northlanders are full of shit.’




  ‘Well, they’re full of something, for you rarely see them starve.’




  ‘I thought we’d get away with it this year. It hits overnight, you know. The blight. One day you think you’re fine, the next your potatoes are rotting in the ground.’




  Zida laughed, striding out. ‘Your choice, my friend. You decided to become a Man of the Weapons. I prefer my pay in silver, not in dusty land.’




  ‘But somebody has to work the land. If nobody grows any food, what will there be to buy with your silver?’




  ‘Whores,’ Zida cackled.




  Kassu said no more, for he knew there was no more to say. Zida, a few years older than Kassu at thirty, was a solid man with a face left battered by years of warfare, of pitched battles against

  the enemies of the Hatti King, and in more recent years smaller-scale actions against packs of hungry wanderers and bandits. Zida really did think no further ahead than the next pay purse, the next

  whore. He was a soldier, he expected to die in battle sooner rather than later, so why worry about the future?




  But Kassu had a wife, they had had a child who had died of an infant sickness despite all the ministrations of the surgeons and the priests, and they wanted to try again. And Kassu had come of

  age in the years when the great drought had clamped down, and the farmers had abandoned their land. He had seen the reasoning when King Hattusili had set up his scheme to have soldiers made Men of

  the Weapons, to be given farmland and tax breaks instead of a regular salary. Somebody had to work the land. It wasn’t just the shortage of food; when the farmlands were abandoned tax

  revenues imploded.




  But Kassu was a city boy He had not anticipated the impact of the drought, and now the cold that worsened year on year. In the spring the plants would not grow and the trees would not bud; in

  warmer, moister intervals later in the year you might get a surge of growth, but then the early frost would ruin your crops, and anything that did grow the rabbits would take. They even chewed the

  bark off your fruit trees. In the very worst months your soil would dry out and blow away, just dust.




  And now snow: snow, on Judas Day! In New Hattusa! He had thought last winter was as bad as it could get. What was to come this year?




  Zida watched the snow fall suspiciously. ‘Let’s hope it doesn’t lie. Don’t want to leave tracks. They say Old Hattusa is cut off already. Snow in the passes.’




  Kassu shrugged. ‘It always snows on Old Hattusa, up on that plateau. No wonder the kings moved out.’




  ‘You’ll be warm enough with that plump wife of yours.’




  ‘Not if you keep dragging me out of bed in the middle of the night.’




  Zida laughed. ‘Who’s Palla, by the way?’




  ‘How do you know about Palla?’




  ‘You asked me if I was Palla before I had your dagger at your throat.’




  ‘A priest. Cousin of Henti. Quite high up; he works in the Church of Our Lady Mary of Arinna. Knows Angulli, I think, the Father of the Churches.’




  ‘So why’s he sleeping in your hovel?’




  ‘He’s close to Henti. Has been since they were kids. He came out a while back to bless the potato fields, when we heard the blight was in the neighbourhood. He’s come out to

  stay a few times since.’




  Zida looked at Kassu. ‘That’s good of him,’ he said neutrally. ‘Can’t be much of a priest, though. Didn’t save your potatoes, did he?’




  Kassu shrugged. As Zida seemed to be guessing in his own crudely insightful way, Palla had actually caused a lot of arguments between Kassu and his wife. Kassu resented the priest’s

  frequent visits, resented having to feed the man. ‘The will of Teshub Yahweh is not ours to question.’




  Zida laughed again. ‘That’s for sure.’ But he spoke softly, for they were heading into empty country now, away from the city. He put his right hand on the hilt of his

  scabbarded sword, and Kassu found that he’d unconsciously done the same thing.




  They moved without a light, but by now their eyes were fully open to the dark. The land, much of it disused farmland, was mostly empty. Once they saw an animal, like a big dog. It could have

  been a wolf; animals like deer and wolves had been spotted much closer to the city than they used to come. The abandoned countryside was reverting to the wild, some said, even so close to New

  Hattusa.




  Kassu pictured the landscape. New Hattusa sat by the shore of a bay that opened up to the north; to the west a spit of land separated the bay from the Middle Sea. The city was protected by

  layers of defences, some inherited from the deeper past, some planned by the Hatti kings when they first moved the capital of their empire here. There were rivers to north and south, and to the

  east a tremendous New Wall, a mass of Northlander growstone and hard facing stone, that ran from the valley of the Scaramander in the south all the way to the Simoeis in the north. To the west,

  along the coast, there were sea walls and heavily defended harbours. The bay itself, where dredgers worked constantly to clear away the silt of the rivers, could be closed by the raising of a great

  chain across its mouth. And at the heart of all these defensive layers sat New Hattusa, Troy, within the ancient walls that had once famously failed to expel the Greeks, but had long since been

  rebuilt and had not been breached for a thousand years. But there were always threats, especially in these times of hunger and rootlessness. And given the way they were heading, Kassu guessed that

  this night the threat was approaching from the north, from the line of the Simoeis.




  As they neared the river they sought out scraps of cover, staying away from the high ground, keeping to the shade of desiccated copses. Soon Kassu could smell the river itself, a stench of rot.

  The water was no more than a dribble through a bed of sour mud.




  Then Kassu smelled woodsmoke.




  He and Zida found a lying-up point in the ruins of a farm­house, which they entered cautiously. This must once have been a favoured location, a bit of high ground close to the river, even if

  it was near the boundary of the city’s hinterland. Now the house was long looted, burned, looted again, and the interior was open to the sky. There was a huddle of bones lying in one corner,

  which Kassu didn’t look at too closely. The snow, falling heavier now, was collecting on what had once been quite a fine floor of stone tiles.




  Crouching behind a broken wall the two of them peered out at the river valley. On the far side they saw a line of sparks, along the bank. Kassu tried to count the fires, but gave up when he got

  to thirty.




  ‘There they are,’ Zida muttered.




  ‘The river won’t be hard to cross. Not with the water as low as it is. You could just ford it.’




  ‘They might have started already, before it’s fully light. I would. Lucky for us a scout spotted them and came running back with the news. This is supposed to be part of the outer

  defence, along with the New Wall. If I were Himuili I’d build up this border. Walls and ramparts. The river isn’t enough of a barrier any more, you said it yourself.’




  Kassu shrugged. ‘But Himuili can only do what the King and the Hazannu and the rest tell him to do.’ The Hazannu was the city’s top administrator, its mayor, a tough ex-soldier

  called Tiwatapara. ‘They haven’t got the manpower to do everything, not any more.’




  ‘So I’d buy some in. Rus. Scand even. Big hairy idiots the pack of them, but they can fight if you point them in the right direction.’




  ‘Who do you think they are? Turks? Franks, maybe?’




  ‘Hard to tell yet. Listen. You go back, take the bad news. I’ll wait until it’s lighter, identify them, count them, maybe spot when they cross if they haven’t started

  already.’




  Kassu nodded. Splitting up had its obvious dangers, but the sense of it was obvious too. ‘All right. Jesus protect you.’




  Zida, no theologian, laughed at the childish prayer. ‘Oh, stop off at your farm and tell that priest the Turks are on the way. Watch how fast he runs back to his church so Jesus can

  protect him.’
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  By the time Kassu had got to the city, and had talked his way into the Lower Town through the Sphinx Gate in the Old Wall, the day was well advanced and the

  nuntarriyashas festival was already under way The narrow alleyways and public places of the Lower Town were crowded with townsfolk, with farmers like himself who’d come in from the

  country, with traders and merchants hoping to make a quick profit on this day of autumn celebration – and, no doubt, with hungry folk from far and wide who had used the excuse to get into the

  city in the hope that King Hattusili would be generous in opening up the grain silos.




  And, as he tried to get to General Himuili at his station at the King’s Gate, Kassu got stuck behind the Procession of the Searching Jesus.




  The march was a cacophony of noise, colour, dance, working its way around the circuit of the walls in search of the penitent rogue Judas-Telipinu. At the head of the crowd rode Jesus Sharruma

  Himself, mounted on an ornate chariot. The statue, larger than life, brought out of its church in the citadel for this special day, shone with gold plate and was adorned with pre­cious stones.

  Jesus wore a Hatti soldier’s tunic with golden mail, but also the soft felt cap of a scribe; He carried a sword in one hand and a shepherd’s crook in the other, and tremendous palm

  leaves cast in gold crossed to make an arch over His head. And under all the grandeur, it was said, the statue’s core was a simple wooden figure carved by Jesus Himself, son of a carpenter,

  in His old-age exile in Old Hattusa.




  The chariot itself was a grand affair, driven by two soldiers along with burly guards to keep away any overeager celebrants. The holy chariots were one responsibility of Kassu’s own

  general Himuili, whose formal rank was Chief of the Chariot Warriors of the Left, an archaic title with cavalry units having replaced the chariots centuries ago, but its ancient meaning lingered in

  ceremonials like this. The great chariot bearing the god was followed by a crowd – men, women, children – dancing, chant­ing prayers and singing hymns, and crying out supplications

  to Judas-Telipinu, the Missing God, to reveal himself. Jugglers, dancers and conjurers worked the fringes.
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