



[image: Cover Image]





LUCKY’S HARVEST
THE FIRST BOOK OF MANA


Ian Watson


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com




      

      Enter the SF Gateway …


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


      

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


      


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


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


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


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      





PART ONE



PROCLAIMERS




1 • A CUCKOO IN THE HALL


The banqueting hall was crowded for the Lucky’s Day feast and Osmo himself was a little tipsy when two of the town watchmen marched in a fisherman who had berserked…


Tapestries of trees largely hid the sparkly pink granite walls of the hall. Along its south-western side six tall windows stood pivoted wide open, admitting some breeze. Narrow hangings dangled bannerlike between embrasures. The bright honey of evening sunlight flooded through upon the much wider tapestries opposite. Upon woven horzma trees, and yellovers, and larkeries. Only segments of pink wall caught the eye, towers of rock glimpsed through illusory forest. Black pot-bellied stoves of cast iron stood at the base of each, like mechanical servants who were currently inert and cold – though the sunlit floorboards of waxed yellover glowed. The slim flues of the stoves rose up the rock.


Those walls supported a high tie-beam roof of tough fireproof purple tammywood. Crystal chandeliers dangled from the braced beams, their lustres prisming the sunlight so that they seemed almost to be lit. Perched upon one of those massive beams, a cuckoo bird gazed down at the assembly out of its large yellow eyes. A scrawny hump clad in a plumage of wafery scales of drab mottled green flecked with rust, it was the size of a largish kettle. Its cupped feline ears twitched and cocked as it eavesdropped on mingled noisy conversations.


Osmo wasn’t keen on the bird’s presence up there. To be sure, he could always tell the cuckoo to go away. He could bespeak it away. Probably he wouldn’t even need to shout, since the bird seemed to be listening attentively enough. Yet had it come indoors out of sheer curiosity – or had it been sent here? What was there to spy on at his party? Was the cuckoo awaiting some trouble of which he had no inkling?


From where the bird was perched, at least it wouldn’t shit on the buffet.


Snooping cuckoo notwithstanding, Osmo surveyed his festive hall with satisfaction. Scores of his own people from the keep and from the lakeside town as well as various itinerant visitors sat around refectory tables nursing pots of dark beer, frosty glasses of vodka, and platters which they periodically replenished.


On the upper shelf of the long serving table reposed several succulent lamb’s legs, bedded amidst golden potatoes in the charred, hollowed-out logs in which they’d been baked. Plates of minceballs jostled with pig’s trotters, with hams, with mounds of sliced sausage, black and brown and pink, heaps of meat and fish pasties, and tongues. Toasted, speckled bread-cheese sprawled on wooden platters. One bread-mountain remained intact, a ziggurat of flat, crusty barley loaves, buttermilk loaves, dark sourloaf, rye rounds and oat rolls. A cauldron of black blood soup simmered over a clutch of candles. The lower expanse of the table housed slabs of fish, smoked or boiled or baked in paper, as well as pickled in little barrels or set in aspic. Just then one of the cooks carried in a board with split whitefish nailed to it, broiled and browned. Another brought in a roast goose. The town’s flautist played melodies evocative of rushing streams and cascades, though most of the partiers paid scant attention to the music.


And then there were Osmo’s special guests, at the table on the dais. Inventive Elmer Loxmith had come from the neighbouring keep way across the turquoise lake with his doe-eyed young sister Nikki and his assistant Lyle Melator. From away southeast hailed the dream savant, Gunther Beck, looking very portly. From the southern forests, the lively youngest daughter of the woodlord Tapper Kippan: Tilly. Alvar van Maanen, Osmo’s father, was deep in conversation with Gunther. Three years earlier Alvar had yielded up the lordship of Maananfors to his son to concentrate on writing a history of this world, to be called Chronicles of Kaleva.


Yes, writing, indeed.


Mother Johanna was absent, resting upstairs; her blood pressure remained persistently high, a cause for alarm. Otherwise, all seemed well. Fine, excellent.


That cuckoo shuffled closer to the carved king-post linking the beam with the ridge piece of the roof. The bird hopped around. It shut one eye. It cocked its ear towards the doorway which stood open invitingly as well as for extra ventilation. In the paved courtyard outside, a couple of guards armed with lightrifles meandered. The outer gate of the keep also stood open. Unlikely that any uninvited citizen of Maananfors would presume to claim hospitality! The town itself was festive enough already, and probably tipsy enough; later that night bonfires would blaze on the beach. But the outer gate and the heavy tammywood door of the hall remained open for tradition’s sake. Several itinerants, at least, had claimed their opportunity. Some dogs and cats had also sneaked indoors to beg for scraps.


And the cuckoo listened to it all.


‘Do you reckon he’ll show us the stone man later on—?’ This, from the sauna steward, munching a pasty. A phoenix tattooed on his cheek.


‘Get him to speak—?’ The plump bailiff in charge of town tithes, a trotter in his hand.


‘I was told to dust him down personally yesterday—’ The under-housekeeper, a lively freckled widow only thirty years old.


‘How personal does you get, Vivi? Does you polish his tackle? Does it ever twitch?’


‘Oh, Sep, you’re naughty—’


Quitting his seat between Tilly, whom Lyle was entertaining, and the dream savant whom his father was buttonholing, Osmo strolled to stretch his legs and to fetch a freshly chilled glass of spirit. He inhaled the fatty aroma of lamb and the tang of freshly grilled whitefish. Oh, he was conscious of the figure he cut in his embroidered white-silk shirt, his scarlet-striped waistcoat, his breeches with ribbon rosettes at the knee, his vermilion socks and buckled leather shoes. His brass belt-clasp was of a popeyed fish swallowing its own tail. From the belt hung a purse of marks, a ring of keys, and a sheathed knife, as well as a holstered lightpistol of alien manufacture.


Conscious of self – and why not?


Though only of middle height, Osmo had inherited his mother’s sturdy build along with his dad’s grace of countenance. His chestnut hair was richly wavy. The principal blemish on his skin was a black mole on his upper lip, concealed years since by a full moustache. A little pit in one cheek, as of an invisible nail being constantly pressed into the flesh, seemed merely to be an engaging dimple. Otherwise, he was unscarred by contest and conflict.


‘Do you reckon our Osmo has his eye on the Loxmith girl—?’


‘Don’t be silly. She hasn’t enough oomph for him.’


‘Maybe that Tilly Kippan, then? An alliance with the woodmaster?’


 ‘Our Osmo’s a hero. He’s Kaleva’s best bespeaker, right? That’s why his dad handed over the reins—’


‘Best bespeaker pending the autumn gala—’


‘He’ll romp it. He ought to go for one of Lucky’s daughters.’


‘So should I – if I cared to take the risk!’


‘A bespeaker like Osmo couldn’t possibly become—’


‘Become what? Go on, say it.’


‘Well, the zed word.’


‘I can’t hear you.’


‘I’m not intending to shout.’


‘Zombie, zombie.’


‘Shhh!’


Marriageable Osmo. Weddable Osmo, ah yes. Anguished inwardly by his eligibility. Anguished!


Osmo beckoned to his bondsman Sam Peller, an ashen man seemingly his elder by thirty years, though in reality only by thirty months. Whey-faced, with silvery hair and trim white beard, his eyes of ice-blue, Sam seemed perpetually startled as if he had just met with some appalling echo-ghost and been blanched by shock. Sam was usually excellent at security. Alert, and sensitive as a leper tree.


And it was Osmo himself, as a young teenager discovering his strength, who had bespoken Sam thus, earning a thrashing from Alvar – yet gaining almost mystical respect from Sam, who believed himself to have been strengthened and tempered by young Osmo’s treatment of him; who was sure that he had been granted a species of timelessness whereby he would never really age. For Sam had aged already, in one afternoon, many winters earlier, had he not? And ever since then he had remained the same.


Which wouldn’t really prevent Sam Peller from aging more so, once a couple more decades elapsed. Which wouldn’t prevent Sam from dying…Yet, as Osmo was aware, Sam’s superstition was essential to his whole concept of himself.


Some beer had spilled down the front of Sam’s full-sleeved shirt, staining the white embroidery, no doubt when he’d clanked pots with an acquaintance, since Sam always held his own drink well.


‘Osmo?’ (Ah, that mystic gleam of duty in Sam’s eye. He had been blessed.)


Osmo nodded up in the direction of the cuckoo. Any Juttahat activity that I don’t know about?’


Sam shook his head and for emphasis tapped the communicator clipped to his belt. ‘Scouts haven’t sent word of any.’ ‘If only we had a few more of the things.’ ‘Scouts?’


‘Communicators, Sam. Communicators. Ones made by nimble Juttahat hands for their serpent masters.’ But really, this was so much hot air – a sop to Sam’s loyal paranoia. The scouts in question were a few scamps whom Sam had ‘trained’. Probably they were ensconced in some outlying farmhouse, flirting with the daughters of the house.


Sam frowned. ‘For all we know, the Isi may be able to eavesdrop on our calls. Maybe that’s why they let us have bits of equipment. The Trojan horse trick.’


‘Earth ought to supply us with more gadgets. Not just with dribbles of extra population.’


‘Earth’s scared of what happens here, if you want my view. Earth doesn’t want to spark war in its only colony.’


‘Pah, Kaleva’s as much a colony as yon cuckoo is a tame pet.’


To be sure, an Earth Resident and her staff were based at the shuttleport. However, the current incumbent, Penelope Conway, didn’t in the remotest degree administer Kaleva. She or her officers toured occasionally. No one knew what they reported to utterly distant Earth.


‘In my opinion,’ said Sam, ‘war’s essentially a human concept. Did lions wage war back on Earth? Did whales?’ Sam voiced many opinions. Sam sustained his identity by a shell of such assertions built around the dark hollow in himself which hid his lost youth.


Osmo hoisted an eyebrow. ‘How much do you actually know about those creatures?’ Lions, whales…


Sam’s smile was wry. ‘What I mean is, the aliens don’t play war, or else they could probably put paid to us all. They play games with us from time to time, using their Juttahat slaves. Hell, they even trade us some weaponry. I think we ought to keep an eye on the Brindled Isi.’


‘Why? They never caused us any trouble.’


‘That’s why we ought to watch them.’ He glanced significantly at the cuckoo.


Shrugging, Osmo returned to his guests.


‘Now that I’m really into my Chronicles,’ Alvar was confiding to Gunther, ‘it’s rather bemusing to discover the way in which certain events repeat themselves obsessively with variations. To the extent that I can be sure of our history…!’ For the feast, Alvar had donned a striped jacket of black and gold, with a scarlet silk sash around his waist suggestive of some regal award; yet there were ink stains on his fingers which he hadn’t been able, or hadn’t troubled, to clean.


Gunther nodded. The pattern repeats within the pattern, doesn’t it just? Beware that telling your stories doesn’t lock us in to a cycle of repeating our whole history, to our disadvantage this time round. I’m trying to escape from that.’ At three hundred years old the dream savant was so youthful in looks especially now that he was plumping out. A cherubic chubbiness softened a once sharp face. He had certainly been putting on weight of late. Remarkably so. Already he had accounted for sizeable helpings of baked lamb, pasties, minceballs, fish and bread, and he was eyeing the serving table ruminatively even as he talked to Alvar. His brown shirt and breeches weren’t remotely party gear but at least served to contain his increasing girth.


Gunther’s blond hair lapped loose and long upon his shoulders. His grey eyes alone hinted at haunting depths. Gunther’s wife had died two centuries earlier, and it was rumoured that he was trying to resurrect her in his dreams; that this was his secret project.


At least he was willing to travel. Tilly Kippan’s father, a more recent longlife than Gunther, stayed holed up in his forest redoubt, protective of his extended years, using strange trees as his allies and guards.


‘Tilly giggled at some joke of Lyle’s, and touched his hand. Lyle smirked, perhaps hoping to creep to her bed that night. Affected by this, Osmo toasted Nikki Loxmith with his glass and winked flirtatiously, then felt regret, for her brother Elmer grinned back jovially, and raised his own glass as though Osmo’s gesture had obviously encompassed both of them. As indeed it must have done. For Elmer was Osmo’s friend, his colleague, as well as his neighbour, merely separated by the width of a lake. At the sight of Nikki in happy harmony with her brother, a squirm of ill-directed lust had possessed Osmo momentarily. Nikki was only a kid, who returned his gaze innocently, fawnlike, seeing Osmo as a kind of elder brother too.


Whatever the circumstances, Osmo vowed to himself, I must never let myself attempt to seduce Nikki. Could he perhaps wed her one day? No, no, and no. Nikki wasn’t what he sought…


Anguish panged him: a provoking, taunting itch.


 ‘What was that Earthbird called?’ he interrupted his father hastily. ‘The one which could repeat words?’


Alvar recollected. ‘Parrot. Or mynahbird.’


‘Not cuckoo?’ asked Tilly, diverted from Lyle. The presence of a cuckoo was provocative.


‘No, we call these Kalevan birds cuckoos rather than parrots because—’


‘—because we felt compelled to call them cuckoos,’ stated Gunther. ‘And the reason for that is that there were cuckoos in the old stories – but no parrots.’


‘Because,’ Alvar said pedantically, ‘a fellow can usually summon a cuckoo by shouting coo-coo-coo’


‘If it isn’t snooping already. Maybe the cuckoos feel compelled to act as gossips. But sometimes it seems to me, my friend, that they’re a cunning species which has a long-term strategy of spying on us – on humans and Isi serpents alike – protected by our taboo about harming them. And where did that particular inhibition come from? From the cuckoos themselves?’


‘To my knowledge,’ said Alvar, ‘no cuckoo has ever spoken to anybody on its own account about whatever might concern a cuckoo. Unless you know otherwise?’


An unkempt chocolate-and-cream spaniel – one of the hopeful intruders – approached Osmo, wagging its tail. It opened its jaws. It uttered awkward words. ‘Give…food? Give me food?’


Osmo shuddered. ‘Sam Peller!’ he called out; and his bondsman hurried to the dais.


‘Sam: take this mutant creature outside.’ Osmo searched for a word which the spaniel wouldn’t understand. ‘Exterminate it.’


‘Give food…lord?’ begged the dog.


‘Osmo!’ protested Tilly. ‘The poor thing isn’t doing any harm.’ T don’t trust mutant animals.’


‘Is that because you can’t “exterminate” the cuckoo?’ she enquired pertly.


‘Cuckoos aren’t mutants,’ said Alvar. ‘A mutant is a freak among its kind. Cuckoos are all the same as each other. It’s their nature to gossip.’


‘They must have been so bored before we came to this world,’ said Tilly.


‘Heel,’ ordered Sam, stooping to grab the spaniel by the scruff. The dog submitted to restraint.


‘Please,’ appealed Tilly, ‘let me have the dog. Give it to me as a Lucky’s Day gift. I’ll take it home with me.’ Broad-featured, and of generous brow, Tilly’s loose tresses of hair were a golden blonde. Her green gown was entirely embroidered with leaf patterns in varying hues so that she seemed to be the very spirit of woodland. A necklace of dark red garnets, cut in broad flat cabochon style, gleamed like capsules of full-bodied wine against the verdure. But no, she was not what Osmo sought.


How could he refuse his guest? Especially not Tapper Kippan’s daughter. Kippan who had taken the risk of marrying one of Lucky’s daughters, and who had been blessed with long life as a consequence…


‘Sam: take that out and kennel it on its own until the lady leaves our keep.’


‘You’re kind,’ Lyle murmured in Tilly’s ear. Elmer’s assistant wore a roan tunic of maroon-dyed sheep’s leather dappled with grey, a garment which would hide minor stains or burns caused by engineering work. Gold-rimmed spectacles sat on a somewhat snubby nose, now lending intensity to his hazel-eyed gaze, now emphasizing an air of nonchalant expertise. His hair was a frizzy auburn corona.


‘Well, I pity such stray creatures,’ Tilly said. ‘They’re different from their kin, yet they have to live as their kin do…until they eventually die, a little bewildered.’


Was Tilly implying that she pitied her own father? Maybe she might feel that way, so as not to blame Tapper Kippan for the fact that she herself would only live as long as any ordinary mortal would.


‘If it’s to be my dog,’ said Tilly, ‘it needs…reassurance.’ ‘Dog, or bitch: which is it?’ Osmo asked Sam, who investigated. ‘Bitch, Lord Osmo.’


‘Tilly quit her chair and knelt by the spaniel. Fondling its ears, she gazed into its hopeful eyes.


‘What is your name?’ she asked slowly and clearly. ‘Your name?’


The spaniel considered.


‘Out; it replied. ‘Out. Out.’


‘Out,’ repeated Tilly thoughtfully. ‘Very well, I’ll call her that exactly. Osmo, could you possibly bring yourself to proclaim for my dog? To proclaim her a happy life with me in the woods? And maybe a family of puppies?’


‘Not puppies, Tilly. One of them might talk.’


‘That’s a rare mutation.’


‘A freak one.’


 ‘Unlikely to affect her children.’


‘Mightn’t her pups seem rather dumb to her? Disappointing? Won’t she fail as a mother?’


‘Oh, very well, no puppies. That’s probably wisest. But please do proclaim.’


Osmo sighed. To proclaim for a mutant bitch, at his banquet…


‘If that’s the wrapping you’d like on the gift, tender Tilly!’


At a signal from Osmo the flautist fell silent (and hastened to avail himself of drink and meat). Most of the feasters paid attention, in particular one good-looking young man wrapped in a grey travelling cloak. Sam tugged the spaniel round to face Osmo, who marshalled himself inwardly. Soberly. Willing away any fuddle.


‘What is the origin of this dog?’ Osmo asked loudly. His tone was slurred. ‘Originally it comes from the wolves of Earth. Alas, its genetic pattern was twisted in transit through mana-space to Kaleva. Mana-space played a joke on its gene line. Ninety-nine of its kind are born true. One is a freak which can talk and is no true dog at all – nor potentially part-way human – but only a wretched oddity.’


Understand the origin of a thing, and you can control that thing. Origin; then destiny.


Usually so! Destiny could sometimes twist as mischievously as had the genes in this spaniel’s ancestry. The young man in the audience scrutinized Osmo studiously.


‘This dog was called Out because that was what people had always shouted at it. One day it came to a court during a festival where a cuckoo was listening. A kind young lady claimed the dog and took it along with her to the forests further south to live with her. The dog Out would live long and happily and would eat well with her, and she would be the only family it wanted.’


And at this moment, perhaps, Out became barren.


‘Out: this is spoken.’


Spoken somewhat cursorily – yet adequately.


‘Now, Sam,’ said Osmo, ‘kindly take that thing out to kennel.’


‘Wait a moment!’


Unclasping her necklace, Tilly descended a second time from the dais to fasten the chain of gems around the spaniel’s neck. The dog shook itself, reorganizing the gift. Some of the carbuncle stones disappeared within the beast’s coat.


‘Now Out has a collar!’


‘What a precious dog.’ Osmo smiled at Tilly. She flushed momentarily and nibbled her lip, as if taken by surprise, now, by what she had just done. Perhaps this seemed a rebuke directed at Osmo, when she should have been thanking him.


‘I can’t bespeak,’ she said lightly, recovering her spirits. ‘I can at least enhance my dog a little.’


‘I fear,’ was Osmo’s reproachful reply, ‘mutation doesn’t enhance a creature.’


Scarcely had Sam Peller departed with the spaniel than two blue-clad men of the town watch hustled a bruised prisoner into the hall. The man’s bound hands were streaked with blood. The cuckoo flapped its scaly wings and cocked its head attentively.


‘We’re sorry to butt in, sir,’ began one of the watchmen, who sported lavish side-whiskers.


‘That’s all right, Marko. What happened?’


The prisoner stood moodily, a manic twitch to his stance. A slight individual, though with strong arms. A large black mole high on one cheek stared like a coaly supernumerary eye. The fool had tried to disguise this with a surrounding tattoo of a florid brooch, in which this would be the gem, of jet. The effect was of bloodshot eyelids.


‘Hans Werner here stabbed Anna Vainio’s cousin, then the girl herself,’ explained Marko. ‘Midriff and face. They’ll both pull through, but the girl might be badly scarred on the cheek. Cousin had a tendon severed in his hand while warding Hans off.’


‘Damnation! An outburst of desire and jealousy, I suppose?’


Marko nodded. ‘Girls don’t look at Hans because he looks back with that black blem. Hans lost control. People are inflamed, so we had to act right away.’


‘Quite right, Marko. You, Hans Werner: do you hear me?’


Hans jerked and nodded.


‘Why did you stab Anna Vainio and her cousin? Don’t give me the anecdotal reason. Give me the true deep reason. Why?’


For a few moments it seemed as though there might be no answer, but then Hans cried out, ‘I had to! The knife came into my hand. My hand slashed at them.’


‘Your hand slashed at them.’


‘My hand. My right hand.’


‘Why were you carrying the knife?’


‘I’m a fisherman, Lord Osmo. A knife is natural.’ Hans’s gaze dropped momentarily towards Osmo’s own sheathed dagger. ‘We must master our compulsions, Hans Werner. Often we are too much like fish caught on a hook, dragged by the mouth. Our mouth must regain mastery,’ The prisoner was a fisherman on the lake floored with bright blue pebbles, and he had tried to gut his rival and then the girl he desired. If his male member couldn’t enter her, his blade could.


‘How much more so with our passions and our grievances, Hans Werner! Hear me: their blood is on your hands. Your signature is on her face, carved by your hand. His hand is lamed, and your name is Hans.’ The decision was obvious to Osmo. He could smell the vodka in his glass, or was it on his breath? No matter. He contemplated his silver cygnet ring, with a tiny swan of death embossed on it. His thoughts were as crystal clear as the vodka. His own spirit was calm and focused. The hall was entirely hushed.


The fisherman shivered as Osmo spoke. ‘So therefore the bones of your knife hand shall be stone. The flesh shall be as rock. For ever. Your hand shall become a fossil of its former self. I fuse your fingers and your thumb.’


Hans listened, with head bowed.


‘I petrify your tissue,’ Osmo told him. T crystallize your blood to veins in marble. Your stone hand shall never fall off, nor shall you hack it off, for the wires of your nerves would agonize then, and blood would spurt from the stump without ever clotting. You will carry your stone hand around till you die. This is beginning now. The hardening starts. For this is spoken. And the moment that you assault anybody else unless ordered to by a lawful authority, your left hand will likewise turn to stone.’


Hans Werner groaned as his right hand, still bound to his left, became grey and hard and heavy to above the wrist. His left hand strained to support the weight.


Watchman Marko and his colleague nodded. The punishment would satisfy the people. In the silence a young man unknown to Osmo began to clap slowly. Spurred by this applause, other party-goers banged their beerpots upon the tables in appreciation – while the fisherman was led out to continue his life in Maananfors as best he could.


As if to compensate for the business of the garnets, Tilly was nodding a qualified assent to Osmo’s justice; Elmer’s sister looked enthralled, though disconcerted.


Yet the cuckoo did not take wing. It stayed. Osmo hesitated, then drained his glass.




2 • THE STONE MAN SPEAKS


 ‘I’ve another reason for traveling,’ Gunther confessed to Alvar. ‘My nephew Cully has gone missing,’ The dream savant had piled his plate in the meantime with potato pasties and black sausage.


‘Cully? Cully? Is this something I ought to know about for the Chronicles?’


‘I don’t expect so. I hope not!’


‘When you say “nephew”…’


‘I don’t mean it literally. I took his family under my protection. Mother, couple of sisters. They’re direct descendants of mine…and of dear dead Anna. My wife, you know.’


‘I believe I know all the lineage of Lucky inside out, Gunther.’


The dream savant munched dedicatedly. He was definitely gorging himself. Had Gunther become a glutton? Shouldn’t the attraction of food pall somewhat after three hundred years? Really, it wouldn’t do for the host’s father to mention this…


‘You’re wondering?’ asked that man of three centuries. ‘About the difference between memory and history? Is Anna memory to me after so long, or is she history?’


‘I wouldn’t presume—’


‘Yet you wonder. I suppose Anna did become an idol to me quite early. She gave me life as well as love. Long, long life. Almost, it seemed to me, obtained at the cost of her own life, as though she were just some package of elixir which, once opened, must itself begin slowly to decay.’ A potato pasty disappeared into Gunther’s mouth.


Alvar scratched his head. ‘Are you implying that if one of Lucky’s daughters fails to wed, then that girl can retain her own youth permanently? Herself as an alternative to bestowing that vigour on a husband?’


‘So therefore, but for me, my Anna might still be alive today? I very much doubt it! It’s a pointless speculation in my case. Don’t you see? For Anna to outlive me, if that were true – and I only say if – we must needs never have become lovers; never have met; never have known each other. It’s stupid to torment myself along those lines. I’m tempted to suggest, Alvar, that you’re too young to understand the feelings I have. Almost everyone is too young.’


 ‘My own wife is ailing,’ Alvar reminded Gunther.


‘And you’re already a retired lord, I know, I know.’ Gunther squeezed his glass tentatively as if tempted to crush it, driving splinters into his palm, drawing blood. ‘We were speaking of Cully. I could hardly address him as great-great-greatest-grandson or whatever. Too much of a mouthful. Nephew seemed a lot easier.’


‘Seemed? Do you fear he’s dead?’


‘No. I don’t believe that. He was – he is – a persistent young man. I’m used to thinking in the past tense, Alvar, because the majority of people I’ve known are dead. Dreams, by contrast, have no tenses. Or rather they possess a dream-tense all of their own…which I wouldn’t exactly characterize as an “eternal” one. Not as yet, not as yet.’


‘Your nephew,’ Alvar reminded him.


‘Yes, they lived about twenty keys from my keep. Farming folk. Within my tithe zone, nominally. The father was called Cal. Was, yes, was. He was killed in a senseless brush with some Juttahats belonging, I think, to the Brazen Isi.’


‘Excuse me.’ Alvar pulled out an antique black-bound notebook with marbled endpapers. (On the serving table below, the goose had been reduced to a greasy shell and the femur of a lamb jutted nakedly. The declining sun wore an orange veil of cirrus.) Alvar inked a note, and a query. ‘How long ago was this?’


‘Winter. Five years ago. I took the mother and daughters into my home for a while. The next year, I adopted Cully.’


‘Wasn’t he needed on their farm?’


‘I needed someone of my blood who…could take charge of things…during my absence.’


‘Your absence? Absence? Yet here you are, absent, searching for your nephew.’ Alvar sucked at his pen a few times as if it was a pipe. Obviously Gunther was leaving much unsaid, which he did not intend to confide to a notebook.


‘I thought Cully may have decided to meddle with the Isi for revenge, though he’d sworn not to…May I?’ asked Gunther, and took the notebook and pen.


Alvar’s spidery constipated handwriting cramped many thin angular words on each page, most of them abbreviated. The dream savant squinted, foxed by the condensed script, though he remembered well enough how to read. Turning to an empty page, he quickly sketched a youthful face which was frank and open – broad-browed, bold-eyed – though the corners of the mouth drooped somewhat morosely as if doubt had begun to brood. The portrait’s lips were full and sensual, so the pout made him appear intriguing, even sultry. Cully wore his hair long in his uncle’s style.


‘You’re an artist—’


On the opposite page Gunther swiftly sketched a free-flowing silhouette. The owner of the book twitched at this prodigal double use of his paper and reached out protectively in case the dream savant might care to demonstrate his pictorial talent further. To be sure, Alvar had amassed plenty of paper, and Tilly – knowing of his pastime – had brought him reams as a present from Kip’an’keep. Still, one shouldn’t be wasteful.


‘Visualization is vital to the dreamer,’ Gunther said enigmatically, surrendering the black book. ‘If Cully visits here, will you notify me?’


‘My pleasure.’


Gunther indulged in a large chunk of blood sausage; and really, this gormandizing did pique Alvar’s curiosity.


‘You’ll lose your figure,’ he joked – bumblingly, since the truth of this was already plain to see.


Gunther eyed the would-be historian. ‘I suspect it’ll be a cold winter. Need to put on some fat.’


A cold winter? Winter was always cold. The lakes always froze so that you could ride horses on them, drive carriages on them.


The dream savant proceeded to hail Elmer, although not, it transpired, to pursue the same enquiry. ‘Loxmith, I’d like to commission a piece of machinery from you if I might—’ Maybe, after three hundred years, a missing nephew wasn’t of enormous account…


Elmer grinned back at the dream savant. ‘I don’t know that I ought to have come to this party! Seems I’ve already agreed to service Osmo’s skyboat for him. That’ll take me and Lyle a couple of days at least.’


‘You knew you’d be doing that,’ protested Nikki; and Elmer laid a quieting hand on hers. Beneath a mop of black hair which hid much of his forehead, Elmer’s face was candid if lean. Those sucked-in Loxmith cheeks and high cheek-bones, which gave his sister a pert elfin countenance, made Elmer seem both cadaverous and ingenuous – older than his thirty years, yet perhaps…callow? Yet not unaware of this artless facet of his personality, which went hand in hand with a fine technical virtuosity, an instinct for improvisation. His fingers were long, slender, bony – skilful manipulators. He was wearing a leather tunic similar to his assistant’s though buff in hue and more soiled. Dark mellow liquid eyes gave him the air of some consumptive stag draped in its hide; whereas Nikki was a doe – in a velvet, violet gown, her coiled chignon hair tied with a simple bow of peacock-blue ribbon.


‘Ah, there’ll be the question of cost…’, prompted Gunther.


‘Show us the stone man!’ cried a voice from the body of the hall.


Other tongues seconded the cry. ‘Make him speak!’


Beerpots clattered on wood.


Osmo stood. ‘Yes,’ he agreed. ‘It’s Lucky’s Day. Stone Man deserves an airing.’


Descending, he sought out the freckled under-housekeeper.


Vivi arose unsteadily. Bumping some chairs and shoulders, she hurried to join Osmo in front of a tapestry of bottle-green harper trees. Silver threads in the weave mimicked the cords of shiny fibre stretching between trunk and lower branches which a wind would ripple musically. This tapestry hung from a stout brass rod able to swing outward from the wall. Swiftly, tables and chairs were shifted aside. Vivi pulled the arras through a half circle to reveal a deep niche in the pink granite behind. Within stood a pink stone statue of a naked man, arms by his side, fists clenched. He seemed almost an outgrowth from the marble. The stone man’s face was heavy-jowled, his lips fat and self-indulgent, his expression brutal yet appalled. Was that a wen on his right cheek or a petrified teardrop?


Lyle gripped Tilly’s hand reassuringly; which she allowed.


‘A man turned to wood is still alive…’, she murmured.


‘You’ve seen such in your father’s forests?’


‘…but a man turned to stone…’


‘Do you think Osmo should have spoken that fisherman’s hand to wood instead?’


‘No…Stone was right. Wood wouldn’t have been burden enough. He might have screwed in hooks to let him use the hand.’ With her free hand Tilly stroked her own soft and unscarred cheek. Tentatively Lyle caressed her other cheek with his fingertips.


‘I expect,’ she said to him, ‘wood can think…slowly. Can stone think at all? Maybe only one horrified, petrified thought. The same one always, for an aeon.’


‘Oh, Osmo lets the stone man think. For a few minutes, every six months or so—’


*


The sauna steward buttonholed the young stranger who had previously launched the applause. ‘You should approve, eh? Great proclaimer. Thorough bastard,’ ‘Who do you mean?’


‘Who do I mean?’ Little azure phoenix on his cheek rising from a nest of flames, the steward jerked his thumb. ‘Tycho Cammon, ‘course! Stone Man. Him. Who you think I mean? Think I mean Lord van Maanen? That what you think?’ Well in his cups, the steward was as ready for a squabble as for conviviality.


‘I didn’t know the stone man was a proclaimer. I’m sorry.’ (But he knew, of course.)


‘Where you been all your life? Vagrant, coming here, leeching on our hospitality. Where you from, anyway?’


‘The east,’ the young man said vaguely. ‘I’m travelling around.’


‘Woz your name?’


‘Juke.’


‘Sure it ain’t Joke?’ ‘It’s Juke.’


‘That your first name or your second?’


‘It’s how I care to be known. Why a phoenix, if I might ask without causing offence?’


Meanwhile, Osmo stood with arms crossed and one beribboned knee advanced, conscious of his stance, contemplating the man-statue in its narrow alcove…


‘Why…? In charge of the saunas, course. Hot charcoals. Billows o’ steam. A body arises, refreshed, renewed.’ The steward hiccuped, his face flushed with alcohol.


Juke nodded at the steward’s sagacity. So the tattoo was a brand of office rather than a freely chosen adornment expressing the steward’s soul. Deliberately to adopt a stigma of servitude struck Juke as quite absurd, luxuriously absurd. He didn’t say so, or even let an eyebrow twitch.


No one looking at Juke would have guessed that he was of mutant parentage. Of athletic build – a runner, perhaps. When he tensed, muscle sheathed his neck. Greasy fawn hair jutted back from under a large skull-cap as if perpetually windblown. His blue eyes peered frequently into some distance of which he alone was aware, seeking a target.


That morning, after waking in his grey cloak on the pebbly shore, head on napsack, Juke had bathed in the cool lake and slaked his thirst. Then he had wandered around Maananfors, observing wharfs and jetties and fishing smacks, white sails furled for festival. Charm pennants hung from their mastheads, revealing in a flurry of breeze a hand with an eye in the palm, the silhouette of a cuckoo, a black cat’s head. The paddle steamer ferry to Loxmithlinna and beyond was moored to iron bollards polished by the friction of the hawsers. Triangular bunting, snipped from bright old skirts and shirts, decorated its thirty-metre deck. Early-risen crew were playing cards for dried fishbones; loss of money might have kindled ill will, could have caused a knife to gleam.


‘—six o’ hearts!’


‘—ace in the hole!’


‘—twenty!’


Women in shawls and headscarves stood on stools in small wooden boats, butt-ended against the low granite quay, fish and vegetables for sale on planks straddling crates. Other more permanent stalls of the morning market plied smoked fish, sausages, fruit, bottles of berry liqueurs. Further along, on rafts, aproned women leaned from recessed galvanized tubs to soak and wring and scrub striped, chevroned rugs. Some rugs were already draped over wooden racks to dry. Everyone was keen to finish business early today.


Juke halted to stare across the achingly blue lake, at tiny islands accommodating half a dozen trees, some with a solitary log-house crouching almost at the waterline; and at the curve of wooded shore wending in and out, similar houses nestling in bays. In the distance the lake finally meandered away behind low leafy shores. Almost all long lakes meandered, sometimes for a hundred keys.


His sister Eyeno would know how to express the soft appeal of this scene. She was the poetess. Read, write, cross out; read, write, cross out.


The savour of grilling fish assaulted him. A fat cheery woman with a face like a merry pig was vending charred rosy chunks of luckyfish on sticks, to dip into waxed paper twists of dill sauce. She had several customers. Juke teetered. Take the edge off his appetite? Ah, why squander pennies when there’d be plenty of free food later on!


Up there above the town.


Not high above; nowhere was particularly high hereabouts. But certainly set on an upswell of blushing granite, reached by an ascending road cut through the rock: Osmo van Maanen’s keep, a sprawling fortified complex of stout walls, roofs, and towers.


Fasting, Juke roamed. He wended his way past white vertical-boarded wooden houses with decorated gutters eaves, past garlanded shops, and shuttered workshops venting no steam or smoke today.


Trestle tables were being set out on some earthen streets. A gang of small boys scampered, rolling barrel hoops along, which they guided with sticks. Awnings bloomed open. A landlord swept dust from his pub. A lad ran past with a wooden gun, pursuing a friend who wore a serpent-mask. Another snake-faced kid was gaining on the junior rifleman, chanting:


‘—isi-isi-isi-isi-isi!—’


Maidens stepped out in best blue dresses patterned with red and yellow bands embroidered with flowers, tassels of streamers dangling from braided conical bonnets frilled with lace.


Brassy music led Juke to a square shaded by curver trees planted so that their lopsided chartreuse crowns formed archways all around a dusty little park. The navel was a bandstand. Musicians in breeches and candy-striped jackets were tuning up on bombardon, trombone, cornet, and horn. A scattering of elderly spectators eyed the proceedings from irregular rows of wooden slat-seats.


Maananfors was a deal more decorous than where Juke hailed from.


Art, too! Several sculptures stood around the periphery, under the curvers – and also a chain pillory. The neckband and square manacles hung loose from a tall post on heavy long-link chains. No one was a guest in those today.


A girl’s head – and her smooth armless shoulders and upper swell of breasts – emerged yearningly from a column of rough-hewn marble, gazing upward. A nude swimmer surfacing from stone rather than water. Or was she submerging? Was the stone engulfing the last of her?


A plump, nude woman appeared to be melting as she feebly tugged a towel around her loins. Her chubby face, capped with a smooth foam of hair, had almost lost definition; was almost the twin of her huge breasts. Fat nose, snouty nipple: which was which? Her arms flowed amorphously, hands fusing into paws.


From a rough-cut block of stone a bald man’s forceful head emerged, the eyes almost closed, the brow and mouth twisting with the strain…of sustaining that last citadel, of his intellect and senses.


‘You admire our local decorations?’ enquired a gaunt snowy-headed oldster who favoured a cane. He was clad in a black frock-coat buttoned up almost to the throat despite the warmth. A stiff collar showed, though no necktie. His eyes bulged exophthalmicly behind copper-rimmed spectacles.


‘My sister might appreciate these,’ Juke found himself saying. ‘She’s a poet.’


‘You miss her,’ observed the old man.


Juke’s hand fluttered. ‘That girl’s face…emerging from the marble…somehow it reminds me of her.’


‘When Lord Osmo was a kid, sometimes he used to play down here. Watched by his tutor. These marbles might have given him early inspiration, I suppose. A structure for his power…You know all about the tyrant he spoke into stone?’


Juke nodded.


‘I do like to talk to strangers. A lot of the people here in Maananfors don’t especially.’ (Juke couldn’t say that he had noticed anything of the sort.) ‘But not me, oh no. Fundamentally my fellow townsfolk are a dull awkward sort, except when they lose their tempers and a knife comes out. They’re awkward because they’re dull. They don’t know what to talk about, being unobservant. Now, I pride myself that I never bored anyone with my conversation. I noticed your own feelings for your sister, for example. Spotted those right away, since I pay attention. So she’s a poet? I think I could have been a poet if I’d had the time to boil my observations down. That’s what poetry’s all about.’ The talker inclined his head, smiling with a fatuous self-satisfaction which included a hint of intimidation. ‘When I was younger, let me tell you, I stood in that pillory a few times stripped to the waist. Quite an experience. Do you wish to know why?’


‘I think I can guess…sir. Your fellow townfolk didn’t want to seem dull.’


The old man frowned, uncertain whether he was being mocked.


‘We kept a Juttahat in that pillory once, for a month, but it never said anything. I don’t think it could speak. Finally Lord Alvar came to some arrangement, and we released it. It walked away, teased by a pack of boys, though they didn’t dart too close to it. I fought Juttahats twice, you know? On the first occasion—’


The tuba umphed.


‘I think the concert’s starting.’


 ‘Oh no, not yet.’


‘I think it’s rude to leave a performance just as it starts. I’d better hurry along. Good day to you.’


‘If we have the good fortune to meet again—’


However, Juke was already walking away, leaving the veteran to subside into a chair and begin to wave his cane to and fro, conducting anticipatorily with a liver-spotted hand.


A handful of festively dressed families emerged from a manakirk which was rather more steep saddle roof – shingles of tammywood – than chequerboard stone wall, and considerably more wall than window. The campanile stood a dozen metres to one side, capped with glassed lantern and bulbous cupola, its lych-gate base giving entry to the town’s graveyard.


‘—for Saint Lucky?’ piped a girl, and was clipped gently about the ear.


‘—isn’t a true saint—’


‘—she lives for ever—’


‘—by mana-magic—’


‘—the serpents’ sort—’


These persons must be Christian believers, a rare breed. A mana-priest would control the kirk, but mana-priests were usually tolerant.


Juke wandered into the graveyard, curious whether there might be any memorial statuary which had once been human and alive. But there wasn’t. Of course not. Lord Osmo wasn’t given to excesses the like of Tycho Cammon’s. Lord Osmo was impeccable.


Neat mounds of sun-bleached, pinkish pebbles bore large granite cobbles incised with symbols or names of the dead. One per cobble; as many as half a dozen perched on some graves. Rusty iron holders for candles were spiked in the soil at the head of each. A carved waxed swan of rare ivory wood presided on a plinth, its snaky neck curved back like a handle, a bird only to be found on the other side of mana-space. If ever you saw a swan in a dream surely you would die. Narrowing his eyes, Juke imagined the entire walled area entirely cobbled over, and the swan taking wing at last. He slapped his own cheek stingingly. He had almost let himself imagine death; and that wouldn’t do at all.


‘Well, Juke-Juke?’


‘Well what?’ Juke asked the sauna steward.


 ‘What you think? ‘Course!’


As Osmo splayed a hand dramatically towards the stone man in his niche…


Sheer theatre. Speaking was what counted. The power of will and intention. Knowledge of origins. Not ostentatious gestures. But then, Osmo was a lord – determined to act in lordly fashion – and Juke wasn’t. Perhaps Osmo might be vulnerable because of his self-importance…A shade more style than substance? When he’d contested against Cammon surely Osmo must have felt apprehensive? A bit uncertain? No. He wouldn’t have. So therefore Juke must never let himself feel intimidated for an instant.


And Osmo spoke.


Tycho Cammon: you were once a man of flesh and blood. Oh yes, far too much lust for flesh and too much thirst for blood! You burst pet animals apart as a boy, then later you burst your rivals. You stole women willy-nilly. You were a hero against Juttahats, but then your beard grew blue. Galas became terrible, until a young man stood up to you. Without realizing, you had lost mana-focus through excess. You tried to burst the young man with your words, like a ripe peach, but he thought and he spoke stone. And stone was what you became, slowly, from head to foot. That’s what the audience all watched that day: the young tyro petrifying you. Now your stone lips are softening for a while, and also the muscles of your cheeks and throat, and your brain can think again for a while, and your eyeballs can see, and your ears grow soft. But none of the rest of you. For this is spoken. Now.’


And it was happening.


Above, the cuckoo shifted agitatedly, then stilled, straining to hear a harsh whisper in the silence.


Eyeballs grew moist and less opaque as if the stone were sweating. Poised at Osmo’s side, Vivi shivered. She clutched her gown around herself. The sensual lips of the statue cracked apart. The words were gravelly, dry, though with an echo of mesmeric command to them still.


‘Woman,’ said the stone man. ‘You – touch – me.’


Vivi half raised a hand; Osmo caught it lightly.


‘You – dream – me.’


The steward sniggered, and Juke shushed him impatiently.


‘I do not,’ protested the under-housekeeper, half to Osmo, half to the living statue of Tycho Cammon; flushing. Osmo patted the freckled hand he held.


 ‘Good try!’ he called out to the statue. ‘You become aware for a moment. You see a female employee next to me. Evidently she has some slight connection with yourself, in your stone condition. How can you increase that connection? As a potential lifeline -no, a mere thread…’ He chuckled. ‘A gossamer strand will never shift a block of stone. I forbid you ever to speak unless questioned. Do you hear me, Cammon?’


‘I – hear.’


‘Is not your condition preferable to death?’ ‘Per-haps.’


‘I should have my workers smash you with sledgehammers, but I don’t.’


If Osmo was testing, the stone man made no reply.


Releasing Vivi, Osmo slapped her proprietorially on the rump to scoot her back to her seat. Then he clapped his hands together.


‘Cammon, I’ll let you hear our mana-priest declare Lucky’s Day before I put you completely back into stone.’


Could it be, wondered Juke, that Osmo preferred to wait a while? To collect his potency once more? Was Osmo feeling just a shade lethargic right now?


A prim-faced man wearing a grey serge suit and stiff white wing-collar arose shakily. Wispy islands of thin black hair descended from a bald polar sea of white skin. His sky-blue eyes were intense.


‘Density,’ he quavered; then corrected himself. ‘Destiny,’ he continued in a sing-song tone, ‘brought us here to this world -and we are beings dogged by fate in its various guises. Fate which we, which we must fight or cooperate with…but never be unaware of. Events foretold strongly enough can come true…if not necessarily always as desired or expected. Tellings have power, as we see. Great tellers,’ and he glanced at Osmo, ‘can directly mould what is—’


‘Oh, not a sermon,’ sighed the bailiff.


‘Have you dreamed about touching the stone man?’ the steward whispered to Vivi, who was attempting to compose herself. ‘Of course not!’ ‘Maybe not yet, eh…?’


‘—and why is this? Because we came through mana-space -therefore mana drenches our lives on this world. Mana stains our lives, flavours them, scents them. And what is this mana?’


‘Ho, now he’s asking—’


 ‘…a supernatural force, you might say. Not one to worship. But to focus our minds upon – aaah.’


The man was rambling. He too had indulged in chilled vodka. Osmo frowned at him.


The mana-priest squared his shoulders.


‘Today is the four hundred and second anniversary of the date when Paula Sariola, whom we call Lucky, discovered the Ukko in Earth’s asteroid belt. That’s to say, today’s the anniversary of when Lucky entered the labyrinths and cochleas – the inner chambers, mm, of the Ukko. Since she wasn’t actually the discoverer as such…in the sense of actually finding it—’


(‘Oaf), from behind cupped hands. (‘Goof.’)


Vivi dug the bailiff in the ribs.


‘Rather to say, Lucky Sariola was the activator—’


Just then, a small commotion outside the doorway propagated inward: in the shape of guards gripping lightrifles and an urgent, unkempt young woman with short black hair who was clutching a little child…




3 • THE JUDGING OF JATTA


She wore the clothes of the far north: a purple suede tunic to which were sewn many strips of felt, orange, vermilion, and pea-green; over calfskin trousers stuffed into peaked leather boots. The soiled tunic was slashed from neckline to waist as a makeshift sling for the child bursting forth excitedly, and probably cut open to cool her as well. Her boots were splitting. Mud caked her trousers. A broad leather belt girded her waist loosely, sheath-knife dangling. The knapsack flopping from her shoulder looked seriously empty.


‘Lucky Sariola was the youngster, the blessed maiden lass who told stories to that ancient alien, hmm, entity, winning us our passage to Kaleva—’


‘Blessed?’ exclaimed the newcomer. The word became a spluttering cough, and she spat on the floor – or did she simply stoop over to release her skinny dark-skinned child? The boy scampered barefoot – did not by any means toddle – towards the serving table, nostrils flaring, to grab a fish pasty and stuff his mouth with it. Gobbling, he seized a second.


The woman’s spasm subsided. Straightening up, exposing a frilly chemise grey with dirt, ‘Oh Fastboy!’ she cried. ‘Jack!’


The urchin promptly spun around and incongruously, for one who looked to be only two years old, he bowed towards the dais. Munching, crumbs spilling from his lips.


‘I was starving,’ he piped. Grubby brown knees poked from under a threadbare cotton vest.


‘Thus today we celebrate Lucky and give thanks—’ the mana-priest persevered.


‘And give gifts?’ the boy asked hopefully.


‘Wait, Jack!’ The woman brushed a hand across her short jet hair in some show of tidying herself. ‘Lord Osmo van Maanen?’ she enquired, gaze flicking to left, to right, not knowing who was who, settling on large cherubic Gunther.


Osmo identified himself.


‘—give thanks for the life of Lucky Paula Sariola, our Queen.’


‘What do you know about her, baldy?’ chirped the boy. The woman’s mouth twitched bitterly as she swung round: ‘Jack, please!’


‘Who might you be, young lady?’ asked Osmo – as Sam Peller’s hand plucked the priest back into his seat; he had said quite enough of his piece. ‘And who is the precocious sprat?’


‘Lord Osmo, my name is Jatta. Jatta Sariola.’


‘—Sariola—’


‘—did you hear what I—’


‘—I don’t believe—’


‘—just look at the state of her—’


‘—raggle-taggle ain’t the word—’


‘—you do hear as they’re a wild lot in the north—’


‘It’s her daughter!’ exclaimed Alvar to Gunther. ‘The daughter who won’t!’


‘Won’t what?’ The dream savant was gazing distractedly at the woman, shaking his head. She could be dear dead Anna’s own sister, but for the butchered hair. She could almost be Anna herself…


‘What we were talking about. Haven’t you heard any gossip in between your dreams? Won’t wed on any account. I thought that’s why you were agonizing about your Anna, although you denied it…Well well! The Daughter Who Won’t is here – and it looks as though she has after all.’ Out came the notebook again. ‘Or has she? How didn’t I hear? No cuckoo babbled anything—’


Impatiently: ‘You aren’t basing your Chronicles entirely on the sayings of cuckoos!’


‘That kid’s two years old if he’s a day—’


‘That kid’s a strange one, Alvar, I tell you—’


‘—May I claim sanctuary with you, Lord Osmo? Here in Maananfors for myself and my child?’


‘Sanctuary?’


Prey to a flux of feelings, Osmo scrutinized ragged Jatta Sariola. She – or someone – had hacked her hair as though to deny a glossy beauty. Her pear-shaped face had ripened sunbrowned as a shepherd’s. A long scratch arced across one prominent cheek. Her narrow dark eyes without much fold to the lids…he could imagine the customary smoothly moulded butter of her features, those eyelids slit so neatly without creases. The face of a Sariola. Of one of Lucky’s daughters. Who could give long life to the suitor she accepted.


‘Is that boy your own?’ he asked. She couldn’t of course bestow that bizarre gift again, upon a second partner.


‘Jack. Yes, he’s mine…’


Jack scampered; Jack capered; he kicked a leg high, exposing his bare midriff before the vest slid back down. ‘Whereabouts is the father?’


‘He…I didn’t know him long. Only for a few days. My mother expelled me when she discovered.’ Head high, Jatta glanced around the assembly of guests as if careless of opinion; or perhaps intent on evoking pity without contempt. She didn’t enlarge on her explanation.


The hall buzzed; the cuckoo ducked its scrawny neck.


‘—seduced, obviously—’


‘—abducted and raped, for my money—’


‘—for several days on end—’


‘—too fast for a seduction, eh—’


‘—some fellow determined to seize long life—’


‘—whatever the consequences—’


‘—including Lucky’s rage!—’


‘—must have been a man possessed—’


‘Why can’t Osmo question her privately?’ from Nikki. ‘Afterwards?’


‘What, when she asked in public?’ from her brother.


‘Can’t he, even so?’


 ‘I certainly wish to hear!’ Tilly may have saved Out from oblivion, yet mere embarrassment wasn’t lethal – this vagabond woman’s predicament was very intriguing.


‘Who’s she appealing for protection against?’ Alvar prompted his son. ‘Against her mother? We might all be busy celebrating a certain lady – but there’s no accounting for Crazy Lucky’s cranks.’


Osmo nodded. To enrage the madwoman of the north was impolitic. On the other hand, if Lucky was vexed by what happened here in Osmo’s hall then he might never need to approach her about a certain matter…What could it be like to have Lucky Sariola as a mother? Or as a wife, as Bertel Okkonen-Sariola had her…?


‘Lady, I need to know the circumstances.’


‘Circumstances…? Aren’t they plain? I never meant to…take a man. To let a man take me. But one man magicked me, there’s no other word for it.’


‘Who was he?’


‘Jarl Pakken: that was his name.’ T never heard of a Pakken.’


‘He’s my father,’ chipped in little Jack. ‘I want to meet him. I think I want to fight him.’ ‘Hush.’


Suspicion blossomed in Osmo. ‘How old are you…Fastboy?’


Jack flickered his fingers. ‘Sixty days.’


‘What?’


‘I don’t understand it,’ cried Jatta, as, gripping the table, Osmo half rose. ‘But I’m glad of it! My mother drove me out. I wandered I gave birth alone in a forest. If Jack hadn’t grown so quickly I’ have had real trouble keeping a baby alive.’


‘Now here’s a story,’ Alvar exulted; he scribbled minutely. The whole banqueting hall was agog…except perhaps for the under-housekeeper, Vivi. Many people had leapt up to stare at the boy – startled, or fascinated, or superstitiously appalled.


‘—two months old!’


‘—and speaking!’


‘—and understanding—’


‘—he’s a demon child—’


In the confusion Vivi was straying from her seat, back towards the alcove…


*


Osmo’s voice tightened with controlled nausea. ‘Woman, you -mated – with a mutant! You – wasted yourself – on a freak. And a freak is what you gave birth to. No wonder your mother threw you out.’


‘She didn’t know how Jack would turn out. She never saw my boy-’


‘Cuckoos might have told her a mutant man charmed you, Jatta Sariola. There’s a cuckoo right here—’ Sent by whom? By Crazy Lucky, to see that her deceitful daughter reaped suitable justice? ‘It’s watching! It’s listening! For this!’


‘I see the bird. I don’t know its intentions, Lord Osmo.’


‘You mated with a mutant—’


‘Jarl didn’t seem…He was different! Entrancingly, compellingly. Do you understand? He was intoxicating.’


‘Do you expect all mutants to have fingers on their feet – or three eyes? Your child’s a mutant, lady, son of a mutant. Isn’t he?’


‘I don’t know.’ Jatta coughed to clear her throat. ‘Maybe Jarl was like you, my lord? A proclaimer can force events to happen. A proclaimer can overwhelm people.’


‘If I had a son,’ Osmo fairly roared, ‘he wouldn’t start speaking within a few days of his birth! He wouldn’t be running around gobbling fish pies!’


‘—Our Osmo’s right—’


‘—one of Lucky’s daughters opening her legs to a damn freak—’


‘—immortalizing him, I’ve no doubt—’


‘—what I wouldn’t have given—’


‘—catch me risking it—’


‘—well, it weren’t rape—’


‘—gave herself willingly—’


‘—at least she’s honest—’


‘—brazen—’


‘—her mum must have hacked her hair off—’


Juke was tempted to shout out that no mutant child he knew of had ever grown so fast. Never ever.


What kind of person could possibly have impregnated this Jatta? Some recent arrival from Earth perhaps? Someone whose seed had altered strangely while the Ukko carried him through mana-space?


A mutant? Juke didn’t believe it. No one whom he knew of, certainly! No one whom he could imagine. The true cause mattered less than Osmo’s bigoted insistence on that as the explanation. Pollution by mutant, ha! Juke kept his counsel, irked to cold fury by that sneer about three eyes. His own sister’s face haunted him as he stared bitterly at Osmo, seeing his future target starkly and unmistakably verified.


Mustn’t betray himself. Flicking his gaze elsewhere, he noticed how Vivi loitered near the stone man.


‘How long did you bear this child for, Jatta Sariola?’


‘Eight months…I conceived him in the mushroom season.’


Somebody brayed harshly. Others tittered.


‘I survived the winter, homeless.’ A statement – or a plea?


‘Unhelped?’


She did not answer.


During snowbound months in the forest in that survival hut which a cuckoo had called her to, Jatta was all alone except for that other life growing inside of her. At noon on calm days when snow mirrored turquoise sky she would shovel up pailfuls of the frozen waterwool to melt. Sometimes snow bled where she walked. Bloodstained footprints followed her. She knew that this was no omen, merely the death by crushing of innumerable tiny algae feeding on the snow itself, chlorophyll cloaked in a pigment shielding them from cold. Still, it was an eerie sight. Her breath smoked in the chilled air. She listened to the silence, the loudest source of sound in the cold-locked forest being her own body. And her own words…


During long hours of darkness, conserving lamp oil, Jatta told herself aloud all the stories which her mother had told her in periods of sanity, the same stories which her mother related to the Ukko entity in Earth’s asteroid belt long ago and which patterned out the route through mana-space to Kaleva.


Jatta told herself, not knowing that as winter waned towards the cracking of the lakes and thawing of the trees she had an audience within her, who would speak almost as soon as he was born…


‘He’s a mutant,’ repeated Osmo, ‘and so was his father. Obviously you must seek your sanctuary with mutants.’ ‘They do need food,’ whispered Alvar. ‘Fresh clothes too. And especially a couple of days’ rest so I can have a proper opportunity to question her—’


In the hut outside the walls, then, Dad. Not in this keep of ours.’


If she has to travel east,’ Nikki suggested to her brother, ‘we might escort her part of the way.’


‘A very small part…You’re forgetting about our work on the sky-boat, Nik.’


‘Maybe Lord Beck could bend his route home?’


The dream savant shuddered. That damnable resemblance to dead Anna. He would be tormented by this Jatta’s company. She would distract him from his dreams. Compelled by that likeness, he might make the error of offering this Jatta Sariola hospitality…


‘It’s wisest,’ Gunther said to Nikki, ‘that she’s sent away quickly, on her own. Besides, I’ve business with your brother.’


Thus it seemed that consensus endorsed the judgement which Osmo had, in any case, been intending to pronounce. As to Tilly Kippan, she lived far south – and she already had a dog that talked…No, Osmo wouldn’t seem severe. Wouldn’t seem harsh at all. Merely firm, merely just.


Jatta spoke up. ‘I came here, Lord Osmo…’ She broke off to cough. ‘…because your reputation was that of a fair man. You did oust Tycho Cammon, after all…’


The stone man. Who was continuing to witness all of this. Still conscious, still aware. Distracted by Jatta’s arrival, Osmo had quite forgotten about Cammon. The flit of his gaze caused Jatta to swing round. As she realized the nature of the statue in the alcove her hand fluttered to her mouth.


Fastboy darted from feast table to niche to peer up at that face of pink stone and flesh – in which the eyeballs shifted, in which the lips massaged one another. Was little Jack about to frame a question? Speedily the under-housekeeper pulled the boy to her and clamped his mouth with her hand as though this interception had been her sole purpose in dawdling next to Cammon’s nook.


‘Jack!’ his mother called. ‘You come here now!’ Vivi obligingly propelled the boy, and her mother clutched the urchin to her. Sight of the petrified man seemed to have numbed Jatta’s spirits; she did not continue with her entreaty.


While Osmo hesitated, the cuckoo, balancing upon one leg, lifted a foot to scrape its claws cat-like on the purple tammywood beam. Next, it manicured its other foot. The bird might have been mocking him.


He’s weighing up whether to deal with Jatta or the stone man first, decided Juke. Too much vodka lowers his potential, bleeds away power…He already used his talent twice. He needs to measure himself. He can be vulnerable. Why didn’t he unpetrify more of Tycho Cammon? Why not make Cammon dance a heavy jig to entertain the gathering? Oh, Osmo’s nobility of heart would forbid such mischief. Such vulgarity. But if he softened too much of Cammon, might he be wary of his prisoner breaking free…?


‘Fastboy,’ proclaimed Osmo, ‘I name you Demon Jack…Pakken. Jatta Sariola: hear my judgement. You mated with a mutant man and you bore a mutant child whose future may be…helter-skelter.’


If it wasn’t true that a mutant had bewitched Jatta – of course it wasn’t true! – why then, Osmo was falsifying the origins of this present affair in his rush to judgement. His Lucky’s Day party was being rudely interrupted – by one of Lucky’s own daughters. Was there something about a daughter of Lucky which…disconcerted him? Scared him? So that he felt impelled to abbreviate her presence in his hall?


‘You may remain here till noon on the day after tomorrow, to recover your energy, Jatta Sariola. Take as much food as you need. And new clothing. Then you will leave here and travel east to find where mutants live. This is spoken.’ Spoken with a passionate energy. Jatta listened, downcast. She touched her sheathed knife fleetingly; her hand flinched away.


‘Sam Peller! Show Jatta Sariola and Demon Jack to the storm-hut. See that they’re fed.’


‘That’s the second time,’ observed Tilly, ‘that the man leads a bitch out to kennel.’


Jack jerked a reproachful finger at Osmo. ‘Mummy, why?’ She tousled his dark hair sadly.


‘What happens once can happen twice,’ Gunther agreed dourly. The dream savant refrained from watching Jatta depart with guards and Sam and child.


Up above, the manicured cuckoo cackled. Sidestepping away from the king-post, the bird shat upon the beam. Clacking open its scaly green wings, it pitched forward into flight and swooped along the hall, out through the wide doorway away into an evening still undimmed.


If you ever do finish your Chronicles, Alvar—’


‘Hush, but I’m still making notes!’


‘Perhaps you’ll forever be making notes…’


Alvar tutted.


‘…if there’s never any obvious conclusion. If events occur and occur, recur and recur.’


Shhhh—’


However, Gunther urgently needed to speak about something, anything, other than the young woman who had just been exiled from the hall, and from his view.


‘…how many people will actually read these Chronicles of yours?’


‘Tsk! They’ll be learned and chanted across Kaleva.’ ‘And corrupted and embellished, I’ve no doubt.’ ‘They’ll be printed one day, drat it.’ ‘Down at Kip’an’keep?’


Alvar threw down his pen. ‘No, I rather expect the Earth authorities will print them for me – in as many copies as I want. In fact I paid a visit to Penelope Conway a few years ago.’


‘Really?’


‘She’s keen. Very keen to have a true record of facts from our point of view to supplement their own data. She gave me several notebooks like this one. Even offered me a data-pad, would you believe? And a voicer too. Tiny things, big enough to store ten thousand volumes, so she said. But I don’t trust electronics. Mana might warp the memories.’


‘Memories,’ murmured Gunther yearningly.


Osmo gazed thoughtfully after the bird. For several minutes he steepled his hands upon his chin to compose himself before descending – acknowledging tipsy appreciations and feast-thanks – to buttonhole Vivi.


‘Did you ask the stone man anything?’


The under-housekeeper shook her russet, frizzy head.


‘He didn’t say anything either? Couldn’t say anything?’


Apparently not.


‘Don’t let danger fascinate you, my dear. I shouldn’t want to dismiss you. You and I…well, the flesh sometimes hungers, doesn’t it?’


The widow nodded hesitantly. ‘Lord Osmo, the stone…yearns. I could sense yearning,’ Beads of sweat studded her cheeks, dilute liquid gold distilling from her freckles.


‘How powerful was his yearning?’


‘Like some frozen waterfall before the ice breaks: that was the sight that came into my mind. Shall I come to you later on? After the dancing? During the songs and chants?’


‘I ought to talk to my mother. She’ll be awake and restless.’


‘Mightn’t your father—?’


‘He’ll want to scribble while today’s fresh in his mind. Were you offering to share my bed tonight, Vivi, so as to banish the stone man from your mind?’


‘A little…That’s true. But not only that.’ Her lips pursed in a muted hint of kiss. She tilted up her chin, though Osmo barely overtopped her; radiating a sensual, if not over-assertive, friendliness towards him.


‘Just you carry on enjoying yourself. I’d better tuck Cammon up tight. Oh…and in future don’t you clean him. Let him dust over, crust over. I mightn’t display him again.’


‘People will be disappointed. That’s sad.’


‘Sad, for a human monster? I don’t think he’s really such a wonderful souvenir.’ Osmo’s attention strayed to the figure of Sam Peller, returning from outside. White-haired Sam: another trophy? Though a loyal and living one?


Vivi nodded towards the open arras. ‘He’s a bit…awesome.’


‘I used to think so too.’


‘If I might say it…don’t doubt yourself, Osmo. What you decided about that woman was wise. It didn’t harm her. It might well fulfil her.’ Vivi cocked her head, she smiled. A shred of lamb was caught between two of her front teeth that angled apart; and he smelled vodka pleasantly on her breath.


Osmo wended his way to the niche and spoke Tycho Cammon thoroughly back into stone. He himself swung the silver-threaded tapestry of harper trees against the wall once more. A fiddler struck up; the flautist tootled. Streams burbled; the musical trees seemed to twang. Hands stacked dirty platters; arms heaved a few benches up on to table-tops. Prancing and flirting invaded the area by the arras. The summer sun hung low, reluctant to hide itself even for the few scant hours till it rose again.


‘You’re awake, Mother?’


A single brass tablelamp – one of several large ornate examples – burned in the wainscotted chamber where Johanna lay on her broad bed in an airy lace nightgown. A window stood open upon a fragrant dark courtyard, admitting faint far chants. The plastered uppers of the walls were painted with floral garlands. Cut-glass bowls of fruits and berries shared table space with the lamps, while one much huger crystal vessel held discarded cores, skins, pith, rind, peel, already rotted or still rotting down into a mouldering goo, releasing a heady aroma of fermentation. Osmo’s mother adored the smell of decaying fruit. Spitted on a wrought-iron cuckoo perch outside the window was half of a shrivelled pomegranate. A wooden puzzle lay on the floor; another on the silk counterpane, its notched rhombs and polygons, square dumb-bells, pyramids and prisms of assorted polished woods partially dismantled. The bedside marquetry table held a carafe and bottles of nostrums.


One eye opened in a beetroot face; then its partner.


‘My blood pounds too swiftly, Osmo. Annetta already told me about your visitor. A daughter of Lucky’s, spurned by her own mother! How could she? She’s mad, of course. Intermittently mad. We all know it. Too much living; though that’s not to say long life’s a bad thing…Too many daughters, perhaps, down the centuries! Growing, wedding, dying. Never a son for variety…Does she grow careless with daughters? You deserve one of those girls, Osmo. Before too long. I myself don’t mind about death…My blood rushes towards the river where the swan swims.’


‘Why not let me try to ease—?’


‘No! I shan’t be proclaimed at. I promised myself long ago when you aged Sam Peller. I’m your mother who bore you, not a puppet.’


Osmo perched by the burly, ruddy-faced woman. Fastidiously he adjusted the ribbon rosettes on his knees.


‘When the swan takes me,’ she whispered, ‘you’ll wish for a daughter of Lucky’s then, because I’ll have gone through a gate into darkness and left it standing open for you too, in time, unless you do something. Stop dithering your days away.’


‘I can’t believe you’re threatening to die just to bring something home to me—’


Johanna chuckled. ‘When your father retired, I retired too, you might say. He has his hobby. His passion. Now that he no longer needs to be lord he can be a dusty, dandified old pedant. Well, that doesn’t involve me, since I won’t ever read his screeds. Me, I’m quite commonplace, I’d say. So your talent came from out of the blue. Out of mana. What a wonderful gift.’


‘What are you saying, Mother? That I might be some sort of…abnormality?’


Johanna hauled herself up, ample bosoms heaving, to recline against pillows which Osmo hastened to plump into place behind her.


‘No, no, I’m saying that you have to preserve your gift for the centuries for the sake of the van Maanen name. When does one pickle a pepper? When it’s starting to shrivel? Or when it’s fresh? You might have advantaged yourself with Lucky when she hears of your judgement.’


‘Don’t imagine it didn’t cross my mind.’


Johanna’s fingers sought out little wooden rhombs and prisms, twisting them against each other, over, under, without her once looking, as she felt for patterns of events. And for traps, false turnings.


‘Though Annetta did feel you were a mite fast…’


‘What right has your maidservant—?’ Osmo reconsidered quickly, thinking of his own affinity with Vivi. ‘Is somebody else’s misery to be entertainment, Mother?’


‘Ah now, that does sound truly mature. Ripe for pickling. Even if your real desire was to rush that wayward mother and her demon-child out of sight.’


‘Your Annetta does give rather detailed reports…But really, to call yourself commonplace! When Dad was lord I swear you orchestrated everything.’


‘Now he isn’t lord any longer, and now I’m virtually dying.’


‘You aren’t dying, Mother. Was it totally Dad’s idea to retire? You didn’t even need to be down in the hall tonight, did you?’


‘Oh, the excitement might have killed me. I’d have been intruding on your role as host. One doesn’t need a dowager infesting a young lord’s banquet.’


‘Dad was there.’


Johanna laughed. Her face flushed ruddier; her dugs quaked. ‘Oh, I’ll burst, I’ll burst. The swan will come for me tonight. Osmo, dear, I beg a favour. Of course you can refuse me if you have other engagements…’


‘Which I don’t.’


‘You handled Tilly well. Alliance with the Kippans would be of minor value compared with you-know-what. Tilly’s a bit of a chit. I imagine she may even have been sent here by the woodlord to look you over.’


‘Really? Lyle spent most of his time looking her over. Tilly didn’t seem to object.’


‘Thus she displayed her beguiling qualities before your very eyes.’


‘How perceptive Annetta is.’


‘Oh, don’t sound sour. A mother needs to consider the future, especially when she’s on her death-bed.’ Johanna patted the counterpane complacently. Her florid moon face beamed. Wound thrice around her crown, the braided grey rope of her hair which she washed once a year, ceremonially.


‘This is not your death-bed.’


‘Is that a proclamation? Naturally it’s my death-bed, silly! Where else shall I die – some day or other? Why, in this very bed! Nor would one want to wait for Elmer’s kid sister to mature a little more. That would be quite like marrying Elmer himself. Friendship’s one thing: Two pyramids of mustardy yellover wood fitted upside-down, upon a tammywood dumb-bell; a speckled beige prism of horzma wood capped them.


Osmo sighed. ‘What favour, Mother? I’m quite tired.’


Concern bloomed; Johanna peered. ‘Why are you so tired?’


‘I’m not so tired. I’m quite tired. Long day; and vodka.’


‘Several proclamations…and the stone man too. Never mind,’ and she brushed his hand, ‘you look so…dapper. Quite like—’ Reaching out, discarding the puzzle, she mussed his chestnut hair.


‘Don’t say it.’


With a fingertip she touched the pit in his cheek as if that were her special private place, the tiny inverse of a nipple, and he twitched.


‘—but Alvar’s best could never match your best. That’s what parenthood’s all about: betterment. And then the parent can die happily. If he’d forced you to learn to read like him, well! Writing lessens the power of words, doesn’t it? I wouldn’t let him. I had a presentiment:


‘The favour—’


‘Yes! Will you sleep in my room tonight? On the couch? I feel this may be my last night.’ ‘You don’t mean it.’


‘I do too! I feel the swan is coming. Or maybe it isn’t the swan exactly…I’d be so much happier with you here. My blood could slow down. I could sleep.’


‘On Lucky’s Day,’ grumbled her son, ‘with guests in our keep, this hero who bested Tycho Cammon – who’s supposed to court one of Lucky’s daughters – has to sleep in his mama’s room…’


‘To please her. When you were a boy—’


‘I was a boy. I admit the awakening of my talent…puzzled me.’


‘Be a good boy again for one night.’


‘To prevent me from seeking out Tilly? I’ve no interest in her. Lyle has.’ ‘To save me from the swan, Osmo.’


Osmo wrenched one of the rosettes roughly from his knee and tucked it into the top of Johanna’s lace gown. ‘There’s a favour!’ Nevertheless, he kicked off his shoes, loosened his waistcoat, discarded his belt, and stepped towards the couch where a rug lay folded. In passing, he turned off the fish-oil lamp.


Unbuttoning, he lay down in the fruity reek, his senses dazing. For a while in the darkness pieces of the complicated wooden puzzle continued to click together. Wedges, notches: sliding out, twisting, sliding in.




4 • UKKO IN THE SKY


Distant chanting, faint rattling-bone rat-tat of a drum carried on the current of night…Osmo reclined by the open window, hot with spirit, torrid with his own inner fire as much as with the alcohol burning inside him, and cloyed by the bouquet of rotting fruit which seemed to him now to be his mother’s breath, exhaled sweetly, sourly, engulfing him.


In the banqueting hall the party should soon be fizzling out; Sam would see to the winding down. Yet now Osmo felt feverish rather than drowsy. His weariness had taken on a hectic hue, robbing him of rest. This could be one of those tiresome nights when he lay brightly and confusedly conscious, forever on the brink of sleep. He lolled inert as a corpse, willing no movement yet sweltering, sweating while images coursed through his head.


…of the first time his friend Elmer came to stay, for half a summer, at the keep: a lean mop-headed lad of ten to Osmo’s twelve, though just as tall.


The visit was Alvar’s idea – or had it really been Johanna’s? Osmo was showing signs of, well, subordination to Sam Peller. Sam and Osmo were being tutored together companionably in all that a future lord of Maananfors – and a steward of his keep – might need to understand. Mental arithmetic, economics of fisheries and farming, self-defence and tactics, the geography of northern Kaleva…Sam took Osmo fishing on the turquoise lake. Sam led the young lordling to bag soarfowl in beds of reeds. With crossbows Sam and he stalked scampering leppis in the woods. That son of Alvar’s steward was a useful adventurous companion and junior bodyguard…but not at all a van Maanen.


Elmer quickly filled the subordinate role which Osmo had been slipping into. The mastery returned to Osmo. This Loxmith boy was enthusiastic and guileless – although not in a pathetic fashion. He could be led, persuaded, like a trusterfish tickled out of water. Yet he soon showed how clever he was where machines and tools were concerned. A piece of equipment was a living body to Elmer, and he a masseur who knew it inwardly simply by touch. Its purpose, its proper rhythm, its possibilities. In him, ingenuousness was the twin of ingenuity. Transparent of heart, he saw through mechanical complexities.


Soon after Elmer and escort had crossed the lake to Maananfors in his father’s power-launch, Sea Sledge, bronze-skinned Juttahats had begun long-distance forays. Apparently senseless ones, aimed simply at stirring the stewpot. A few farmers died, a few farms were looted, but by no means all those lying in their path, by no means. A few girls were captured, abducted away -for what reason? To arouse passions? Anxiety? Anger? To spark a useless war which people couldn’t win, and so cull and enfeeble the human population to some extent?


One of the servants of the Brazen Serpents stood in the town pillory – caught by Maananfors scouts during a skirmish. The Juttahat had let itself be caught easily enough.


Since capture the alien had remained totally mute. Many Juttahats simply did not understand human speech, but this specimen could have been a semi-flexible statue. Sudden clashings of metal behind its head had produced not a flicker. Maybe the message this prisoner conveyed, if indeed it aimed to convey one, was: no communicable reason for hostilities.


Or else, in itself, it was a bargaining card if Lord Alvar chose to use it as such. This might be a test of Alvar’s acuteness.


To appease his people Alvar had the Juttahat pilloried in town in the sculpture park, with orders that it shouldn’t be injured and a watchman always on duty to ensure this. Oh, it was pelted with fish guts by relatives of those killed or kidnapped, but nothing damaging, and they desisted once it licked out a maroon tongue and sucked some adhering entrails into its mouth. Otherwise, it was mainly fed with porridge.


Elmer had already repaired a moribund clock in the keep and, according to him, he knew all about his parents’ power-boat. Now he begged to examine a smashed gadget taken from the captive. Using tweezers and a bent safety pin – while Alvar and Felix Peller and his son and Osmo looked on amusedly – the boy had probed and pried in that palm-size box of loose cells, beads, wafers, and filaments, jiggling and rearranging.


It’s some sort of communicator,’ Elmer decided. ‘But it doesn’t feel complete. There’s a bit missing…here, about the size of a silver half-mark.’


Osmo’s father had chuckled: ‘Crafty, Elmer!’ – and handed over a coin. Which, once in place, after a few more tweaks and twiddles, caused the device to buzz loudly, before filaments melted and it quit.


‘Or a…beacon, perhaps?’ suggested the boy. ‘A signal?’


‘Well now, they can already guess their creature’s here, if that’s all the use this is! A bonfire which promptly quenches itself isn’t much use, ha!’ However, Alvar let Elmer keep the half-mark. To make the alien box squawk at all was an accomplishment – more than had been achieved with the captive.


The creature was by now on display down in town. Avoiding Sam, Osmo and Elmer sneaked off to the park the next day.


The chained Juttahat wore a tawny one-piece livery of tough scaly artificial fabric of a coppery hue, the formerly lustrous sheen diminished by smear and dirt. Sinuous black hieroglyph on one shoulder.


The servant of the snakes was manlike, though its golden eyes were closer set than most human eyes. A membrane nictitated over its eyeballs, glazing those briefly every half minute or so. Nostrils flaring down from a thin bridge slowly closed and opened. A prim cupid mouth disclosed dainty little teeth, a couple of which had been knocked out. Twin tiny blue gland-slits beaded its jutting chin with salival pearls. A felt-like ruddy mat of fuzz capped its skull, above a tawny face. Its hands and feet were slightly webbed. Bootless, five-toed, the captive stood upon a trampled smear of oddly fragrant gingery excrement moist with urine.


Drizzle misted the air, deterring spectators. A bearded blue-clad watchman sat whistling on a plinth, cudgel beside him, lightpistol at his waist. Perched on the bent chartreuse quiff of a curver tree roosted a cuckoo, its speckled green plumage gleaming with damp – like some rust-diseased, stubby minor limb of the tree.


The previous autumn, Osmo’s mother had insisted on a visit with her son to the gala in Speakers’ Valley. That was some two hundred and fifty keys to the north-east of Maananfors and eighty keys north of Landfall, where the Earthfolk had their bastion and shuttlefield. Osmo had rather hoped they might travel by way of Landfall, but no, he wasn’t to be distracted from events at the gala – where indeed he was thrilled by the bespeaking (this was well before Tycho Cammon soured the proceedings) and even amused by some of the non-mana versifying…


Facing the mute Juttahat now, and spurred by Elmer’s clever meddling with the signal device, Osmo strove to impress.


He cast his mind back to the bespeakings in the tree-girt valley. Those had sent such a thrill of unexpected excitement through him, a ripple almost of recognition.


He posed.


‘I’ll make this monster work, Elmer! Just as you made its box work. You watch, now!’


He strained, uncertain quite which sinew of the mind to flex, so therefore flexing his boyish muscles. His junior thighs, his chest, his biceps; puffing himself up. Visualizing cords linking himself to this creature that stood shackled before him, imagining strings by which he could pull it – and also strings which led away from its present location, over land, over lake, down earlier days which had passed away into mana. Oh, suddenly to know something revelatory about this enigma!


‘You,’ he addressed those golden, quick-blurring eyes. Hastily he lowered his voice an octave. ‘You; he growled, ‘Isi-isi-isi snakes sent you here. You will tell me why, or else…’ Osmo cast around. ‘Or else I’ll turn you into a real statue! Dummy, you will talk; for this is spoken.’


The exotic unman regarded the boy and shuddered. It rattled its fetters, it pursed its lips. Toes raked faeces.


 ‘Th’shee sheeloo ¡’k’thuu ruvii sa’isi ¡kex’¡keedzuu—’ A sibilant clicking voice…


‘Elmer, I did it!’ Spinning around: ‘Watchman! Watchman!’…who had come alert, with cudgel.


‘Definitely made some noises,’ the bearded guardian agreed. ‘Well now,’ marvelled Elmer. ‘Must tell my mother.’ ‘Not your dad?’


‘Shut up, I’ll forget what it said. Coo-coo!’ he called to the top of the curver tree. The scaly green bird peered down at the boy, head cocked. ‘Th’sheee shee—’ Osmo spluttered. ‘Did you hear what the Jutty said?’ Of course, the bird didn’t reply, although it blinked.


‘Do cuckoos answer personal questions hereabouts?’ Elmer asked.


Osmo was momentarily tempted to kid his friend, but really this was no time for triviality.


‘Cuckoo, cuckoo, tell the tale!’ Pointing, ‘Fly north half a key to keep. Go to perch in inner courtyard. Tell Johanna van Maanen that Osmo bespoke the Juttahat. Tell her what it said…if you heard.’ A cuckoo’s hearing was considered acute.


‘Ukko-ukkoo; croaked the bird. Stretching, it flapped a spray of water from its wings. Then it launched itself out of the curver tree, circled the little park lazily to gain height, and headed up away over a vague mizzly red rooftop, northward.


Presumably it was going to do as he had told it.


‘Neither an answerer nor an asker be; that’s their motto,’ quoted Elmer.


‘I know, I know.’


‘Though you’d think if they can understand us directing them they could talk to us properly. It’s as if,’ said he of the enquiring mind, ‘there’s a bit missing from their brains the way that silver was missing—’


‘Never mind that. I made the Jutty speak!’


‘I mean, my mum’s mutant cat can talk to us—’ Was Elmer simply overawed by Osmo’s little triumph? He must be.


What Elmer had said registered belatedly. ‘You keep a mutant cat?’ Osmo spat. ‘You ought to put it out of its misery.’


‘It does whine about fish a lot of the time. Pleads like a loony.’


‘Lame-brained pathetic parody!’


‘Be fair, it converses, after a fashion. Whereas a cuckoo—’


‘The cuckoo has flown. And I bespoke a Jutty.’


 ‘You did, you did. Gosh, Osmo—’


‘Let’s go.’


And the two boys dashed back through the drizzle up the hill back to the keep.


In through that great gateway, across the paved courtyard (horses snuffling in their stables), up a spiral stone stairway…Along one dim rug-strewn corridor then another, past guest bedchambers, the family sauna, dining room, Lord Alvar’s study…brushing past a maid, a clerk…


Osmo’s mother was striding around her chamber in buttoned blue bodice and long purple skirt, embroidered kerchief askew on her head. Her long brown pigtail swung as though with a will of its own. Her big face beamed. Alvar, perched on her bed in breeches and braided jacket, had pulled off one shoe and white sock and was arching his bare foot. Creasing map-lines into the sole, he probed with a neat fingernail at a callus. A dismantled puzzle littered the counterpane.


‘Boys!’ exclaimed Johanna. ‘Osmo!’


No cuckoo sat on the wrought-iron perch outside the window, which was open. ‘Mother—’


‘I know! The bird came, it spoke, it flew away. Oh Osmo. It’s because of our name, you know, our name. Van Maanen spells mana.’


‘I don’t know about that,’ said Alvar, who could read. Osmo’s father flexed leathery crevices in his foot, a web of crosswise valleys. Tweezing, he pulled loose a tiny knob of stony skin.


‘You oughtn’t to do that, dear. You’ll harm your flesh.’


‘It’s like walking on a pebble.’ Nevertheless, Alvar replaced sock and shoe. ‘So, lad, you bespoke a Juttahat. Well, well! Impressive.’


‘If he’d smothered himself in books – as I warned you…’ ‘I wonder why it only spoke in Juttahat jargon…’ ‘Doesn’t know any other.’ ‘So how did it understand his order?’


‘He compelled it, Alvar. Compelled it. A proclaimer can compel a beast.’


‘Hmm. Hmm.’ Osmo’s father stood, not quite as tall as Johanna; nor nearly as burly. ‘So, son, we’d better hobble down there and see if we can repeat the performance. The impressive performance, yes indeed.’


Johanna’s tail of hair swung, hugely catlike. It’s drizzling outside. We’ll need our cloaks.’


After the gentry had departed from the Lucky’s Day feast Juke had sat through the drumming and chanting. Rum-tum, rum-turn, then rat-a-tat, faster and faster. That mana-priest might be a bumbler at speechifying but he was a dab hand on the kettledrum. A shoal of tiny, painted, fish skeletons patterning the vellum drumhead reverberated madly as the wispy-haired, grey-suited fellow took the rhythm up to a couple of hundred beats a minute. Arms linked two by two, guests chanted names and nicknames of a dozen fish breathlessly in a weaving network of voices which finally converged to capture one particular species, all in unison. Sometimes a lone voice boobed, calling out the wrong name. Chanters hooted, and resumed. It was a game; it was a bond; it was a luck-spell. Juke could play no part, but he drummed his fists on his knees and smiled enthusiastically, mouthing.


Lit an hour since by tapers on long rods, candles burned in two of the chandeliers. Lustres twinkled, reduplicating light. Shadows skulked like dark shaggy dogs.


The amity of the occasion eluded Juke. How easily blood could be spilled. A fit of temper, a provocation, a misunderstanding. That fisherman had shown how easy it was to yield to a sudden overwhelming compulsion, to be swept away by the tide of mana. A fellow must control himself before he could control others. So was what Juke now planned – what he now brooded upon and visualized, as the drumbeats raced – a reckless impulse? A piece of folly? Not if he’d thought it through enough times. Not if he avoided being caught.


‘Gloweye—’


‘Sweetfin—’


Anchorfish—’


‘Sparky—’


In the panting percussive pause after a triumphant, almost simultaneous shout of sweetfin-sweetfin, from across the courtyard came a shrill cry.


‘Ukko in the sky! Ukko in the sky!’


A scrambling, agog bustle towards the main door. Drum suddenly mute – the mana-priest part of the rush. But not Juke, no not Juke. Juke darted the other way. For a moment he paused on the threshold of the doorway leading to the kitchens. Then he slipped out of sight.


Vaulted dark passageway. A fierce hiss made his heart thump – a cat skedaddled.


Avoid kitchens themselves; scullions might sleep in there. Broad steps descended leftward.


Knapsack in one hand, sliding fingers of the other hand across a granite wall, probing with his boot-tips, circling downward…into utter darkness.


A chilly embrace, hands of cold air, enveloped the hideaway.


Distant bonfires flamed by the lake, scarlet flowers twisting. Low down in the southern heavens the great sickle of silver and pearly brilliance which had once been Kaleva’s moon arced outward in space, dimming constellations in a tenth of the sky, quicksilvering water at the horizon, dusting a far forest phosphorescently. By no means blinding the eyes of those who had rushed from the hall to the gleam of a halfpenny moonlet swinging low across the skyvault…


‘Ain’t our Ukko,’ commented bailiff Sep amid the crowd of watchers outside the main gate. ‘Ours buzzed off ten days ago, didn’t it?’ He broke wind noisily and hastily shifted his position.


‘An Isi one,’ said Sam Peller. ‘Wonder what they’re landing now.’


‘Pissmire snakes—’


‘Our world, bollock it! We got here first—’


‘Chase ‘em away’s what I say—’


‘You and whose army of Juttahats—?’


‘—could cream us all off if they really wanted—’


‘Brindleds don’t bother us—’


‘—Brazens gave old Alvar the sky-boat as reparation—’ ‘Pah!’


‘—needing a spot of repair, so I hear—’ ‘What d’you expect, after years? Young Loxmith’ll spruce it up-’


‘Lightguns too, don’t forget—’


‘Wouldn’t need those if there weren’t Brazen Isi and Velvet Isi—’


‘So why don’t snakes get on fighting each other—?’ ‘In my opinion,’ Sam said loudly, ‘war’s a human idea—’


‘Isi aren’t warlike, snowhead? With their Juttahat troops and guns and niggling—?’


 ‘Bless the Ukko, anyway,’ pronounced the mana-priest as the bright little oval moon dipped down around the camber of the world. ‘Sister of the egg we hatched from here.’


‘The sister of an egg—?’


(‘Oaf—’)


Sighting the Ukko put a convenient stop to the party. His opinion unappreciated, Sam Peller trotted back across the courtyard and shut one door of the hall emphatically. From inside he collected the mana-priest’s kettledrum. Drunks returning to town could catch the tail-end of the bonfire celebrations if they cared to…


It was exquisitely cool, at first, in the ice-room. After the heat of the hall, Juke revelled in the wintry chill. ‘Hoo,’ he risked calling sharply just once to hear echoes. Big enough. With hands outstretched he began to feel out the span of that subterranean chamber carved into the marble of the hilltop. A mass of straw-wrapped ice blocked his progress in this direction, then in that: bricks of ice sawn from the lake five or six months earlier. Discarded straw was damp underfoot, though the absence of standing meltwater suggested drainage channels somewhere. Or perhaps not. The chamber was frigid.


He bumped into a leaden body, which swung away, then back. A carcass. Of course. On a hook.


And what was this? Shelves, with pots of…sniff one…roe. None of that at the banquet.


Don’t dip your finger in, though…


Better still, stay still. Don’t knock anything over.


So he remained motionless, visualizing how events should unfold for cocky Osmo that night. Despite his cloak, Juke soon began to shiver, and the initial pleasure of being in the ice-room became a pain. But he would need a cool head, wouldn’t he?


How would sister Eyeno react to being in this glacial quiet darkness? What kind of poem might she make? One about blindness…about the arctic, daylong night…about looming unseen objects? About dead bodies standing upright close at hand…


And pots of roe. Everything was ordinary. Don’t be spooked. He needed to be imaginative when he went upstairs again – but with a purpose, not dreamily.


*


The Juttahat prisoner down in the park had only drooled when Osmo bespoke it again. Still, the watchman confirmed that it had definitely made some peculiar hissing and clicking sounds; which was proof enough for Johanna…


In the hot retrospect of near-slumber where past events glowed as if inflamed, lying there in that warm daze of fermenting fruit, Osmo brooded whether that shackled servant of serpents might have been acting, long ago. Could its masters conceivably have sensed the boy’s potential? Known of his trip to Speakers’ Valley? Felt inspired to stimulate him? Was that perhaps a purpose of the raids? Aside from some inexplicable kidnappings…accompanied by mayhem which faded away.


And the smashed beacon-device…Had that somehow been intended for Elmer’s clever fingers? Oh, the Isi were wily; though this might seem to attach too much importance to the activities of two boys.


One of whom, however, was to be future lord of Maananfors. The other, the inheritor of Loxmithlinna. Isi loved to meddle, didn’t they? Often in bizarre ways. One faction trading some alien machine; then a different faction launching a raid.


After what seemed a full hour, Juke crept back up from the ice-room.


The banqueting hall was silent and empty. Candles were dead in the chandeliers. Silvery light from the sky-sickle infused illumination. The main doors were closed, and windows too. The catch of a window yielded. Juke pushed the tall glass slightly ajar. Then he navigated his way between tables and benches, stowed his knapsack, and swivelled that harper-tree tapestry out from the wall.


Tycho Cammon stood as before, and as always, naked, fists clenched by his sides commemorating his final vain resistance to Osmo’s will. Muscular thighs…and arms too, though his sculptural belly bulged with spare flesh. A heavy oppressive face, selfishly sensual. For the first time, Juke registered a narrow crimped arc of beard skirting the base of Cammon’s chin. Above a high protuberant forehead tight curls were dense wavelets lapping a shore of incipient baldness.


Could the stone man register Juke’s presence at all? In the faint pearly light Tycho’s eyeballs were calcified boiled egg, glittering ever so slightly.


Juke’s own gaze drifted down again, over ossified pectorals and bulging polished abdomen to Tycho’s tight pubic curls, stubby rock-cock twisted leftward, his stones solidly empouched.


The hideaway brushed back his greasy hair.


Could he really summon Cammon back to life? Fully so? Arm and leg, hand and foot, biceps and belly and bowels…This had begun to happen a few scant hours ago. To a certain extent. To a small degree. The stone man should still be resonant with the possibility of arousal. And once partly roused, urgent with yearning? Able to add to Juke’s own power any force he still possessed?


Perhaps Cammon only ought to be questioned, about that afternoon in Speakers’ Valley when he had succumbed. How exactly had Cammon failed? What had he sensed regarding Lord Osmo’s weaknesses? How would he recommend a new adversary to pitch himself against that foppish, mutant-hating hero? If Cammon’s advice proved accurate, then Osmo’s trouncer would promise to come back here and free the stone man…And perhaps never keep his promise, for who in the whole world would want Tycho Cammon revived?


This was sheer timidity! By rousing Cammon fully Juke would be matching himself against Osmo van Maanen in advance of the gala. Testing himself; proving himself.


And quite likely – quite conceivably – van Maanen would never get to travel to the gala at all. Van Maanen could well be killed or crippled by his liberated victim tonight. Quite so. He could indeed be; though Juke doubted that the stone man possessed too much of his old vigour…


Osmo would at the very least be highly disconcerted by what was going to happen. Undermined! Not knowing how Cammon had managed to soften and step from his niche, Osmo must suspect himself of an inexplicable failure of his talents…


Ah yes. At the very least. While Juke himself would feel quite enhanced.


‘I’m doing this for you, beloved sister,’ murmured Juke. He poised himself and breathed deep, imagining fiercely how events must fall out when, uttered with utmost conviction, the right words prescribe happenings.


Tycho Cammon,’ he announced. ‘Hear me, Tycho Cammon: Borrow a little of what van Maanen had said? Yes, why not? ‘You were a man of flesh and blood, Tycho.’ Reiterate his identity. ‘You were a hero, Tycho. To your horror a whippersnapper turned you to stone, Tycho, and brought you to his keep to stand naked in his banqueting hall behind a curtain to amuse his guests once in a while. Now older, the whippersnapper wearies. He roused you to speak – and he forgot! He forgot about you. He spoke you back to stone negligently, wearily. You’re rousing again, Tycho. You’re softening. Soon you’ll move – and you’ll seek out van Maanen in his bedchamber where he snores drunkenly—’


Alvar decided to negotiate with the Brindled Isi faction of serpents who had their nests to the north-west rather than with the Brazen Isi of the south-east who were launching the attacks. Maybe the Brindled would agree to mediate, or despatch some of their own Juttahats against those of their Brazen cousins. He sent Felix Peller and an escort hastening north-west on horseback on the long circuitous route between a hundred interposing lakes large and small; and Sam went with his father on this presumably safe errand, leaving Osmo and Elmer to deepen their friendship.


When Peller’s party returned a month later, it was with the advice: release the Juttahat.


Release the alien imbecile from the pillory.


Indeed, the folks of Maananfors had grown sick of this spectre in their park; and ever since that day when Osmo bespoke it the captive seemed halfwitted as well as dumb and alien. Maybe Juttahats wilted if kept too long away from their kin or from the serpents who controlled them.


A few days after the prisoner was chased out of town by mocking if diffident kids, two sky-boats overflew the keep. Half a dozen white flags and banners rippled on each craft. Truce, truce, a surplus of truce. The sky-boats circled slowly for a while, innocuously, while spectators gathered and guards pointed a few lightrifles upward; then the larger vessel dipped down to land on a table of rock not too far from the keep.


Sky-boats! Were there more than three score of these on the whole world? A bronze-skinned Juttahat sat at the controls of the one which had landed. A Brazen Juttahat, no less. A four-seater, the sky-boat was tarnished, its hull somewhat dented, though the white bunting lent it a spurious air of spick-and-span.


This Juttahat could speak comprehensibly in a clipped mechanical way.


The sky-boat was for Lord Alvar. In atonement…


*


Lyle Melator stepped out of his guest room, candle in hand, dressing gown silky against his flesh, feet bare – slippers might seem fuddy-duddy. He’d forsaken his spectacles too. The corridor was a blurred tunnel, but a steady wedge of oil-light spilled from one half-open doorway.


That would be Alvar’s study, the door ajar for air.


Was the old historian still gassing with Gunther? A useful informant on events of the past three centuries, or at least on those that the dream savant cared about…Or was Alvar only scribbling notes insomniacly?


Lyle stroked his frizzy hair and thought of Tilly’s tresses arrayed upon a pillow while he stooped over her. While she stared up, wide-eyed with expectation, with invitation. Surely he couldn’t have misunderstood Tilly’s body signals? As he soft-footed along, quiet voices asserted themselves.


‘That girl, Alvar. Jatta. So like my Anna. As if time has no meaning—’


‘Yet you agreed she should be sent away—’


‘Oh yes. I shan’t be fooled. Beguiled. I want…I want to tell you about my plan, Alvar—’


Tobacco smoke savoured with rum and nutmeg tickled Lyle’s nostrils. Abruptly boots thumped towards the doorway as if the inadvertent eavesdropper had been scented. Lyle spun round and fled, blowing out his candle as he rushed, dodging – in his after-knowledge of what the candleflame had shown him – into a stairway leading to the top floor of the keep…He stubbed a toe agonizingly. His mouth opened in a silent mime of a cry. He dug nails into the palm of his free hand while he froze on the third step until the pain diminished to a throb.


He heard the study door shut, and presently patted at the side of his gown to find pocket and matches. Was there a different way round to where Tilly was chambered? Up, along, down? He thought there was.


Gunther’s plan…must surely have some connection with the unspecified equipment which he hoped to commission from Elmer and Lyle. What a shame the door had been closed. Instead of seeking an alternative route, should he tiptoe back, crouch, and put his ear to the keyhole for a while?


Business loomed, between Gunther and Elmer. Could be a neat idea to have the background clarified in advance. Though Elmer might react askance to Lyle snooping on their host’s father in his sanctum…And Tilly beckoned. (Or did she?) I couldn’t help overhearing…, Lyle rehearsed. You see, I was on my way to a certain lady’s room. And once I heard whatever-it-is, I was riveted…


Maybe Osmo might have changed his mind about wanting her company? In her under-housekeeper’s room below the eaves, Vivi tossed restlessly on a narrow bed. She certainly wanted his company to exorcise the phantom which kept haunting her whenever she dipped towards sleep, and jerked awake again. Tycho Cammon…who had taken women, bespoken them, possessed them hatefully. A pearly glow from the sky-sickle invaded her uncurtained window, waxing and waning on the whitewashed wall; clouds must have begun drifting above the horizon.


Osmo would have said goodnight to his mother by now. Perhaps if Vivi were to creep down to his chamber and linger outside for a while she might hear him pacing…


‘A strand can shift a block of stone if it becomes a string and then a rope!’ declared Juke. ‘I am that strand, that string, that rope, that cable pulling you. Sly as gossamer, stout as chain. Soften, Cammon, waken. Return from the grip of rock.’


At last the eyeballs moistened. Lips moved tentatively. The breast heaved. Stone fingers uncurled.




5 • THE STONE MAN WALKS


The stone man’s left foot jerked forward cracklingly as if his shinbone was splintering, as if stone were finally relinquishing its grip in the explosive manner that ice snapped on a lake in spring.


Juke hyperventilated dizzily, breathing for two people, massaging the living statue’s respiration with his own.


‘You can move,’ he repeated, gasping, flexing his own muscles. ‘You are…flesh again…through my words, Tycho. You can speak.’


‘Who…are…you?’


‘I …’ Juke shut his eyes momentarily, refusing to identify himself. ‘I’m nobody. In Osmo van Maanen’s eyes – I’m no one at all.’ Relaxing, he reminded the man who had been stone: ‘You’ll seek Osmo van Maanen in his bedchamber, for this is spoken:


Tycho Cammon teetered. ‘You must be strong,’ he observed, voice coarse as hessian. ‘Yes…But are you, Tycho? Are you?’


Cammon lurched from the niche, stepping down thumpingly on to the waxed yellover floor. ‘Shhhh—’


The statueman rocked; recovered his balance. T was stone. Stone’s strong—’


Indeed it seemed to Juke that Tycho Cammon, though largely or even wholly flesh again, still partook of the nature of stone, his body fortified against any ordinary blow. A hook to the chin might snap Cammon’s beardcurls but break the assailant’s hand.


The heavy-jowled man regarded his rescuer intently; then gradually he reached out his right hand to touch. Just as his palm connected with Juke’s chest he jerked downward sharply with the heel of his hand. Half the breath was expelled from Juke’s lungs. Juke reeled in surprise.


‘Strong enough.’ Cammon stroked his palms across his chest, down his flanks and thighs. He seemed quite careless of his nakedness as if any clothing might represent a new confinement. He chuckled: a rattling of pebbles. Gorged lips pouted insolently.


‘Van Maanen,’ Juke reminded him.


‘Oh that is spoken,’ was the derisive, rasping reply. Cammon hawked dryly. ‘I’ll drink his blood to wet my whistle, brave boy.’


A sky-boat, in atonement for the raids, the assorted murders and kidnappings…


Osmo shifted sultrily on his mother’s couch, hectic reminiscence possessing him as if he had slipped into a different, tiresome species of slumber seething not with dreams but with memory – while Johanna herself snored softly nearby.


When Alvar demanded the return of those women and children who had been plucked from their homes, the Juttahat pilot finally claimed they had died of a glandfever. An Isi mana-mage had been about to moult its skin; its glands were secreting a powerful lymph to separate the old skin from the new. The people were affected by its emanations…Afterwards, their bodies were cremated.


True? Or untrue? Why should human prisoners have been kept close to a mana-mage?


‘Why did you kidnap them?’ Osmo’s father wanted to know.


‘Curiosity,’ said the pilot in its flat precise voice – either meaning that this was the motive, or else commenting upon Alvar’s question. The Juttahat wouldn’t elaborate.


A litre of alcohol would fuel the Isi-conceived, Juttahat-built engines at a hundred keys per hour for a distance of fifty keys with four average human body weights on board.


A sky-boat! A great acquisition. Almost as if a trade had at last been finalized, the currency being not marks and pennies but a few deaths. Were the Isi testing the worth of human lives? With a sky-boat Alvar could travel easily, researching into titbits of the past which tickled his fancy. After the pilot showed Alvar the controls, which appeared uncomplicated, a Juttahat colleague landed the smaller machine to whirlwind its colleague away, leaving the larger vessel to be unburdened of its white flags.


Stripped of bunting, the dun-coloured sky-boat seemed tattier. It needed at least a coat of yachtpaint outside and refurbishment within. But still, it was a sky-boat. A light alloy pod the size of quite a few cows, set on fat little wheels, with stubby wingbraces supporting tilting rotors, and tail propellers. A canopy slid forward from a capacious cockpit across the squat transparent nose section in the manner of a glassy shield. Aft of the hatchway, bulging air-intake pipes resembled bisected tubas and brassy serpents.


Almost as soon as he could scramble over the craft, Elmer diagnosed that the rotor bearings were worn but a good blacksmith could craft replacements. Was it bearings? Osmo had never been clear about machinery. And a fuel line was frayed. The machine might have crashed within a few hundred more keys, but it could be beautifully renovated.


Over the next week, with Alvar’s blessing, humming to himself happily young Elmer had pried into the twin engines till he began to see how to tune them. He babbled about compressors, ceramic combustors and fans and mini-turbines, centrifugal filters, mixers, nozzles, ducts. The engines mainly burned oxygen snatched from the air, the fierce suction also reciprocally pulling the machine, so he said. Any birds or leaves pulled in were flash-combusted by bursts of hotlight. Incoming snow became steam became fuel. A person would be ill-advised to lounge near the mouths of those tubas while the engines came to life, a caveat which the Juttahat pilot had neglected to confide, any more than it had mentioned worn bearings. (Was it bearings?) Really, young Elmer proved himself invaluable – not that the sky-boat when delivered was in an actively booby-trapped state. But, well—!


An upholsterer worked on the seats. The hull became sky-blue. Alvar paid out compensation to the families of victims…


Having closed the study door for privacy, Gunther Beck returned to sag into the high-backed leather armchair. On a two-tier dumbwaiter at his elbow, a fluted yellow sodaglass bowl still half-full of gingerbread cookies, and a half-empty bottle of blueberry liqueur. Scooping up a fistful of the gingerbreads, the dream savant chewed one of the soft rich biscuits thoughtfully. As though abruptly re-addicted to that syrupy blend of ginger and orange peel, cinnamon and cloves from the far-south island of Pootara – his appetite renewed – he munched three more in quick succession. Quizzically he held up the fourth between his fingertips. His ancient ashen eyes – set incongruously in that plumping cherubic face – had grown melancholy, and it seemed as if he might not, after all, relate his plan.
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