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Chapter One

 



 




He opened his eyes and looked down. He had no idea where he was. A long way below, he could see a man’s body lying in churned-up mud beside a river. It lay sideways, as if in bed, one cheek submerged in a shallow pool, still enough to form a mirror. That struck him as a pleasantly absurd symmetry; one side of the man’s face buried in mud, the other side duplicated by the reflection. There were red splashes in the pool that could be blood or, just as easily, something far less melodramatic. At first he assumed it was a peaceful scene, until it occurred to him to wonder why anybody would choose to sleep in such a position.

Then he heard voices. That was what put him on notice that something was wrong; because one voice belonged to the sleeper, the other quite definitely seemed to be coming from the reflection.

‘I’ve had it with you,’ the sleeper’s voice said. ‘I can’t take any more of this; it’s all completely out of control and I just don’t want to know you any more. And look at me when I’m talking to you.’

(Instinctively he knew that the unconscious body was his own.)

‘You’ve said all this before,’ the reflection replied. ‘You don’t mean it. I’m not listening.’

‘The hell with you,’ the sleeper replied furiously. ‘You know, that’s probably what I hate about you the most, the way you just look away every time I say something you don’t want to hear. Just for once, why can’t you listen to me?’

‘Because you never say anything worth listening to,’ the reflection said. ‘Oh come on, I’ve heard it all before. You aren’t going to leave me, you wouldn’t last five minutes without me to take care of you. On your own, you’re nothing.’

‘My God,’ the sleeper said, after a pause. ‘I’m listening to you, and I can’t believe we ever had anything in common. Get out of here, go away. I don’t want to see you ever again.’

‘Really.’

‘Yes, really. Can’t you understand anything? From now on, as far as I’m concerned, you’re dead.’

‘Charming.’

‘More than that, even. You never existed. I’ve never heard of you. I don’t know your name, or where you come from, or what you’ve been or done – especially that, for God’s sake.’

The reflection laughed insultingly. ‘Oh, right,’ it said. ‘And of course, all that was just me. You were never involved. You never did anything.’

‘No,’ replied the sleeper, ‘I never did. It was all you. And now you’re gone, completely out of my mind, like pulling a bad tooth. You were never here. You never existed.’

‘If that’s what you want,’ said the reflection, sounding offensively reasonable. ‘But I don’t think you want anything of the sort. You need me. You’ll be back. Same as the last time.’

‘No—’

‘Same as the last time,’ the reflection repeated, ‘same as always. But I’ll leave you to figure that out for yourself. You’ll know where to find me.’

‘Like hell,’ shouted the sleeper. ‘I’d sooner die first.’

‘We’ll see,’ the reflection said; then the body stirred and lifted its head, and the movement shattered the reflection, scattering it in waves out to the edges of the pool.

He opened his eyes and looked up. He felt dizzy and his head was splitting. Just now he’d had the most unpleasant feeling, as if he’d been floating in the air and looking down at himself; but that wasn’t how it was at all. Instead, he could see the black silhouette of a crow. It circled a couple of times, then turned into the slight breeze to slow itself down, opened its wings like a sail and glided down, pitching on the chest of a dead man who was lying next to him, a yard or so away. Having landed, the crow lifted its head and stared at him, as if to suggest that he had no right to be there. He remembered about crows; they’ll sit in a tree watching you for hours at a time, and they won’t stir till you leave. But they can’t count; you want to nail a crow with a stone or a slingshot, take someone with you as you walk to the hide; when you’re ready, send your friend out and the crow will watch him till he’s out of sight, then he’ll lift himself into the air on his big, stiff wings, sail in and pitch, right where you want him to be. Very smart birds, crows, with an instinctive knowledge of how far a man can throw a stone, but useless at figuring.

He meant to wave his arms and shout, because you always chase off crows, on principle. All he could manage, it turned out, was a vague flap of his hand and a croak in the back of his throat. It was enough to do the job, however, and the crow opened its wings and lifted, proclaiming as it went the subtle treachery of humans who lie still pretending to be dead, just to fool hard-working scavengers.

Just scaring off a bird was enough to make him feel dizzy and sick all over again. He lay back and stared at the sky, waiting for his memory to come back and explain to him how he came to be lying out in the open next to a dead body. Once he  knew that, he’d know what to do; meanwhile, it’d do no harm to close his eyes again, just for a moment—

‘I had to make him go away,’ somebody said. He recognised it as his own voice, the sleeper’s voice from the dream, or hallucination, or vision, or whatever the hell it had been. ‘He was always trouble, nothing but trouble and sorrow. We’ll be much better off without him, you wait and see.’


Will we? he wanted to ask.

‘Just put him completely out of your mind,’ the voice replied. ‘Trust me, I know him. Whatever happens, we’ve got to be better off without him.’

So he opened his eyes again, sat up and looked round. He found that he was in the bottom of a combe, with a rain-swollen river running down the middle. The water had slopped out on to the grass on either side, and where he was lying was churned up into a filthy mess of mud and brown standing pools. In it lay dead bodies, some on their backs, some face down and almost submerged. He was filthy himself, with a black tidemark a hand’s span above both knees, and he was missing one boot, presumably sucked off when he’d stumbled into a boggy patch.

It’s all right, he told himself, it’ll all come back in a moment. He forced himself to stand up, in spite of violent protests from his head and knees. That gave him a better view, a broader perspective, but still none of it made any sense.

He looked down at the dead man lying next to where he’d been, trying to read him through the mud. A soldier, because he was wearing armour (boiled leather cuirass and pauldrons, cheap and cheerful and fairly efficient so long as you fight in the dry; over that a rough woollen cloak so sodden with blood and dirty water that it could’ve been any colour; trousers the same, the toes of the boots just sticking up out of the mud); cause of death was either the big puncture wound in the pit of the stomach or the deep slash that started under the right ear and carried on an inch or so into the leather of the cuirass, just  above the collarbone. His face was just an open mouth and two open eyes, with drying mud slopped incongruously on the eyeballs, but whether it was a friend or an enemy he couldn’t say.

He counted. Two dozen bodies, more or less (he could easily have missed one in the mud), and half of them were dressed like the first one he’d looked at; the other half were scruffier, tattier but kitted out in better armour – good steel scale, fine protection but expensive and a bitch to keep clean – and clothes that had once been good-quality civilian stuff. They didn’t mean anything to him either, and that bothered him a lot, so he went to the trouble of pulling each of them out of the swamp, wiping the muck off their faces so he could see their eyes, but it didn’t get him anywhere. Quite the opposite, in fact, since he went in over his knees more than once in the slough, and the thought of being stuck there, unable to move and with nobody living to pull him out, wasn’t a cheerful one. Fortunately, by going flat on his face and clawing hard at the grass with his hands until the mud let go of his knees, he managed to get away with it. Apparently that was something he had a knack for.

By now he was painfully tired and painfully thirsty. Even so, he didn’t fancy the river, at least not until after he’d lugged out the two bodies, lodged in a big patch of briars, whose blood was fouling the water. Then he drank, and that made him feel much better, though not inclined to stir much from where he was lying, belly down, back in the mud again. But it occurred to him that if the bodies he’d just cleared out of the stream were still bleeding, it followed that the fighting must’ve been quite recent – and that there had been two sides to the fighting, and he didn’t know which one he belonged to. It could easily be the case that the friends of one side or the other were out looking for them, that they could show up here at any moment. Of course, they might be his friends too, and overjoyed to see that he’d made it. Or they might not.

He lay in the dirty water, unable to make up his mind. It could be that he was on the home side, that this was his native valley and when his memory came back he’d simply walk home over the hills, have a bath and go to bed. Or he might be the last survivor of a raiding party, trapped a hundred miles behind enemy lines, in which case his only chance of ever getting out alive would be to find his own people quickly, before they gave him up for dead and withdrew. Or they might all be dead, and every living soul he’d be likely to meet would be his enemy, ready to kill him on sight. He thought about that, and realised that he hadn’t a clue what he looked like. If he knew that, surely it’d give him some idea of which side he’d been on.

He found a pool large enough to show him his reflection, but the face he saw in it could have been anybody, some stranger. He saw a man with his hair plastered down over his face with mud, a tidemark down one side of his face, traces of clotted blood gathered in the socket of the left eye; two days’ growth of beard, a long, straight nose, someone who was either younger than he looked or older than he felt; a mess. No armour, nothing that looked like military uniform or the clothes the other side were wearing (he was thinking of them as the other side, but only because the first body he’d come across was one of the uniformed soldiers) and no empty scabbard or sheath to suggest he’d been carrying a weapon. One civilian left alive, two dozen dead soldiers. Of course, any moment now he’d remember it all and everything would make sense – assuming he lived that long.

Big assumption. Give him five, ten minutes and he’d have his life back again, he’d know what to do. How long would it take for a troop of cavalry to get from the skyline to the riverbank? Two minutes, maybe three. In many ways he wasn’t as smart as a crow, but he could figure. It was time to go.

Halfway up the western side of the combe was a small clump of tall, thin trees with a little scrubby patch of ferns and briars tangled round the edge, enough to hide a man in if  he didn’t mind getting scratched all to hell. It was as good a place as any to lie up and wait for himself to come back. (But if I’m hidden, how will I know where to look for me? Because it’s the only scrap of cover in this whole valley, fool. Obvious place to look.) As an afterthought, he dragged a left boot off the nearest dead man and crammed his foot into it – a size too big, much better than a size too small; as a second afterthought, he pulled off the man’s cloak and sword-belt, squelched ten paces up the slope, thought about going back to look for a rations bag or a water bottle, decided against it. After all, he’d only be laid up there for half an hour, an hour at most, just as long as it took him to remember himself.

He put up two crows as he bustled a way through the briars;  they must hate me, he thought, I’ve been doing nothing but get in their way ever since I woke up. They circled a couple of times, swearing at him, then headed off due south, flying awkwardly and with obvious effort, like a man wading through mud.

Something was happening down below by the river. He crawled to the edge of the briar tangle, where he could see.

A dozen horsemen, soldiers, were riding at a smart gallop over the opposite crest. As they felt the soft ground under their horses’ hooves, they slowed down – dangerously easy for a horse to slip and break a leg on a slope in the mud – and walked the rest of the way. Before they reached the river, the man in front held up his hand, a signal to halt; then he dismounted, gave his reins to the man behind him, and walked carefully (not wanting to go arse over tip in front of the men) to the edge of the muddy slough. Didn’t have to see his face to sense the hesitation before he stepped into it – horror at what he was looking at, shock at the death of friends, or he really didn’t want to get his shiny black riding boots covered in mud and filth.

The horseman – he was a soldier, no question about it; but infuriatingly, his clothes and armour didn’t match with either side, he was wearing a knee-length mailshirt (terrifyingly  expensive, and after an hour or so your neck and shoulders start hurting like you wouldn’t believe) and a tall conical helmet bulled up to a mirror shine, and a small round shield, bowcase and quiver were slung over his back – the soldier squelched through the mud like a fine lady crossing a farmyard, knelt beside the nearest body and peered at it, lifting the head; gently let it back, moved on to the next, and the next. He was examining the bodies from both sides with the same care and respect (if they were enemy bodies, would you lift the head gently then lower it softly again after you’d looked, or would you just use the toe of your boot?). And he was definitely looking for something or someone, rather than examining them for cause of death or any other evidence of how the fight had gone. Conclusion: they’re looking for me. Maybe; or they’re looking for someone else who was supposed to be here, but who escaped or got taken away. That was a thought; he’d been assuming that these two dozen dead men had fought to the death, each killing the other in a graceful act of symmetry so as to leave him the perfect puzzle when he came round. Bad assumption, made for the sake of keeping the problem confined. Bad assumption; all assumptions bad, though some worse than others, like assuming the battle had been for or about him, or that it hadn’t. This was no time to trust or take chances; better to keep well clear, like the crows, and wait till all the humans had gone and it was safe.

Whatever else the horseman may have been, he was efficient and quick in making his inspection, and when he was through he dragged himself back on his horse (he was tired, too, probably anxious to get home, change into some dry footwear, have something to eat) and gave the signal to move on. They didn’t go back the way they’d come, he noticed; instead they followed the combe parallel to the river until they were out of sight over the horizon.

Getting out of the briar tangle was significantly harder than getting in . . . The brambles ran their fingers down his face  and tugged at his clothes like children wanting attention, as if they were sorry to see him go. Affection, he remembered, I guess I’ve known what that feels like. But it was easier to get out of my life than a patch of briars.


Nothing had changed; still the river, the mud and the bodies. He had a feeling it would get dark in the next hour or so. He still couldn’t remember anything, not his name or his nationality, or why he was here or what had happened. For the first time, he made himself contemplate the possibility that he could be like this for days, or weeks – and what would happen to his life while he was away from it? For all he knew it was about to catch fire or boil over, or starve to death; or maybe he’d walk out of this and back into it and nobody would realise he’d even been away. No doubt about it, he was frightened, and the worst part of that was not knowing what he ought to be frightened of. Taking a deep breath, he made a resolution: to be afraid of everything, on principle, until he was sure it was safe. It worked for the crows, after all; and so far they were the only role models for survival that he had.

Ah yes, survival; not just a matter of keeping out of the way of swords and spears, you also had to eat and drink. He had an idea that a lot of people found it hard enough to manage even with their memories intact; it was difficult, not something that came by light of nature. It would probably be a good idea to get away from here and go somewhere else, somewhere he could find food and shelter, a change of clothes, the things he’d need in order to be still alive when his life decided to come back (idiotic, suddenly to remember that he was the crown prince or an incredibly wealthy merchant seconds before dying of starvation or exposure). The thought made him smile – so what am I supposed to do, settle down and get a job? Hell, I don’t even know if there’s anything I can do. Walking into some village – assuming there were villages nearby for walking into – and telling people the truth; that didn’t appeal to him for some reason, too dangerous. Maybe the first village  he came to would turn out to be the one where he’d been captured after a life of highway robbery, where the soldiers had collected him to take him back to the city to stand trial. Maybe he’d been there before, hours or days earlier, to burn or pillage or maybe just to collect taxes—

It was starting to rain. He looked up at the sky, which was grey and low. Heavy rain about to set in for a long time, not a comforting thought. He could be sensible and crawl back under the briars till it passed over (but he didn’t want to do that) or he could start walking and hope he found a wood or a barn, something like that. As for a direction to walk in, he had no idea, other than a certain reluctance to go either where the horseman had come from or gone to. That still left him with a choice between east and west, far more choice than he actually wanted. He chose west because that was where the rain was coming from, and it was marginally less uncomfortable having it at his back than in his face.

He felt a certain degree of anxiety as he walked over the skyline to look down into the next valley, but when it appeared there was nothing much to see; no familiar landmarks to jog his memory, no column of bloodthirsty soldiers advancing on him with swords drawn. Instead there was a gentle slope falling away to a heather-covered plain, across which was a road. He didn’t know why exactly, but he knew that a road was a good thing, potentially. A road could take him in the right direction, towards people who might help him. There were other things it could do, of course, but he preferred not to think about them.

The boot he’d taken from the dead man became uncomfortable pretty quickly; being too big, it rubbed his heel and instep, and it was full of muddy water. It occurred to him that he might want to go back, find a boot that fitted a little better, and while he was at it he could scrounge around for other things he might need – a better cloak, something to eat, money, all the advantages the dead could offer to a man  making a start in life. He decided against it, though the decision was irrational. He couldn’t keep going back there; if he went back, maybe the next time he wouldn’t be able to leave. At any rate, he had to do something, and walking away down the road was probably as good a choice as any.


No more choices, please. Take all the choices away, and I’ll be a happy man. He shook his head, and was glad he hadn’t said that aloud, just in case someone was listening. When he reached the road he didn’t stop. East was slightly uphill, west was slightly downhill, so he went west. See? Another choice successfully made, in a rational manner with due regard to prudent self-interest, and no need even to break stride for it.

After that he walked for a long time, until it was too dark to go any further. He hadn’t noticed any houses, forests, rivers, other roads, there was nowhere to reach, so when he felt it wasn’t safe to walk any further (last thing he needed was a twisted ankle) he stopped, lay down with the spare cloak rolled up as a pillow and tried to go to sleep. Perversely, he couldn’t. Instead he lay with his eyes open, feeling the rain tapping his face, with nothing to see however hard he looked. When he started to feel cramp coming on he shifted over on to his side but the sensation of rain falling in his ear wasn’t pleasant. He stood up, wondered about walking a little further, chose not to, lay down again. All the while his mind was looking hard and there was nothing to see there either.

That night lasted a long time. He tried to make use of the time by taking stock, making a rational analysis of his position and the options available to him, laying plans, figuring out. That didn’t work. Instead he kept coming back to a sound in the back of his mind. At first it was just a suggestion, a shape made out of noise, but the more he tried to ignore it the clearer it became, until he recognised it as a tune (music would be overstating it). Where it had come from he didn’t know. Possibly it was a genuine memory, or possibly it was something he’d just made up (in which case, he hoped very much  that when his memory came back, he wouldn’t turn out to be a professional musician)—


Old crow sitting in a tall thin tree,  
Old crow sitting in a tall thin tree,  
Old crow sitting in a tall thin tree,  
And along comes the Dodger and he says, ‘That’s me.’



Once it was stuck in his mind, like a stringy scrap of meat lodged between two teeth, there was no escaping it; quite probably he lay there humming it under his breath for an hour, not listening to it, not thinking, just following the shape of the sounds round and round in a dance. It did occur to him that if it was a memory, it was a stupid one to have chosen, like dashing back into a burning house to save one odd sock. Unfortunately there weren’t any more where that came from, so he tried to pass the time by making up another verse, an experiment that had the dubious merit of disproving once and for all the professional songwriter theory.

Perhaps it was because he was listening so closely to the song that he didn’t hear the cart until it was almost too late; or perhaps he’d finally fallen asleep after all, and simply dreamed he was humming the same tune over and over again. In any event, the cart was suddenly there – the sound of creaking axles, iron tyres crushing the heather stalks, the breath of the horses – and if he hadn’t jumped out of the way it would have rolled right over him.

The cart noises stopped, and he heard a man’s voice swearing in the dark, the first words he could remember having heard. He picked himself up and tried to see, but all he could make out was a vague shape.

‘Stupid bloody fool,’ the man was yelling into the rain. ‘Could’ve startled the horses, could’ve bloody well killed me.’ The man sounded like he was drunk, which might explain why he was driving a cart at night without even a lantern.  ‘Got a good mind to give you a smack round the head for that, stupid bloody clown.’

Any thoughts of trying to hitch a ride evaporated.  Wonderful, he thought. Even drunks driving carts want to attack me. If this sort of thing happens to me all the time, no wonder I’m having trouble getting my memory back. Who’d want to remember a lot of stuff like this?


He heard the sound of boots crushing heather, and a noise that had something to do with metal that his instincts didn’t like at all. ‘Teach you a damn lesson,’ the voice said. ‘Teach you to go jumping out at people in the middle of the night.’

‘For God’s sake, you idiot, leave it alone.’ That was a woman’s voice, coming from where he reckoned the cart was. ‘Get back in and sleep it off, before you do yourself an injury.’

‘You shut up,’ the man’s voice replied. ‘Gotta teach him a lesson, roads aren’t safe otherwise.’ That was useful; it gave him a fix on where the drunk was. Now all he had to do was walk quietly away in the opposite direction, and everything would be fine.

Instead he contrived to put his foot in a pothole and go down hard on his face. A stone found his cheekbone, jarring him painfully enough to make him cry out. What the drunk made of the sound he never found out; best guess was that he took it for a challenge or a battle-cry, because the next sound was that of a sword blade cutting empty air as the drunk drew and slashed at where he thought his enemy ought to be. All wrong, of course, but a drunk waving a sharp object about in the dark can be just as dangerous as a well-trained swordsman – worse, in some cases, since his moves are irrational, therefore impossible to read and predict. Staying still was probably the best policy, except that the drunk was very close now, so close that he could easily blunder into him. More choices, more decisions . . . Just for once, couldn’t something contrive to happen on its own, without him having any say in the matter?

He decided to run; after all, nothing to be gained here . . . He got up as quietly as he could; but the drunk appeared to have taken root, he couldn’t hear his footsteps or breathing any more. That was bad.

‘Got you, you bastard!’ A loud swish and a disturbance in the air told him that the drunk was fencing at shadows again, this time uncomfortably close. He backed away, as quietly as he could (and that was very quietly indeed, apparently), and was just starting to think he’d made it when something hit him in the back. It turned out to be the back wheel of the cart.

‘Is that you?’ the woman’s voice called out nervously.

That didn’t help. The drunk must have assumed that he was trying to get in the cart, to steal it or kill the woman or whatever. He roared angrily and charged, and the chunk of wood on bone announced that he’d run into something, probably the boom. Anyhow, it was a fix of sorts, enough information to let him decide which direction was away. It was just bad luck that the woman chose that moment to start fooling around with a tinderbox.

There would still have been time to run, he decided later; he’d got that wrong, that was all there was to it. In the event, as soon as he heard flint and steel noises he froze, torn between running and some dumb notion of getting underneath the cart and hiding there. While he was still trying to make his mind up, the drunk came blundering in his direction, still swiping with his sword. He felt the slipstream, a cold breeze on his face—

—And the rest was pure instinct. He could have sworn he’d forgotten all about the sword he’d taken from the dead man in the river combe, but in the time it took him to figure out what he was doing his hand had found the hilt and started to draw. The first he knew about it was the sound of steel in flesh (no other sound like that in the world, a hissing, sucking, solid, meaty noise) and the shock of impact travelling up his arm to his shoulder.

His first thought was that the drunk had cut him. It was only the heavy thump of a body hitting first the side of the cart then the ground that started him wondering if in fact it had been the other way round. Then he realised there was something in his right hand, and remembered about the dead soldier’s sword, which he hadn’t even looked at all day. What the hell did I do that for? he asked himself, just as the woman’s fourth attempt at lighting the tinderbox succeeded, and the small orange glow caught the corner of his eye.

Light to see by, growing quickly as she applied the tinder to the wick of a lamp. As the lamp opened up the darkness like a folded blanket, he saw first his hand around the hilt of a sword, and beyond that something like a sack or a pile of bedclothes, slumped at the base of the cart’s front wheel.

‘Who the hell are you?’ said the woman’s voice, somewhere above his head.

He’d have answered if he could. Instead he knelt down and turned the body over. Interestingly, the cut started just under the right ear and carried on down to the collarbone. Of course, that may have been pure random chance.

‘He’s dead,’ he announced, superfluously.

‘Fuck,’ the woman said. ‘Oh, that’s bloody marvellous, that is.’

This time he looked round, surprised at her tone of voice, which suggested a lame horse or a broken wheel. She was holding the lamp up in front of her, so all he could see was a vague reflection of light off her face and one white hand. He wondered whether it would be safe to put his sword away, then realised he’d just done it.

‘Bloody marvellous,’ the woman repeated. ‘Now what am I going to do?’

All he could think of to say was, ‘I’m sorry,’ because he was. That didn’t seem to impress the woman very much.

‘You’re sorry,’ she said. ‘Thank you, but that’s a fat lot of good. What the hell did you have to go and do that for?’

He looked at her. ‘He was trying to kill me,’ he said.

‘Was he?’ She didn’t seem surprised, or particularly interested. ‘He always was a bloody fool, and a liability. I should never have let him get his hands on the stuff. God knows, he was dumb enough sober. Oh hell,’ she added. ‘Just my typical rotten luck.’

Maybe if he’d still had his memory, he’d have known how to cope with the situation. Just then the lamp guttered – the rain, presumably, or the wind – and went out. He caught his breath. He’d never have a better chance to make a run for it, and surely it had to be the most, the only sensible thing to do. Instead he waited patiently while she scraped and swore at the tinderbox.

‘Let me try,’ he heard himself suggest.

‘Get lost.’ There was the orange glow again, followed by ivory lamplight. ‘There used to be a glass bell for this lamp, but the bloody fool dropped it. Never knew anybody quite so clumsy. Here, let’s have a look at you.’ She swung the lamp towards him; this time he caught the instinct in plenty of time and suppressed it, letting his hand fall off the sword hilt and back to his side. ‘My God,’ she said, ‘what the hell have you been up to? You look like you just went for a swim in the slurry pit.’

‘Thank you,’ he replied. ‘Actually, that’s not far off . . .’

‘Whatever.’ She moved the lamp a little closer to his face. He made an effort to keep still. ‘Who did you say you are?’

‘I was asleep,’ he replied. ‘Your cart nearly ran me over.

Then he came after me with a sword. When he got too close, I must have just lashed out. I’m sorry.’

‘You keep saying that.’ He could just make out her eyes, by the reflection of the lamp in them. ‘And that’s not what I asked. Who are you?’

This time he couldn’t resist saying it, because it had been a long day and he was past caring. ‘You know,’ he said, ‘that’s a very good question.’






Chapter Two


 



 




‘What kind of an answer is that?’ she said. He recognised the tone of voice: disapproval, impatience, stop-being-silly-this-is-serious. ‘Straight answer, I’m afraid,’ he replied, yawning. ‘I haven’t a clue who I am. I got bashed over the head’ – no need for awkward details just now – ‘and I can’t remember anything. I’ve been wandering about all day, and—’


‘Oh,’ the woman said. ‘I see. Still doesn’t give you any right to go killing people in the middle of nowhere.’


He couldn’t help frowning at that; why was the location so important? ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, for a third time. ‘It was him or me. Whoever I am, I’d rather not get killed by some drunk for not lying still and getting run over. Who was he?’ he went on. ‘Your husband?’


The woman laughed. ‘Do me a favour,’ she said. ‘No, he was my god.’


‘Your what?’


‘My god. And a bloody hard time I had finding him, too. Waste of effort that turned out to be.’



Let’s assume there’s a rational explanation. ‘What are you talking about?’ he asked, as gently as he could manage.


‘What? Oh, I see what you mean. He wasn’t a real god,’ the woman explained. ‘Actually, I don’t believe in gods; well, it’d be rather hard to do that in my line of work.’


‘Really? What’s that?’


‘I’m a priestess.’


He sighed. Maybe if he could remember anything he’d know that the world was usually like this, though in all conscience he found that hard to imagine. ‘You’re a priestess,’ he repeated.


‘Not a real one, you fool. Just like he wasn’t a real god. Come on, use your head. Or did you get all your brains knocked out along with your memories?’


‘Oh, I see,’ he said. ‘You’re—’ He couldn’t think of a polite way of saying it: swindlers, conmen, coney-catchers. ‘Impersonators,’ he said.


‘I like that,’ she replied. ‘Divine impersonators. That’s us, or at least it was, till you showed up. He was the god and I was his priestess. We drive round the towns and villages taking the rubes for money. It’s a living.’ She sighed. ‘Or it was. Now what the hell am I going to do?’


He laughed, although he had an idea it wasn’t tactful. ‘You and me both,’ he replied, and as he said the words he thought of something. ‘Where are you going next?’ he asked.


‘What?’ She sounded preoccupied. ‘Oh, there’s a small town half a day to the west, we were headed there. No point going now, of course, except I suppose I could sell the cart, that’d probably be enough to get me to Josequin. Except I just left there, getting out of Josequin was the whole bloody point . . .’


‘What’s the town called?’


‘Cric.’


‘Cric,’ he repeated. ‘No.’


‘What do you mean, no? Oh, I get you, you wanted to see if it sounded familiar. It doesn’t, I take it.’


‘No, unfortunately.’ He slumped down on to his heels and rubbed his face with his hands. ‘Not to worry,’ he said, ‘I’ll get there eventually. I must do, or I’m really in trouble.’


‘If you like—’ That was a different tone of voice; a little sympathy, and there was something she wanted, too. ‘If you like,’ she said, ‘I’ll take you there in the cart. After all, no skin off my nose.’


He looked up. ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘That’d be kind.’


‘No trouble. We’ll stay here till it’s light. I suppose we’d better bury him, too.’ This time there was something else in her voice, the way she said him; a deliberate transfer, from valuable asset lost to nuisance to be dealt with. Nothing if not pragmatic, this woman. ‘I’m going to get under the cart.’


‘Why?’


‘Because it’s dry under there, you fool. You may be so drenched it doesn’t matter, but I was nice and snug under the cover before – well, all this. And a fine priestess I’ll sound like with a streaming cold.’



Ah, he thought, so that’s what she wanted. ‘Mind if I get under there too?’ he asked.


‘You’d be an idiot not to,’ she replied. ‘It’s raining.’


They lay side by side in the dark, the underside of the cart a hand’s span from their faces. ‘My name’s Copis,’ she said.


‘Copis,’ he repeated. ‘No, that’s not familiar. Not unfamiliar, either. Not anything, really.’


She laughed. ‘Thank you very much,’ she said. ‘Actually, I’d be surprised if it was. It’s not a Bohec name, you see. I’m from Torcea, right on the other side of the bay.’


‘None of that means anything to me,’ he replied.


‘Really? You don’t even know where you are? That’s . . .’ She paused for a moment, presumably marshalling her thoughts. ‘All right,’ she said, ‘it’s like this. Actually, I’m having problems with this, because geography really isn’t my strong point, but we’re just south of the Mahec River – does that mean anything to you?’


‘No.’


‘Oh. Right, then. There’s the Mahec, which starts in the eastern mountains and runs west to the sea, I think I’ve got that the right way round. South of the Mahec there’s this big hilly plain – can you have a hilly plain? Well, you know what I mean. Moorland and hills and valleys, mostly too high for growing anything, so the towns and villages are down in the valleys. In the middle of that is Josequin, which is the only city worth a damn north of the Bohec. Still nothing?’


‘No,’ he replied, ‘but it’s very interesting. What’s the Bohec?’


‘That’s another river,’ she replied, ‘more or less parallel with the Mahec, much bigger and more important, because ships can sail right up as far as Mael – Mael Bohec, that’s its full name – and there’s three other big cities: Boc Bohec on the west coast, Weal Bohec about a day inland and Sansory two days upriver from Mael. Got that?’


‘I think so.’


‘Well done. Anyhow, it’s another two days due south from the Bohec to the south coast – that’s the bay – and it’s a day’s sail from one of the south coast ports straight across the bay to Torcea, where I come from, but of course you can only do that in summer; the rest of the year you have to go the long way round, to the east. Due west’s just open sea, of course, and nobody’s got the faintest idea what’s on the other side of it. And that’s all, really. At least, they’re the only places I’ve ever been to, and they’re enough to be going on with.’


He was feeling drowsy, but this was all good, solid information, as good as tools or weapons. ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘And where are we, right now?’


She laughed. ‘Oh, we’re nowhere much,’ she said. ‘We’re at least three days from Josequin; actually, Weal or Mael would be closer, but there’s two lots of mountains in the way.’


‘Have you got anything to eat?’


‘Yes,’ she answered. ‘In the cart. Lift the lid off the box, you’ll find a jar. Josequin biscuits.’ She laughed. ‘And if they  don’t refresh your memory, you really aren’t from around here.’


Josequin biscuits turned out to be round, flat and thin, slightly bigger than the palm of his hand; oatmeal sweetened with honey, and there were bits of nuts and raisins in them as well. He didn’t remember them, and they’d have been a little too sweet for his taste if he hadn’t been so hungry. He ate two.


‘It’s one of the odd things about this racket,’ Copis said. ‘Either you’re starving on the road between jobs, or you’re eating wonderful stuff like that – only delicacies are fit for the god, you see. Salmon, smoked lamb, partridges, peacock – plenty of that kind of thing, but if you want a stack of griddle cakes and a hunk of cooking cheese, forget it. Same with drink. If you’d told me five years ago there’d come a day when I’d swap a jug of wine for an equal measure of milk, I’d have laughed in your face. Truth is, though, I never did like wine much. How about you? You don’t know, I suppose.’


‘No.’


‘Oh well.’ He could sense that she was about to ask. ‘You know,’ she went on, ‘I’ve been thinking. I’ve lost my partner, you’re at a loose end till you get your memory back. Seems a bit silly for both of us to wander around the place with no means of earning a living.’


‘You want me to do what he did. Pretend to be a god.’


She giggled. ‘Not a god. The god. Oh damn, I suppose I’ve got to explain that, too. Have I?’


‘It’d help.’


‘All right, then. Lately – let’s say the last ten years, give or take a year – a lot of people, especially up here, have started believing in this new god – well, he’s not new exactly, he’s in all the old stories, but he was supposed to have gone away, and he’s due to come back just before the end of the world. Really he’s kind of a mixed blessing, because he sorts out the good from the bad, however you define that kind of thing, and if  you’ve been good you get to survive and inherit the earth, while if you’re bad the enemy’s going to get you. For the enemy,’ she went on, ‘read the pirates, or that’s the way people are taking it, and you can’t blame them, all things considered. Of course it’s all just a load of old rubbish. But you know what they say: opportunities and mushrooms.’


‘Opportunities and mushrooms what?’


‘Grow up out of horseshit,’ she explained. ‘So what do you think? I mean,’ she added, ‘it’s not as if you’re spoilt for choice, is it?’


He laughed. ‘I was thinking earlier,’ he said, ‘about how all of a sudden every damn thing was a choice; all the options you could ever wish for, and no reason for favouring one over the other. I don’t know,’ he went on. ‘What if we show up in some place and it turns out I’ve been there before and they recognise me?’


‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Wouldn’t that be a good thing?’


‘That depends,’ he replied, ‘on what I’d been doing the last time I was there. Suppose I really am one of these pirates, for instance.’


‘Then you wouldn’t need to have any worries on that score,’ Copis replied. ‘Nobody knows what they look like. Guess why. Their standard operating procedure is no survivors. Makes it all much simpler really, doesn’t it?’


‘All right, then,’ he said, stifling a yawn with the back of his hand. ‘But the moment my memory comes back, chances are I’ll be off and away like a hare. So long as that’s understood . . .’


‘That’s fine,’ she replied. ‘So, welcome to the team. I suppose I’d better tell you what the job entails.’


‘Later,’ he muttered, as his eyelids started to get heavy. ‘I’ve had a long day.’


 



She was saying something when he fell asleep, and the dream opened for him, almost impatiently, like a child who’s been promised a walk. Remembering was easy here; he remembered  the short man and the dead man in the barn and the woman – but when he looked round, everything was different.


This time he was standing beside a fountain in the middle of a courtyard. He was much younger here, and his reflection in the edge of the pool showed him a round, slightly chubby face topped by a tangle of reddish curls and with the first scruffy traces of a beard. He turned his head, because there was someone standing behind him.


‘Ready?’


He watched himself nod, as the other man (perhaps a year or two older, dressed in the same plain white shirt and rather elegant grey trousers) opened a wooden box and handed him a knife. He picked it up and looked at it thoughtfully, examining it as if the details mattered to him. It was a good-looking knife, as knives go; the blade was about seven inches long, double-edged and gently tapering to a point, the hilt was ivory, carved with a spiral pattern. It looked expensive and either new or very carefully looked after. He wondered why it was important.


‘Remember,’ the other man said, ‘he’ll start off going for your face, trying to scare you. Keep your guard up, don’t let him in close, you’ll be fine. What you’ll need to be doing is using your feet – don’t let him make you play his game, up and down in a straight line. Use your back foot, try and get round him all the time, don’t be afraid to use left-hand blocks – you’re quicker than him; he’s bigger and stronger but that really shouldn’t come into it. Let him wear himself out, and then he’ll get sloppy and drop his guard. He’s only got to do it once, after all, and you’re home and dry. Got that?’


For a moment, he hadn’t been paying attention; he’d been looking at the statue that formed the centrepiece of the fountain. Not beautiful, by any stretch of the imagination, but striking: a crow, very realistically rendered, holding a gold ring in its beak.


(Ah, now I know where I am, I’m back inside my memory. So that’s all right.)


He nodded. ‘It’s all right,’ he said, ‘I ought to be able to handle this. To be honest, I’m more concerned about what’s going to happen afterwards.’


That seemed to annoy the other man. ‘Don’t think about that,’ he said. ‘Really, you mustn’t. Anything like that could distract you, put you in two minds at the crucial moment. As far as you’re concerned, all you’re here to do is stick that knife in his ribs. We’ll handle the rest, don’t you worry.’


It was beautifully cool in the courtyard, near the water. When the other man wasn’t looking, he reached out and cupped a little in his hand; when he sipped, he made a soft slurping noise and immediately felt embarrassed.


‘All right,’ the other man said, peering round a column and through the courtyard gate, ‘he’s coming. You know what to do. Good luck.’


(I know what to do, do I? This’ll be interesting.)


He grinned in reply, slid the knife into his sash behind his back and moved away from the fountain towards the gateway, where he couldn’t be seen by anyone coming in from the main yard. The other man sat down on a bench in the shadows on the west side of the yard, pulled out a book, opened it at random and started to read. Not long afterwards, he saw a shadow coming in through the gateway and recognised it as his cue. Timing was important here; he counted under his breath, one, two, then started to walk briskly towards the gate. After five steps he collided heavily with the man whose shadow he’d just seen. Without stopping to catch his breath, he said his line, ‘Watch out, you bloody fool. Why can’t you look where you’re going?’


The man he’d just walked into had caught him, holding him by the elbows so he wouldn’t fall over. ‘I do apologise,’ he said. ‘My fault. Terribly sorry.’


A big man, this newcomer, over six feet tall, broad-shouldered, with long, straight black hair, a thick beard with maybe five or six grey hairs in it, and noticeably gentle brown eyes. He was smiling. No good at all.


‘That’s not good enough,’ he improvised. ‘Crashing into me like that, you could have done me an injury.’ He sounded nervous, and he had an unpleasant feeling that the big man had picked up on it. Nevertheless; ‘Someone ought to teach you a lesson,’ he went on, trying to make that nervousness sound like anger and not making a very good job of it.


‘I said I’m sorry,’ the man replied, letting go of his arms. ‘I’m in a bit of hurry, that’s all, and I wasn’t thinking. You aren’t hurt, are you?’ he added.


‘No. That’s not the point.’ This was all wrong; this dreadful man, this enemy of the empire, should be as easy to provoke as a wasps’ nest. Instead it was like trying to pick a fight with a pillow. ‘You barge around like you own the place – well, you don’t. Not yet, anyhow.’


That got his attention; but instead of getting angry he just seemed curious. Damnation, he’s figured it out, I’ve given the game away. He knows he’s being set up.


‘What a strange thing to say,’ the man replied. ‘And I’m very sorry I’ve upset you. It was just an accident, that’s all.’


‘I don’t think so.’ Out of the corner of his eye he could see the other man, his friend, looking embarrassed, shooting him a trust-you-to-cock-it-up look from behind the pages of his book. Now that did make him angry. ‘I think you did it on purpose—’


‘How could I have? I didn’t even know you were there.’


‘You did it on purpose,’ he ground on, ‘because you enjoy pushing people like us around, you like shoving us about because it makes you feel big. Well, we’ll see how big you are.’ And, on that really quite unsatisfactory line, he pulled the knife out, took a step back and crouched in the best coaching-manual fashion.


The big man looked at him and sighed. ‘I see,’ he said. He didn’t move. ‘Your idea?’ he asked.


‘I don’t know what you mean.’ It was exquisitely embarrassing standing there in the second defensive guard (weight  on the back foot, head and arms well forward, left elbow up, right hand low), talking back to an enemy who was upright, unarmed, with hands folded across his chest. ‘Come on,’ he said, aware that his voice was getting higher and higher the more flustered he became. ‘Scared, are you?’


‘Yes,’ the man replied (he didn’t look it). ‘People waving knives at me generally have that effect.’ Damn it, he was starting to walk backwards, he was getting away. This wasn’t meant to happen – it was time to do something. If he just walked away, and then told people about what’d just happened, how he’d been set up . . . Feeling wretchedly stupid, he stepped forward sharply with his left leg, threw a feint to the head and converted it into a thrust to the groin. The man blocked him easily with his left hand and punched him on the nose with his right.


He hadn’t been expecting that; it was bad form, common, to punch in a knife fight. And it hurt . . He staggered back three or four steps, managed not to drop the knife; if the man had followed up, he’d have had no chance. But he didn’t; he was turning his back, leaving. With a shout of dismay he jumped forward again, misjudging the distance because the punch had left him groggy, but he managed to grab the man’s shoulder and pull him round. The man’s right hand came up fast to take the knife away from him; as he pulled it away, like a child protecting a toy from an angry parent, the side of the man’s hand brushed against it and drew blood.


He was appalled at the sight of it, for some reason; he felt so stupid . . . But the man was still trying to get the knife; he hopped back two-footed and steadied himself. ‘For God’s sake,’ his friend was shouting behind him. He made a conscious effort, pretended he was back in the fencing school, about to perform an exercise. Come on, he was good at this . . . He struck out, narrowly missing the ball of the man’s right shoulder (but at least it was a legitimate fighting shot, not like that horrible confused grabbing and pulling away), and brought  his arm back and down for a stomach thrust. The big man (his eyes were cold now) blocked that with his left forearm to the wrist, reached behind his back and drew his own knife (at last; I thought we’d never get there . . .). He was so relieved that he didn’t realise he was out of position and horribly open until it was almost too late.


But, as his friend had said earlier, he was quick. Another jump back, and he landed well, on the balls of his feet, good balance. The man was serious now, either angry or resigned; his back was bent too, his hands forward and low. The knife in his hand was one of those long, thin, square-section stilettos, the kind engineers and artillerymen carry, with a scale of inches engraved on the blade – no cutting edges, but extremely efficient for stabbing with. For the first time it occurred to him that he might easily get killed . . . He shivered, felt his stomach churn. He was an expert fencer, sure, but this was the first time in his life he’d ever tried to kill anybody, or face someone who was trying to kill him. He didn’t like it at all.


The hell with it, he thought, and tried his best shot. It was a complex manoeuvre, made up of three parts – feint at the eyes, drop low for another feint to the hands, snap back up for a killing shot to the head – but it was a guaranteed match-winner if it worked and he’d practised it over and over again. The man stepped back on the first feint, read it (as he was meant to do), moved his left arm to block the blow shot, read that too—


—And what he should have done, if he’d learned his knife-fighting in the Purple Ring instead of an alley behind some dockside tavern, was sidestep for a counterattack, right into the path of the oncoming blade. Instead, quite improperly, he switched his weight on to his right foot and struck out hard with his left. The boot landed squarely in the younger man’s crotch. He dropped his knife and doubled over, hearing his own shriek of pain as he found himself suddenly and unexpectedly staring at the grass between his feet. Fuck, I’m going  to die, he thought, just as the older man’s left fist crashed into the side of his head and dumped him on the ground.


For a long time, nothing happened. He was lying on his left arm, not really aware of very much beside the splitting pain in his head and groin. He heard his friend screaming, ‘You idiot!’ but he was past caring now about what other people thought of him; in fact, nothing really registered apart from his extreme discomfort. Then he saw the man’s boots coming towards him – that’s it, he’ll finish me off now, oh well – and tried to move, but he was wasting his time.


The other man lifted his right foot and kicked him hard in the stomach.


‘All right,’ he heard the man say, ‘you can get up now. And you—’ Presumably to his friend, though it hardly mattered. ‘You stay out of it. Don’t I know you from somewhere?’


‘I don’t think so,’ his friend stuttered – spineless bastard! Get him for that . . . ‘I was just sitting here . . .’


‘Yes, all right.’ The man sounded annoyed, that was all. ‘And I do know you, come to think of it. You’re Galien – I beg your pardon, Prince Galien. Your idea, was it?’


‘No, really,’ Galien replied, terrified. ‘Like I said, I was just . . .’


‘Bugger off.’


‘But I . . .’


‘I said bugger off.’ Apparently Galien did as he was told because he heard nothing more from him; instead he felt the man’s hand on his collar, hauling him up. His legs weren’t working very well, and he ended up hanging off the man’s hand, like a little kid. ‘And you, Tazencius,’ the man was saying, ‘you really ought to know better. You really thought you could pull off something like this? You two?’


‘Let go of me,’ he gasped.


‘All right,’ the man said, and let go. Of course, he ended up back on the ground again. He had the feeling he’d turned his ankle over. ‘Now then, when you’re ready.’ He felt himself  being hauled up again, like a fish on a line, and found himself looking straight into the man’s face. ‘You clown,’ the man said.


‘You—’ It was all he could manage to keep himself from bursting into tears. ‘You’re going to tell my father, aren’t you?’


Oh, the scorn in the man’s eyes . . . ‘No,’ he said. ‘That’d only make things worse, he’d have to punish you and then  everybody would hate me, instead of just nearly everybody. Dear God, what is it with you people? Can’t you just leave me alone?’


‘I’m sorry.’ He said it without thinking, because it was what he felt. Suddenly the man smiled.


‘You’re sorry,’ he repeated. ‘Well, that’s all right, then.’ He let go. ‘Apologise nicely, or it’s straight up to bed and no pudding. You lot, you’re amazing.’ But he didn’t seem angry any more; the contempt was still there, but it probably always had been. And it was tolerant contempt, the sort he sometimes caught sight of in the eyes of the older servants, the ones who’d been at court a long time. ‘Now go away,’ the man went on, ‘before somebody comes along and sees us. And listen, Tazencius; next time you and your devious cousin want to play at politics, don’t try picking a fight with a soldier, or you might get hurt; and you’re a prince, and I’ve sworn to protect all the members of the royal family with my life, including, God help us all, you. I’d hate to get drawn into a fight with a grown-up just to stop you getting your silly throat cut. Got that?’


He nodded and started to back away.


‘Hold on,’ the man said, ‘you’ve forgotten something.’


‘Have I?’


The man stooped down, picked something up. ‘Your knife,’ he said. ‘Can’t leave things like this lying about; somebody might cut himself on it. Worth a lot of money, too,’ he added. ‘A year’s pay, when I was your age.’ He handed it over solemnly. ‘Watch out,’ he warned, ‘it’s sharp.’


‘Thank you,’ he said automatically.


‘You’re welcome.’


‘Actually—’ Why was he saying this? Just making conversation. ‘Actually it isn’t my knife, it’s Galien’s.’


‘Mind you give it back, then,’ the man replied. ‘His idea, was it?’


He nodded. ‘Yes.’


‘Thought so. Takes after his father.’ The man looked at him seriously. ‘Really,’ he said, ‘you want to stay away from him. You think he’s on your side, but he isn’t.’ Then he looked sad, and added, ‘Nobody is, that’s the bloody awful thing about it.’


For some reason, he was shocked. ‘Nobody?’


‘Nobody.’ The man’s eyes were large and soft. ‘Except possibly me, but you shouldn’t count on it.’


He took a deep breath. ‘Tell me something, General,’ he said quietly. ‘Whose side are you on? Really?’


‘Really?’ The man smiled. He was the sort of man who preferred to smile if he could. ‘You know, I wish I knew, sometimes.’


‘But, General . . .’


 




But, General . . .


‘What did you say?’ asked the woman, Copis, in the dark beside him.


He woke up. ‘Huh?’


‘Did you just say something?’


‘I don’t think so.’


‘I thought I heard you say something.’


He rubbed his eyes. ‘Maybe you did,’ he said. It was just starting to get light. In spite of everything he’d hoped that somehow he’d wake up and all his memories would be back. They weren’t. On the other hand, he could remember what had happened the previous day, from the moment when he woke up in the mud. That was something, after all. ‘We’d  better get going,’ he said, realising as he tried to move that he’d cricked his neck horribly in his sleep. Also, his head hurt.


‘All right,’ Copis replied. It occurred to him, as they both scrambled out from under the cart, that he hadn’t seen her yet, except as a vague presence behind a lantern. He waited until her head and shoulders appeared on the other side of the cart. Of course, she was looking at him too.


‘You need to get a wash,’ she said. ‘Badly.’


He hadn’t been expecting beauty, of course, so he wasn’t disappointed. On the other hand, she looked younger than she sounded – somewhere between thirty and forty, probably nearer thirty but ground down a bit by a hard and wearing life. She had a sharp face, with a pointed nose and chin, high cheekbones and very dark eyes, and reddish hair tied back out of the way, as if she couldn’t be doing with it. She was wearing a man’s riding coat, very faded and rather tatty at the neck.


‘If you’ve quite finished staring,’ she said, and climbed up on to the box. ‘You can sit in the back for now. No offence, but you smell of mud.’


Come to think of it, he hadn’t seen himself either – he wasn’t inclined to count the reflection he’d seen in the clouded water of the flood pools back by the river. ‘All right,’ he said, ‘find a river or a stream or something and I’ll wash it off. There wouldn’t be any dry clothes in the back there, would there?’ he added.


‘Yes,’ she replied over her shoulder as she moved the horses on. They were both sluggish and restive after standing all night in the traces. ‘Of course he was taller than you, and bigger across the shoulders. You’ll look like you’re wearing your big brother’s hand-me-downs.’



Maybe they are, at that; anything’s possible. ‘Doesn’t matter,’ he replied. ‘I’m still soaked to the skin here.’


She was looking straight ahead. ‘Under the cover,’ she said. ‘You’ll find a blanket roll, they’re inside that. And there’s his  god robes, of course; won’t matter so much with them, they’re all loose and flowing, fit anybody.’


The dead man’s clothes were much too big, just as she’d said they’d be, but the waxed hide of the cover had kept most of the rain out. The simple act of putting on dry clothes turned out to be a moment of sublime luxury – would I have enjoyed that so much if I knew who I was? Probably not – and afterwards he sat with his legs dangling over the edge of the tailboard, quite happy simply not to be wet.


‘That’ll have to do,’ Copis called out, some time after. ‘Right, you have a wash while I have a pee. Don’t be too long about it.’


It was a beautiful place, wherever it was. Below the road, on the right-hand side, the ground fell away quite steeply into a small combe, so carefully folded into the moor that it’d be easy to miss if you weren’t paying attention. A stream ran down the middle of the combe, draining into what was either a large pond or a very small lake, according to mood and preference, before breaking over a natural dam of boulders and falling fifteen feet or so into a churning white mess hemmed in by a tangled border of briars, ferns, docks and cow parsley. Below that the stream ran fast and thin over a rocky bed and soaked away into a bog. Two thin thorn trees flanked the splash, and he saw a pair of crows sitting in the stiff branches of the nearest tree, facing perversely into the wind.


A glance at the brown, peat-soaked water of the top pool left him with the conclusion that bathing in it wouldn’t leave him any cleaner than he was already, so he picked his way round the edge and scrambled down the rocks to the splash. Off to the left of it was a little basin of calm water, overhung by a broad, flat stone, as handy as a table. Pushing his way through the ferns he took off his clothes and piled them up on the flat stone, then walked into the splash. It was cold enough to make him wince, and the spray hit him in the face, blinding him for a moment. He walked in until the water was up to his  neck, ducked his head under the surface and worked his fingers through his hair, feeling the caked mud and blood loosen. One of the crows got up, flew a circuit round the pool, and pitched in the other tree.


Too cold to stay in longer than absolutely necessary . . . He hopped out on to the stone table, dragged his clothes back on over his wet skin, then lay down on his stomach and looked at his face in the still water of the basin.



So that’s me, he thought. Oh well.



He didn’t know what he’d been expecting, but it wasn’t the sad, rectangular face that he saw, with its long, straight nose and pointed chin, and the eyes were downright miserable, completely out of keeping with the exhilarating feeling of the cold water on his skin and the blood tingling in his cheeks. He’d been expecting someone younger, someone as young as he felt, but even though his hair was slicked back and wet he could see streaks of grey at the temples and sides, fringing his small, flat ears. He could see the smooth, slightly dark blemish of an old scar, running down from the corner of his left eye to the middle of his cheekbone, and another on the same side, the length of a thumbnail, where the web of his mouth had been split.


Disappointed . . . He felt as if he’d been promised a house and given a falling-down old barn, with a bare plank door stiff on its hinges and ivy picking the mortar out from between the stones. Not a cheerful face, by any means; waterproof, and that was about all you could say for it.


‘Hurry up.’ He heard Copis’ voice, away at the top of the combe. ‘What are you doing down there, for pity’s sake?’


‘Just a moment,’ he called back. One last look at the face – it was frowning, and the frown settled easily into grooves it had worn for itself. He picked up a pebble and flipped it through the middle of the face’s forehead.







Chapter Three


 



 



‘A war,’ he repeated. ‘What’s that about?’ Copis looked at him severely down her nose. ‘You mean you don’t – you really have lost your memory, haven’t you? Oh well. It’s like this,’ she went on. ‘Long story, so pay attention. The emperor – you do know about the emperor, don’t you?’


‘No.’


All morning the road had looked pretty much the same, a grey and brown ribbon across a green and brown surface, not even straight. In the distance on either side were the vague shapes of hills, but they were hazy, indistinct. Low cloud, Copis said, usual for this time of year. In autumn and winter it was low cloud, in spring it was mist and in summer it was heat-haze. Put another way, you never got to see the hills, not that they were all that interesting anyway.


‘Oh, bloody hell,’ she sighed. ‘All right. How’s the best way to explain this? We live in the empire, all right? This is the northern end, the bit that doesn’t really matter very much; the emperor and the capital and all that stuff, they’re on the other side of the bay, where I come from. Clear so far?’


‘More or less.’


‘Excellent. Now then, about six days north of the Mahec – you remember what I told you about the Mahec?’


‘It’s a river. Somewhere.’


‘That’s right, and it’s the frontier, or at least where the frontier used to be. I don’t suppose many people know where it really is these days, and probably they aren’t telling. Things aren’t going well for the empire right now, if you see what I mean.’


‘I see.’


‘Anyway,’ Copis went on, ‘about five years ago the emperor sent a new general to take over on the frontier; and it’s the usual story, after getting thumped a few times he came back and drove the enemy away over the mountains, and so on and so forth; and then he announces that he’s taking over everything north of the Bohec – heard it all before, of course; in fact, I wonder why they still bother, they should know by now it usually ends in tears. I can’t remember the exact figure, but it’s something like seventy emperors in the last hundred and fifty years, and maybe a dozen of them died in their beds. Silly, really.’


‘Yes,’ he replied, for want of anything better to say. A flock of geese flew overhead, very high, as if they wanted nothing to do with what was beneath them.


‘And you mean to tell me you’d forgotten all that?’ There was a new colour in her voice now, slight suspicion. ‘You must be really bad if you don’t even remember about the empire.’


He decided to take the risk. ‘There’s something else, isn’t there?’ he said.


‘No.’


‘Yes, there is. Please,’ he went on. ‘I don’t care what it is, even if it’s bad. I’d rather find out now than later.’


‘Really,’ she said, ‘it’s nothing.’


He reminded himself that he didn’t have the luxury of getting angry. Only people who know who they are can do that.  ‘Please,’ he repeated. ‘It doesn’t matter to me how bad it is, all I want to do is find out who I am. That’s all that matters. If there’s something else—’


‘Oh, all right, then.’ She didn’t sound at all happy. ‘I was just thinking, if you don’t know about the empire, maybe it’s not because you’ve forgotten – you couldn’t just forget, no matter what. Maybe it’s because you didn’t know to begin with.’


‘Because I’m a foreigner, you mean?’


The cart ran over a stone, jolting them both. Copis swore, then composed herself, a swift and impressive transition.


‘You don’t sound like one,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘On the other hand, how the hell would I know what one of them would sound like? Actually, all this time we’ve been talking I’ve been trying to place your accent, and I can’t. And I’m very good at accents, so that ought to mean something.’


He closed his eyes. ‘Please explain,’ he said.


‘All right. What I’m getting at is – this is difficult. Do you know who the pirates are?’


‘Pirates,’ he repeated. ‘I know what the word means.’


She sighed. ‘Obviously you don’t, then. That’s really hard to believe, but I believe you; just don’t expect anybody else to, that’s all. We call them the pirates, though it’s not the right word to describe them; it’s what we thought they were when they first showed up, fifty or sixty years ago. Actually, we don’t really know anything about them, that’s the most scary part of it. They come out of apparently nowhere, we think from the west. Usually they sail right up to one of the cities on the coast, but sometimes they land way up north and sneak down through the mountains; or when they attack on the other side of the bay they’ll come up through the forests; amazing, how they manage it.’ She hesitated for a moment, fiddled with the reins. ‘Anyway, the first thing we know about it is a sudden attack, another city looted and burned down, and they’re gone again. Nobody knows where they’re from, or  who they are – oh, there’s plenty of stories, but nobody really  knows – and they must have trashed, oh, fifteen, twenty major cities over the last fifty years. Now and again they run into the soldiers; we’ve never once beaten them in a battle, of course, they always wipe the floor with us, but from time to time they find a few bodies, sometimes they say they’ve caught one alive. But nobody seems to know anything, except possibly imperial intelligence if they’ve really ever caught one; we don’t even know what colour their hair is, or what their faces look like, anything like that. The best guess is that it’s all being kept a deadly secret, because if we really knew about them it’d cause such a panic there’d be riots and God knows what else.’


‘And you think I may be one of them.’


She thought for a moment before replying. ‘To be honest with you, no,’ she said. ‘But of course, I don’t know what to think. All my life pirates have been great big hairy, ugly monsters, so naturally I wouldn’t expect one of them to sound like a human being. I don’t know,’ she added. ‘How the hell would I know if you’re one of them when I don’t know the first thing about them?’


He considered this. ‘You wouldn’t,’ he said. ‘I guess that puts you and me in the same position. All either of us knows about me is what we can both see. You’re still at an advantage, of course.’


She grinned. ‘That’s the way I like it,’ she said.


As the sun rose, the low cloud (or mist, possibly even heat-haze; it wasn’t actually freezing) lifted a little, and he thought he could see darker green patches on the sides of the distant hills that might be forests, or at least wooded combes and valleys. He could see a very long way from where they were, but what was the point in having such excellent visibility when there was nothing to look at except couch grass and the occasional stone?


‘Are you sure there’s a town in this direction?’ he asked.


‘Of course I’m sure. Otherwise we wouldn’t be going this way.’


He shrugged. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I was just wondering. It’s all so empty.’


‘Used not to be, before the war.’


‘Which war?’


‘Whichever. But yes, there’s definitely a town called Cric. Which is just as well, since you’ve eaten three of our biscuits and there’s nothing else after they’re gone. Unless, of course, you’d care to hop off the cart and go catch a rabbit or something?’


‘I haven’t seen any rabbits.’


‘Neither have I. Maybe they don’t want to be seen. I wouldn’t want people looking at me if I was a rabbit. Especially hungry people.’


‘I haven’t seen anything,’ he went on, ‘except a few birds, crows and the like. You’d think there’d be something alive out here besides us.’


‘Don’t ask me,’ she replied. ‘I was brought up in a city, I don’t really know about animals and things. As far as I’m concerned there’s cities, and everything else is just the gaps in between. This,’ she added, ‘is a big gap.’


There didn’t seem much point in discussing the matter further, so he went back to thinking about the face he’d seen in the pool. Me, he thought; that’s all I am. How did I come to look so thoroughly miserable? Of course, I suppose I’ve got a right to be miserable now – except that I’m not, so maybe this is a good thing, a fresh start or something. Maybe I’ve walked away from a life that I never really liked, which is why I’m in no hurry to remember it . . .


He looked behind. He’d caught sight of something, a flash of metal in the pale sunlight.


‘What’s so interesting?’ Copis asked.


‘I don’t know. Stop the cart.’


‘All right. But if all you’ve seen is a thrush or something, I’m going to be very annoyed.’


It was hard to tell, because of the low cloud; he screwed up his eyes and concentrated, making distinctions between tones of colour. ‘Something behind us,’ he said. ‘There it is again, look. Something’s flashing in the sun.’


‘Oh.’ Copis seemed to think that was serious enough; she stood up on the box and shaded her eyes with her hand. ‘Where?’


‘Directly behind us. Probably someone on the road.’


‘Damn.’ She sat beside him. ‘Point,’ she said. He pointed. ‘Yes, you’re right, I saw it too.’


‘You sound worried,’ he said.


‘Think about it,’ she replied. ‘Just the two of us, nowhere to hide. And metal flashing in the sun suggests armour to me.’


‘Well,’ he said, ‘what do you think we should do?’


‘Easy,’ she replied. ‘You get out of my cart and start running. With any luck, by the time they’re close enough to see you, you’ll be far enough away that they won’t assume I’m anything to do with you. Which I’m not,’ she added, with a little more feeling than was polite.


‘All right,’ he said, and started to climb off the cart.


‘No,’ she said wearily. ‘Come back. After all, you’re wearing different clothes, you aren’t all muddy any more. And if they ask, I’ll just tell them the truth.’


He hesitated. ‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘You don’t owe me anything.’


‘Of course I don’t,’ she replied. ‘But on the other hand, if you’re some rich prince or long-lost hero, there ought to be money in it if I’m the one who saved you from bleeding and starving to death. That’s me,’ she added gloomily, ‘a born optimist.’


She moved the cart on; a steady walk, no point in forcing the pace. As they watched, the flash turned into three riders, and when they were close enough, he saw that they were nothing like any of the soldiers he’d seen so far; they wore round, broad-brimmed steel helmets and no armour, and each one  had a bow and quiver on his back and a curved sword at his side. They were riding fast, as if they were in a hurry to catch up with something.


‘I think I made the wrong decision,’ said Copis. ‘I’ve seen an awful lot of soldiers over the years, but never any like them.’


‘Oh.’ He frowned. ‘I can still run for it if you like.’


‘No point,’ she said. ‘Let’s hope they’re nothing to do with you. I hate hoping,’ she added. ‘It’s like rubbing dock leaves on a nettle sting. They tell you it helps, but does it hell as like.’


The riders came up to them very quickly. One passed them and blocked the way, while the others closed in on either side.


‘You in the cart,’ said the man in front.


‘Me?’ he called out, rather pointlessly, since the rider was staring at him.


‘Stay where you are. Don’t move.’


Copis looked at him. ‘You can understand what they’re saying?’


‘Yes.’


‘I can’t.’


The two riders in flank held their position while the third man slid off his horse and walked up to the cart. ‘You,’ he said, ‘take your hat off. I want to see your face.’


‘All right,’ he replied.


The man looked at him and nodded. ‘Right,’ he said.


‘You know who I am, then?’


‘Oh yes,’ the rider replied. ‘I know exactly who you are.’


‘Then would you mind—?’


The rider reached up and grabbed his arm, pulling him on to his feet. With his other hand, he was drawing his sword. ‘Shut up,’ he said, and pulled again. Then Copis kicked him in the face.


It wasn’t a very hard kick, or particularly well aimed, but it was enough to make the rider lose interest for a moment. ‘Go  on, run,’ she hissed, and it struck him that it would be rude not to do what she told him to, though he wished she hadn’t got involved. But there it was; he jumped down off the cart and made a quick mental estimate of how far away the rider’s horse was and how long it’d take him to get to it. Too long. Meanwhile the rider was ignoring Copis and drawing his sword, so he jumped on to the boom, grabbed him by the throat and pushed him down. The rider landed awkwardly on his back, giving him enough time to jump off the boom and kick him hard on the chin; then he stooped down and grabbed the sword. It seemed to fit his hands, almost as if it was a part of him that he’d had amputated years ago and which had suddenly grown back. That was just as well, because as the left-side rider rode up and slashed at him he was able to parry the cut squarely and in good time, opening the rider up for a thrust under the armpit. The moves came easily, faster than he could think. Probably, he reflected as the man slipped out of the saddle and hit the ground, I’ve done this before.


The other rider was wrong-sided, of course; he’d either have to turn and go round the back of the cart, or go all the way round the front of the horses. That helped. He watched as the rider hesitated, then came forward, presumably anxious to get to him before he could mount up on either of the spare horses. He waited till the other man was level with him, then hopped back on to the boom and made a dive under his horse’s legs.


The rider wasn’t expecting that. He swished airily with his sword but was far too late to connect with anything, then craned his neck to see if he could find out what his opponent was up to. He didn’t have to wait long to find out; a moment later his horse squealed with pain and started bucking furiously, throwing him. When he hit the ground his eyes closed reflexively for a second; when he opened them again, he saw his enemy scrambling out of the way of the horse – he’d  slashed its belly open – and heading for him. He made it to his feet just in time to get in the way of a slanting cut that sliced into him at the junction of neck and shoulder and went on to bite into his spine.


The third rider was on his feet, looking around desperately for some kind of weapon. He made the wrong choice; the left-side rider’s body was too far away and his enemy came back over the boom at him and cut him down before he had a chance.


‘My God,’ Copis said. Presumably she didn’t intend it as a pun. Her face was as white as milk and she was shaking. He crossed back over the boom one last time, to grab hold of the maimed horse’s head and cut its throat.


‘It was them or us,’ he said, and noticed with interest that his voice was level, calm. ‘As soon as you kicked the first one the only way out for us was to kill them all. You don’t offer force to soldiers and get away with it.’


She took a couple of deep breaths, probably fighting back the urge to throw up. ‘Actually,’ she said, ‘you’re right. How did you know that?’


‘I just do,’ he replied. ‘My guess is this isn’t the first time I’ve had to deal with a situation like this.’ He looked down at his hands and arms, which were splattered with blood; it reminded him of how they’d looked earlier that day, when he’d been flecked with spray from the waterfall. ‘Actually, it was all fairly easy,’ he added. ‘I knew what to do, didn’t have to stop and think – probably that was the difference between them and me. I’m sorry,’ he added.


‘Are you? Why?’


‘Well . . .’ He waved a hand at the dead bodies. ‘Not a pretty sight,’ he said.


She shuddered. ‘Seen worse,’ she said. ‘Tell me, what would you have done if I hadn’t kicked that man?’


‘I don’t know,’ he replied. ‘I was more interested in the fact that he seemed to know who I was.’


‘He was going to kill you, right there on the spot.’


‘Small price to pay for knowledge.’


She muttered something under her breath, ‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ or words to that effect. He was kneeling beside the man he’d spoken to. ‘You really didn’t understand what he was saying?’


‘No, and I speak seven languages.’


‘Good God. How many languages are there?’


‘Lots,’ she replied. ‘What are you looking for?’


He looked up at her. ‘Money,’ he said. ‘Also anything of value that we can sell, so long as it’s not the sort of thing that’ll get us into trouble.’


‘Another instinct?’


‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘Apparently I’m one of nature’s scavengers. ’


As it turned out, none of the dead men had anything of any real value on them, apart from their clothes and weapons, which they obviously daren’t take. But each of them had half a loaf and a two-fist-sized slab of hard white cheese in his saddlebag, and one of them also had a thick slice of rather elderly bacon and three apples.


‘Worth more to us than money,’ he said.


‘Matter of opinion,’ she replied.


There was a boggy patch a couple of hundred yards away. He carried the bodies over there, one at a time, and slid them into a still, black pool, which was just about deep enough to cover them. The dead horse was too much trouble to hide or bury, but he stripped the harness and tack off the other two and dumped them, before chasing the horses off. ‘Not worth the risk,’ he explained, when Copis protested. ‘For all I know, there’s ways of telling a cavalry horse: regulation shoes, that sort of thing. All right, let’s get out of here.’ He was painfully aware of the bloodstains on his clothes, but he couldn’t quite face the thought of crawling back into his own, still completely sodden garments (and besides, he didn’t want to be  wearing the clothes he’d woken up in the next time they met somebody . . .).


They drove on in silence for the next hour. Then Copis said, ‘Well, at least somebody must know who you are. Pity they weren’t more friendly.’


‘I was thinking that,’ he replied. His arms and back were starting to stiffen up after their bout of brief but violent exercise. ‘At last I meet somebody who can tell me the one thing I want to know above everything else, and a few moments later I’ve killed them.’ He frowned. ‘You know,’ he went on, ‘it’d probably be best if I left you soon. If there’s a welcome like that waiting for us in this town of yours, we might not get out of it so easily.’


She shook her head. ‘Don’t be a bastard,’ she replied. ‘You think I’m going to let you run out on me after putting me through all that? In your dreams.’


That struck him as a strange attitude, but he was still trying to figure out why she’d forced the issue earlier by kicking the rider. He could think of at least three explanations, but none of them felt right. ‘If that’s the way you feel about it,’ he said. ‘But at the very least, as soon as we come in sight of the place, you go on ahead. I’ll follow up on foot and meet up with you there.’


‘Not a chance,’ she replied firmly. ‘You’re the god in the cart, remember? It’s got to be done properly, or else we’ll really  be in trouble.’


Well, that fitted in with explanation number two, but he still wasn’t convinced. ‘All right, then,’ he said. ‘I still figure it’s a bloody stupid risk to take.’


‘So’s being born,’ she replied, as if that was any kind of an argument.


Later, she told him about the god act.


‘Your name’s Poldarn,’ she said. ‘At least, that’s the name we’ve been using, and there’s no reason why we shouldn’t stick with it.’


‘Poldarn,’ he repeated, ‘No, doesn’t mean anything to me.’


She laughed. ‘I’d be absolutely amazed if it did,’ she replied. ‘You see, the god these people believe in hasn’t got a name, it’s forbidden or some such crap, at least until the second coming. So we had to make one up. At least, I didn’t make it up exactly, it’s a real name.’


‘A real god’s name?’


‘There aren’t any real gods, silly. No, it’s something I remembered from when I was a kid, actually. The alley we lived in, there was a builder’s yard, and they had stacks and stacks of roof tiles, all piled up as high as a haystack, and my brother and I used to play in there sometimes. Strictly against the rules, of course – I can see why, thinking back, because those stacks weren’t meant for clambering about all over, and if one of ’em had collapsed we’d have been squashed like bugs. Anyway,’ she went on, ‘we used to play hide and seek, and I have this crystal-clear picture of myself hiding among these stacks, tucked away in a little child-sized hole only I knew about, and lying there for what seemed like hours at a time while my brother looked for me, and all that time I was reading the maker’s name stamped on the tiles, over and over again: Poldarn House Torcea, Poldarn House Torcea, in exactly the same place on thousands upon thousands of tiles. Of course, I hadn’t got a clue about how they made the things, I thought it was a little man with a chisel or something, and it beat me how on earth he was able to get it so exactly precise every single time . . . Anyhow,’ she said, frowning, ‘that’s why I had this name Poldarn floating around in my head, and that’s what we called the god. So now you’re Poldarn.’


‘Right,’ he replied. ‘Named in honour of a brick. Why not, after all?’


‘You don’t like it.’


‘I think it’s a wonderful name,’ he said irritably. ‘Or at least, it has a hell of a lot going for it as against nothing at all.’


‘Fine,’ she replied. ‘That’s settled, then. Now, the way we do the show is like this . . .’


 



The first thing they saw was the remains of a charcoal burners’ camp, stranded in the middle of a broad, flat plain covered with tree stumps.


‘I think they used to use up something like four square miles of forest a year,’ Copis said. ‘At least, that’s what I heard once. It’s one of the reasons why it’s so bleak and boring in these parts. There’s old iron mines scattered about all through here, from the Mahec down to Sansory – nearly all worked out, of course – and they used charcoal to smelt the ore, or whatever the technical terms are. A hundred and fifty years ago, all this lot was forest.’


‘You don’t say.’


‘Oh, it’s worse the other side of the Bohec. They cleared that about, what, seventy years ago, and it’s incredible in some places. Where they cut the trees and left the top branches, it’s all grown over with briars and weeds and stuff, all tangled up like a thorn hedge a mile thick. From time to time there’s big fires, in the dry season. Nothing else could ever clear it.’


He thought about that as he stared at the fire pits and slagheaps, submerged under thick mats of nettles and docks, and the countless lopped trunks, like the dead bodies after a battle. ‘What did they need all that iron for?’ he asked.


‘There was an imperial armoury at Weal Bohec,’ Copis replied. ‘It supplied all the soldiers in the province. The foundry there turned out something like a thousand tons of iron a year. Don’t ask me how I know all this,’ she added. ‘Useless information just gets stuck in my head, like flies in a spider’s web.’


‘Lucky you.’


She laughed. ‘Yes, well,’ she said. ‘Probably it was one of the customers told me, when I worked in the cat-house in  Josequin. My God, didn’t some of them love the sound of their own voices . . . ? Worst part of the job, really, and that’s saying something.’


She hadn’t mentioned that before, not that it mattered. It was an interesting thought that this desert of couch grass and bog had once been a great forest. Interesting that even the landscape could lose its memory so completely, could go from being so full to so empty. For some reason, he almost found it comforting.


‘Anyway,’ he said, ‘the town’s just ahead, is it?’


‘Should be,’ she replied. ‘Pretty soon we’ll start seeing the smoke.’


‘Smoke?’


‘There’s still a foundry there,’ Copis explained. ‘Only reason for having a town out in the middle of all this. I think they make a living from scavenging bits of stuff from the old worked-out mines, bits the original miners missed or couldn’t be bothered to go after. They burn peat now, since they can’t use charcoal.’


That was an interesting thought, too; having used up everything that grew in it, they were using up the ground itself. It hadn’t occurred to him that iron was so destructive.


The further they went, the drearier the landscape became. Here and there he saw big briar tangles, which he took to be overgrown loppings, such as Copis had described earlier, and a fair sprinkling of derelict buildings – sheds and stores, built low out of rough-cut stone blocks, with broken-backed slate roofs drowning in creepers and nettles. A very predatory kind of place, he decided, where the people ate up the ground and the ground swallowed up the buildings, killers and carrion-feeders, making up a cycle.


‘I hope the town’s a bit more cheerful than this,’ he said. ‘It’d depress me, living somewhere like this.’


‘For all you know,’ she replied, ‘this is home.’


‘Now there’s a charming thought.’


He kept looking for smoke, but there wasn’t any, just the usual low cloud (or mist, or possibly heat-haze) that blurred the distinction between ground and sky. Copis, who’d been assuring him that any moment now they’d encounter the first outlying farms and workshops, stopped talking entirely; she was staring at the skyline like a bird, scanning from a great height. There were more buildings now, but still all derelict, the skeletons of houses and barns. There were dry-stone walls, so overgrown with grass and weeds that they looked like banks; a few boundary stones, sticking up like the remaining teeth in an old man’s mouth; details like a stone watering-trough split by the frost, a deer hunter’s high seat fallen on its side and sinking among the nettles, a millstream clogged with weeds, a dovecote bald of thatch and leaning at an angle on its post.


‘Actually,’ Copis said, in an unusually subdued tone of voice, ‘you get this sort of thing all over the place. It’s where a whole village gets called up for military service; they’re marched off to the wars somewhere and they don’t come back. Either the government resettles the families somewhere else – that’s what they’re supposed to do, at any rate – or the people who were left behind just go away, to a town or wherever. All these little wars they keep having use up a lot of manpower.’


They stumbled on the town quite unexpectedly, just as it was starting to get dark; what was left of the ruined walls had grown over so quickly that at first they mistook them for more briar clumps, and it was only when they began noticing angles of brick and stone peeping out from under the weeds, like the edge of the bone in a bad fracture, that they realised what they were looking at. It had happened within, say, the last ten years. Long enough for several seasons of rain to have washed most of the soot off the ruined walls, for the scattered timbers to have been bleached grey or green under a thin slime of lichen, for the crows to have pecked the skulls and bones as  clean as a good child’s plate. Here and there the remains of a door still hung off its hinges, a few rafters framed the sky over a gutted house, a few paving stones peeped out from under the grass; a few moments of the old normality, incongruous among the new growth. They were looking at the final stages of the change from scab to scar; another year or so and there would be nothing here but a healed-over ruin, its sharp edges all rounded off by rain, wind and growth, its bones covered with new green flesh. The turf and ground and stones would lose their memory and begin all over again.


‘Oh,’ Copis said.


She didn’t say anything else for a long time. Instead the cart rumbled sedately down what used to be the main street, now a pattern in the grass, and if from time to time something brittle crunched under the heavy wheels, it could just as easily have been something innocuous, like a potsherd.


‘All right,’ Copis said, ‘we’ll just have to press on to Josequin, assuming it’s still there, of course. We’ll have to work some of the poxy little villages south of the city. They’re a miserable lot, but better than nothing.’


He’d been looking around, taking note, like an observer from a neutral country. ‘Who do you think did this?’ he asked. ‘The pirates?’


She shrugged. ‘That’s the likeliest bet,’ she replied. ‘But it could have been somebody’s army, making an example. Or one of the free companies, of course. I’m not sure it matters terribly much any more.’


She stopped the cart in front of the biggest remaining structure, which still had about a third of its roof intact. ‘We might as well stay here tonight,’ she said, yawning. ‘Accommodation’s probably not up to much, but at least it won’t cost us anything. Got to look on the bright side,’ she added.


‘What do you think this place used to be?’ he asked as he unyoked the horses.


‘No idea,’ she replied. ‘Either the temple or the foundry, nothing else would have rooms this size. You can go and explore if you want to. I’m going to get some sleep. I find the end of the world makes me feel tired like a dog. Oh, and you can forget about anything to eat. That bread and cheese we picked up from your cavalry friends is going to have to see us to Josequin, unless you fancy spit-roasted horse and a long walk.’


While there was still a smudge of light to see by, he picked his way through the building, stepping gingerly over fallen roof beams and rafters, taking care to avoid the places where the floorboards had started to rot. The temple, he guessed, rather than the foundry, since the rooms were all empty, and foundry gear would be too heavy to carry away as plunder, unless that had been what they’d come for in the first place. Besides, he thought, where else would the god Poldarn spend the night but in a temple?


As he was feeling his way back in the dark he stubbed his toe on something and looked down to see what it was. It turned out to be a fat yellowish blob, about the size of a child’s head, cold to the touch, smooth and metallic, and heavier than it looked when he tried to lift it. The part of the building he was in had been gutted by fire, leaving nothing but a few rafters. I think I know what this is, he thought. Could come in handy, at that. He thought for a moment, then went outside through a gap in the wall and followed the side of the building round to where they’d left the cart. There was a nice space in the back, under a couple of mouldy old blankets, just the right size, and not the sort of place where anybody would think to look in the usual run of things. As a final test, he found Copis’ small knife and scratched the surface of the lump; it caught the moonlight and flashed, like a distant helmet. That was the good stuff, all right.


Not that he didn’t trust her, of course, but there was no immediate need to tell her right now, and it’d make a pleasant  surprise for her once they reached somewhere comfortable and safe where he could dispose of it. The contents of somebody’s strongbox, he guessed, melted down and fused by the heat, losing the memory of its original shape but not its intrinsic virtues – nice upbeat comparison, he told himself. Things could be getting better.





Chapter Four

 



 




Burn the village, he says. In this rain? Who’s he kidding?  (I’m asleep, he reminded himself. This is a very realistic dream, so I must remember; I’m asleep, it’s isn’t really . . .)

You, quit complaining. Make yourself useful, go and see if you can find some lamp oil or something. Lamp oil and straw. Well, don’t just stand there.

(He remembered the argument, between the body in the water and its reflection. He knew that the body in the water wouldn’t let him keep this dream – put it back, it’s dirty, you don’t know where it’s come from. That was a great pity.)

It’s all very well him saying lamp oil, but there isn’t any. Tallow, yes. Candles. No oil lamps. And the straw’s all wringing wet, look. You’ll never get that to burn in a thousand years.

(He could try and keep hold of it, he supposed, but he didn’t know how, and anyway, the body in the water would find it wherever he hid it and take it away from him. If only he could keep just a bit of it, a corner, something that would jog his memory—)

Cooking oil; that’ll do. Light the thatch from inside, it’ll burn  better. Yes, all right, you’re tired. So am I. But the sooner we start, the sooner we finish.

(Just a little bit of himself, as a souvenir; something to remember himself by. Was that really so much to ask? Did the body in the water always have to know best?)

You three – God almighty, why’s it always you three? All right, let’s see what you’ve got. Oh, bloody hell, didn’t you hear what he said about no prisoners?

He could see the short man, the one who’d been shouting, but the others – he was one of them – had their backs to him, he couldn’t see their faces. Two of them, the other two, were dragging a woman along with them. They’d got hold of her by the wrists, her arms stretched wide like guy-ropes, and as they hauled they lifted her off the ground so that her trailing feet left a line in the wet grass.

She isn’t a prisoner, Scaptey, she’s spoils of war. Perfectly legitimate. You heard the foreigner, he expressly said plunder’s allowed.

The short man was giving them all a don’t-try-my-patience look, as if they were children explaining why they should be allowed to keep a stray dog that had followed them home from the market. An interesting face, that man had, and clearly legible. His eyes said that he was too tired to be angry and almost too tired to care, but they couldn’t keep the woman. He wished he could see their faces too. Apart from the one who was him, though, he hadn’t a clue who they were.

He decided to move closer, leaving the problem behind, like a horse tethered to a rail. At least there were people he knew in the dream.


Oh, the hell with it—‘Oh, the hell with it,’ Scaptey, the short man, said. ‘Do what you like, so long as you’re done and ready to go by the time the rest of them get back. And make sure this place gets torched, right? The boss is in a bad enough mood as it is, and it’ll be me that gets a boot up the arse if there’s anything still standing.’

(Of course, he realised, I’m Scaptey. Not the man he was yelling at. I just didn’t recognise myself, that’s all. He looked again.)

Wearily, Scaptey trudged across the courtyard and sat down on a barrel. For the last two hours he’d had to think of everything – their position, the enemy’s position, possible traps and ambushes, the scary moment when it looked like they’d break through the far left of the line, the danger of pursuing too far and breaking order, the weather, the time of day – there’d be no point winning the battle if they took too long about it and missed their pickup, that’d be worse than losing . . . Then, when the enemy broke and ran and a man might be justified in thinking he’d done enough for one day, even more to think about and bear in mind: a village to plunder and burn, survivors to root out and deal with, followed by the aggravation of rounding up the rest of the party (just when they were starting to enjoy themselves), getting the plunder loaded on to the carts, sweeping up the stragglers, men who were too drunk or exhausted to move (and it didn’t help having the boss’s only son along for the ride; he couldn’t very well bawl him out along with the rest of the bunch, but he couldn’t let him run wild either, in case he got himself hurt or lost). Then he’d have just enough time to make a final check, every last damn thing, to make sure it’d all been done properly, before moving out and facing that long, gruelling march through the hills at double pace to get to the beach in time for the pick-up. All that to come . . . Right now he was still feeling groggy and sick after being bashed over the head with a big axe during the actual fighting. That reminded him. He unbuckled his helmet and examined it. Sure enough, there was a dent in the bowl just above the right temple, big enough to hide a walnut in. Some hit that’d been. If the fool had known to aim with the horn of the axe instead of the forte of the blade (like he was always telling his lads to do) he’d be dead now, or lying in the wet grass waiting to drown in air. As it was, he’d have to put  up with this badly dented helmet until he could get it to an armourer and have the pit raised out, which could be days or even weeks. Needless to say, the inside of the dent was just nicely placed to press against the nerve and give him those splitting headaches that lasted all day . . .

Bastard locals, he thought; no bounty for killing the likes of them, and if they kill you, you’re dead. Oh yes, plunder – but what could they possibly have here that was worth stealing? It was exactly the sort of junk people filled their houses with at home, the sort of thing you’d probably give to the tinker just to free up the space. Getting your head bashed in over somebody’s grandmother’s copper saucepan and a few clothes pegs; it was never worth it, even to prove a point.

And it was still raining; what joy. The collar of his cloak was completely sodden, trickling water down his back and chest to places he couldn’t reach without stripping off all his armour. There wasn’t really much point in getting under cover now, he was soaked through already, but it occurred to him that in one of the houses there might just be something to eat or drink, and he hadn’t had time to do either for at least a day. It’d only take a moment or so; nobody would miss him for that long, and he was, after all, the conquering hero—

What’s the plan?

(He knew that voice, from somewhere. Couldn’t quite place it right now, didn’t care. Didn’t want to go back where that voice was coming from. He decided to pretend he hadn’t heard.)

—And he was back again, in the village; he recognised it immediately (its name was on the tip of his tongue) but now it was much later, and the place was much brighter, since the vague, dirty sunlight strained through too many clouds had been replaced by keen orange firelight from dozens of burning houses. So this is who I am, he thought, as he watched himself, the tired and stressed-out short man, watching his people loading heavy-looking barrels and jars on to a cranky-looking farm cart.

‘Load of junk,’ one of the men was muttering. ‘Back home they’d pay you to take it on.’

Perfectly true, Scaptey thought. ‘You,’ he snapped, ‘do your work and keep your face shut. I’ve had just about enough of you for one day. Next man who talks gets to walk home, understood?’

They were good lads really, of course, or at least no worse than several others, and it was probably just bad luck and coincidence that his boys got all the shitty jobs . . . like this one, and the one before, and the one before that. As he was thinking, he was counting heads (an instinctive thing, something he did automatically every five minutes or so; probably mothers of large families do the same) and suddenly he realised he was three short. A scowl crossed his face. No prizes for guessing which three.

(Out of the corner of his mind’s eye, he saw a crow pitching in a tall, thin tree. In its beak, improbably enough, was a gold ring. That was wrong; it’s jackdaws who thieve useless shiny objects, crows have more sense. He thought about it for a while but it didn’t make sense, so he went back to being Scaptey.)

He nudged the tall man, Raffen, in the back. ‘Keep your eye on them till I get back,’ he said. ‘We’re on a schedule, remember? ’ Then he walked fast – didn’t his legs ever ache, but no time to bother with that now – towards the barn where he’d seen them last.

‘I thought I told you—’ he shouted into the darkness; then the light caught up with him, and he saw the three men he’d been looking for. One of them was lying face down in a tangled mess of old, dusty straw, and the other two were on their knees beside him.

‘Fuck it,’ he said, ‘now what?’ They didn’t reply, but he didn’t need them to. He’d seen enough dead bodies, after all.

‘She killed him,’ the bald one said—

(The bald one. Damn it, I know his name, I just can’t quite . . .)

‘Who? Oh, you mean your playmate you found earlier?’

‘She had a knife,’ the other one said, not looking up at him. ‘She waited till afterwards, then she stuck him and ran. Must’ve had it hidden somewhere, God only knows where.’

He didn’t say, I told you so. Well, it was done; nothing he could do except find out who’d died, clear up as best he could. He knelt down and turned the body over.

It had to be Tursten, of course; it had to be the boss’s only son, on his first ever trip away from home. Look after him, Scap, the boss had told him, make sure he doesn’t come to any harm, I know I can trust you. All through the battle he’d been so careful – one eye on his opponent’s sword arm, the other on young master Tursten – and now he’d turned his back for five minutes and somehow, with incredible ingenuity, the young bastard had managed to find a way to get himself killed. Fantastic, Scaptey thought gloomily.

The bald man shook his head. ‘She was too bloody quick,’ he replied. ‘I was putting my boots on, he was taking a leak. He—’ He looked down at the dead man, then quickly away. ‘It was his turn, you see; we take it in turns to kill the prisoners, well, it’s a bloody rotten job, it’s only fair. So he was meant to be doing that, while we—’

‘She got away,’ Scaptey said. ‘Bugger.’ He sighed, just a trifle melodramatically. It was, of course, the General Order Number One: a clean sweep every time, get them all or don’t bother coming back. But in practice, in reality, it wouldn’t be the first time. There were always a few accidents, like this, or some soft-hearted fool who wasn’t up to killing a woman or a kid. Nobody had to know; where was the harm? ‘All right,’ he said, ‘I’ll deal with you two later, you can rely on that. Meanwhile, this didn’t happen. She never existed. He died when a beam fell on his head, but we’ll say he died fighting, for morale, same as usual. Now put a torch to this lot and go and do some work for a change. And don’t think you’ve got away with anything, because you haven’t.’
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