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Enter the SF Gateway …


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




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





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


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


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


Welcome to the SF Gateway.









… your country under bondage


cattle straying on the ways


for five tear sodden days


hardship and a long sigh


one against an army


your own blood a red plague


splashed on many a smashed shield


on weapons and women red eyed


the field of slaughter growing red …


from The Bull Raid on Cuailnge,
from the Irish Celtic legend


Is this the Warped One?


We’ll have corpses’


shrieks in our enclosures,


tales to tell.


ibid.
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Three of Awful Boding


The great fortress of Taurovinda, its causewayed heights rising steeply from the Plain of MaegCatha, bloody playground of the Battle Crow, stood abandoned, burned and silent. The brooding forest encircling the plain had encroached deeply into the empty land around the hill. Twisted blackthorn, briar rose and scrub oak whispered at the base of the ramparts, edging closer, clawing at the towering earthen walls. The high watchtowers, blackened by fire, seemed to drift against the clouds. Nothing had passed the outer gate, however, save for birds, the Dead, and those who lived outside of Time.


The oldest of the Five Fortresses of Alba, stronghold of the warlord Urtha, mournful Taurovinda still defied the land that sought to bring about its corruption. It stood strong against the storm of nature. And for days, now, it had been calling to me: an urgent whisper, a sound-scent summoning me, drawing me from the seclusion of my hidden valley, away to the west.


I crossed the plain from the evergroves, Taurovinda’s gloomy sanctuaries, spread along a curve in the mysterious river Nantosuelta, whose fords at this point the fortress guarded. I was aware, as I followed the traces of the path between groves and gate, that I was watched from the shadows of grey rocks and stooping oaks, which had grown as fast as weeds since the desertion of the hill. It was early spring, but the plain and the groves might have been in early summer.


Enormous, steep embankments enclosed the hill, capped with high palisade walls of dark oak rising rank upon rank, enclosing a maze of roads. Five gates opened along these winding approaches between the earthen banks, the first carved with twin bull skulls, the second with the interlocking antlers of stags, the third with the leering faces of wolves, the fourth with human skulls grinning from hollows carved from elmwood columns, the fifth hung with the long-bones of two horses, tied in bundles, wrapped in horse-hide and topped with the red-painted skulls of Urtha’s favourite war-steeds. This was the Riannon Gate. The horses had pulled the king’s chariot in raids and carried his three children in fun. He had mourned their slaughter as he would mourn the death of a brother.


It was a long climb, a gloomy climb, an ascent made in shadow and silence. From the Riannon Gate I surveyed the sprawl of houses and lodgings, animal sheds and barracks. The king’s hall lay ahead of me, long, steep-roofed, its great oak doors closed. It had been much repaired after the sacking of the fort and as I walked around the boundaries of the enclosure I saw the colour and sheen of shields lining its northern wall, the arms of ancestors and champions. But who had undertaken this renewal?


I walked as far as the western gate, which looked out over willow marshes and a distant, untidy forest. Beyond that were rocky gorges, reaching to the edge of the Realm of the Shadows of Heroes itself; Ghostland, playing ground of the honoured dead and the as yet unborn.


In the centre of Taurovinda was a dense orchard of apple trees and berry bushes, hazel spinneys and shimmering birch. This was the druids’ place, the place of deep shafts, deep tombs, stone shrines and bone shrines and the effigies of those who were invoked during the cycle of the year.


Apart from the wind in the foliage, this too lay in silence.


When the first sounds came, they were a surprise. I had expected to hear the same whispering summons that had called me to the fortress, but now I picked up a plaintive mewling, the sound of pain, three voices murmuring with pain, I thought. I noticed, also, the creaking of rafters, steady and slow. The crying seemed to come from the king’s hostel, and I walked past the wall of broken shields to the wide, double door of carved and red-painted oak.


Now the doors were open; I could see they were broken, the intricately carved faces of horses and hounds battered, their colour fading. I entered the gloomy interior of the hall, but enough light streamed from narrow smoke holes in the roof to illuminate the grim and gory sight of three naked women hanging by the neck from the central rafter. Their hands were tied, their bodies flayed from throat to thigh, but they showed the sharp glitter of life and expectation in their eyes as they watched me, giving the lie to their apparent condition.


Though I gagged for a moment, I had seen such threesomes many times before. In Greek Land they were commonly known as the Fates, and were easier on the eye, far easier, quite beautiful. In the north they were called Nornir, sometimes Skaldir, monstrous and sadistic women, with raging appetites for war, men and gore. In the forested gorges of my childhood, in the distant past, they had been Scrayzthuk and had worn patchwork cloaks of the hides of deer, jackal and bear over their own bodies, bodies that had been cut with flint knives to the very bone. They, like their later apparitions, were the organisers of birth, crisis and death; they were bad news masquerading as good; favourable fortune thinly daubed on worm-infested wood.


The three before me now, common in these western lands, were the Three of Awful Boding. They were commonly found at the field of battle, or at a king’s house where murder would soon occur. I had heard them called the Morrigan. They could be beautiful or corpse-like, depending on their whim. It was too much to hope that they were waiting for someone other than me, but I questioned them just the same.


‘Are you waiting for Urtha, High King of the Cornovidi? He’s still coming home from Greek Land. He was badly hurt in combat, but is in good company; loving company.’


‘Not him,’ whispered Mornga, the oldest of this grisly threesome.


‘Then are you waiting for the king’s elder son, Kymon? He is hiding in Ghostland with his sister, Munda. They are still children. They survived the destruction of the fortress, but I don’t expect them home just yet.’


‘Not him, not them,’ whispered the second of the Three, Mornbad. The breeze from the open door blew on them gently, and the roof creaked as they turned, but their gaze remained fixed on me.


‘Then is it Cunomaglos, Urtha’s foster brother and closest friend, the man who betrayed him by abandoning Taurovinda, causing the death of his wife and younger son? Urtha pursued him to Greek Land and killed him. I saw the whole combat. We are not expecting Cunomaglos home at all!’


‘No, not that hound-harried wretch,’ Skaald, the third of the Three, whispered. ‘He prowls the edge of Ghostland, but he will always be denied.’ Her blackened features were draped with long, russet hair. It stuck to the raw flesh of her breast. It was this one who continued in that same ghostly whisper. ‘We are waiting for the timeless man who walks an endless path. A man of charm. A young man who should be old.’


Eyes like ice gazed at me without blinking from the gruesome, throttled faces. Three crows settled on the hanged women, pecking lightly at their shoulders.


‘I think you’ve found him,’ I said.


‘We know,’ was the reply, almost amused. The crows seemed suddenly alarmed but it was merely a gust of wind curling through the hall. Skaald whispered, ‘Three are returning who are a threat to you. A fourth is already here and hiding.’


I waited for enlightenment. They waited for me to ask for more. When I proposed the question, Skaald said: ‘The first is a man who needs you and will use you. He will weaken you dangerously.


‘The second is a man you betrayed, though you believe otherwise. He wishes to kill you and can do so easily.


‘The third is a ship that is more than a ship. She grieves and broods. She is rotting inside. She will carry you to your grave.’


The crows had become very still, watching me quietly from their raw perches, as if waiting for me to respond to these ominous visions.


I felt sure I knew to whom the first two ‘awful bodings’ referred, but I was puzzled by the reference to the ship. It had to be Argo, of course, the argonaut Jason’s fabulous vessel on which I had sailed with him in the past. But why did she represent a danger to me? She had just helped me escape from Greek Land; she had helped me come back to this island of Alba.


She was a threat to me! She grieves and broods. She will carry you to your grave.


It made no sense. Argo and I were friends, or so I had thought. I was clearly missing something.


This was an event that I would have to glimpse, in due course, but not yet. The cost to my strength of opening such foresight would be too great. For the moment I merely enquired after the fourth arrival, the one who was already in Alba, though I was sure of the answer I would get. Each of them spoke in turn.


‘Fierce Eyes,’ murmured Mornga.


‘Your childhood friend,’ whispered Mornbad.


‘Your lover,’ breathed Skaald, almost sneering. ‘The one you lost. She still loves you, but until you open your memory to the time in the long-gone when you were together, there can be no further love between you.’


My childhood friend; the fierce-eyed girl who had become my lover, then abandoned me as she and I had been sent to walk the Path around the world, developing our powers of enchantment, forgetting everything about our pasts.


She had ended up in Colchis, established as the Priestess of the Ram, and had taken a name that continued to live in legend.


‘Medea, then. Medea is already here. I understand, now. She has sent you to warn me off!’


‘Medea, yes; among her many names.’


‘She sent you.’


‘Her gift to you.’


Her gift? These rank and rotting corpses? It took only a moment to realise that the gift was the ‘warning off’


‘Your gift to her could be as easy as rejoining your path. Go away from this land. There will be other times for you and Medea.’


‘Where is she? Is she here now?’ I asked the Three, but they answered only, ‘In Ghostland. Stay away from her. She must protect herself from the Warped Man, Dealing Death.’


And with that final statement, the encounter was concluded.


I had no doubt that the ‘warped man’ was Jason, the man who had betrayed Medea seven centuries ago, and who, now that they were both in the same time again, sought to obliterate her from memory.


After such an intervention by either Nornir or Fates, it was considered polite to host a feast, initiate games and allow for uninhibited sexual encounter. The thought sent a chill through me as I stood in the breezy house. Nothing in me was aroused by these clotting corpses and it was a relief to find that they, too – reading my expression, no doubt – thought the idea untenable. Their strangled laughter mocked me. A moment later, the crows spread their wings, jumped towards me and chased me from the king’s house.


But I sat for a long while at the edge of the untended orchard, among the cairn-covered sacred shafts into the hill, thinking of what had been said, in particular what had been said concerning Argo. Argo was the means by which I had come here, to misty, mysterious Alba, hiding out and licking my wounds. She had once been Jason’s ship, and had become Jason’s grave; then she had been Jason’s resurrection and his new life. She had done much the same for me, though in a different manner.


As the day advanced, and the sky darkened towards a storm, I thought back over seven hundred years, searching for a memory – any memory – that would make sense of the foreboding words from the grim trio.


I remembered at once a terrible dawn in the harbour town of Iolkos, in Greek Land, where everything had begun …
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The Blood Pact


News of the murder passed from house to house and street to street throughout the city, spreading from the palace on the hill, through the markets and suburbs until it reached the harbour, with its silent fleets and stinking quays, where gulls screeched and nets rotted in the hot sun.


‘Glauce is dead! Jason’s lover is dead. His betrayed wife Medea has killed the princess! A witch spell from the barbarian north. Glauce is burned to ash and bone!’


Nine of Jason’s argonauts had stayed in Iolkos, after the quest for the Bloody Ram’s fleece and the abduction of its guardian, Medea. As each heard the news he gathered his armour and weapons and ran through the narrow alleys, calling for the man who had been the captain of Argo, most ancient of ships, strangest of ships, and taken her to the ends of the world.


One of them, faithful, practical Tisaminas, knowing of my skills, first came to find me. I was one of the nine, and known as Antiokus at that time.


I had been making ready to leave this warm, sweet part of the world, to venture on the Path again. Seven years with Jason had finally taken its toll, though I would be sad to leave the adventurer. His lust for life appealed to me, as did his mercenary tendencies, always pushing forward, always looking for something new, ever searching for spoils and charm in all senses of that word. We were the same side of the shield, he and I, at that time at least. The other side of the shield is laziness and complacency – to conquer part of the unknown, as he had done, too often leads to the disabling condition of believing you are invincible; timeless.


Time, and the consequences of conceit, were catching up with Jason; but I still loved the man.


Tisaminas entered my room, unannounced, in a panic, his eyes wild. ‘Glauce has been slain. By Medea! And she’s taken the boys to her palace. Jason’s sons. She intends to murder them too. She intends to destroy everything that is hers by Jason. Even us! Battle-harness and sword, Antiokus. Jason needs us.’


I had not seen this coming. I had not been blind to the growing agony and fury in the enchantress from Colchis since Jason’s irresponsible courtship of the king’s daughter became a cause of great gossip, hatred and considerable diplomatic adjustment; I had been blind to the certain consequences.


Following Jason’s desertion of her, Medea had withdrawn behind the cool, high walls of her stark, green-and-black-marbled palace. She had closed the heavy bronze doors. The smoke from the roof holes was heady, colourful and suspicious. Only the sound of horns and cymbals told clearly of her anguish. But for six full months she had done nothing but mourn, while her two children by Jason – Kinos and Thesokorus – had played innocently in the gardens of both father’s and mother’s houses.


This murder came as a shock. Half-armed and half-dressed, I staggered after lithe Tisaminas, seeking Theseus. The hero, one of the original argonauts, was visiting his old friends. It would be essential to draw him to the fight as well. He had a vital way with the sword, and could help with the labyrinthine corridors of Medea’s palace. We met Anthos and Argastus in the olive market. They were armoured, sharp-eyed, not quite sure what was happening around them. Then Jason himself, in the company of Anteon and Hephastos and the others, caught up with us. The red-eyed, taut-cheeked man, his face stained with tears, his hair lank, led the way up the hill to the copper-green gates that protected Medea herself.


Here for a moment he paused, wild eyes surveying the palace façade. I could smell his fear and his sweat. Medea’s guards were lined up on the nearer side of a blazing wall of fire. They carried long-bladed spears and curved shields marked with the head of Medusa. Their gleaming ram’s-skull masks, like crescent moons, half bright, half in darkness, were all the more sinister for the urgency of the situation. They seemed to laugh at us. Ten archers crouched behind them. From the palace beyond came the wilderness-screaming of women and the relentless, deep, three-beat rhythm of skin drums.


Jason grabbed my arm in sudden anger. ‘Why didn’t you see this? Antiokus! Blood of the gods, you can see Time itself! For an age on either side of this living moment. Why didn’t you see what this dire-hearted witch would do?’


Did he think I had betrayed him? I had been too busy enjoying the pleasures of flesh and wine. But when I looked at him now I realised that he was capable of losing even simple reason in his anger. His head looked fit to burst with anguish and outrage.


‘I wasn’t looking,’ I confessed uneasily. ‘I should have been looking …’


Jason stared at me for a moment, then used his knife to scrape the dried tears from his cheeks, taking his gaze away from me. The passion and lust he had once felt for Medea had shrivelled years ago, at exactly the same time as his elder son, Thesokorus, had uttered his first words. The boy was known as the ‘little bull leaper’. By his third spring the child had learned to hold himself vertical on the horns of the stone bull in Jason and Medea’s courtyard. How he loved the boy! And he loved Kinos too, the ‘little dreamer’ Kinos, whose childish visions were full of haunting, memorable charm, insights and part-sights into the future.


This family, with all their skills, born and gods-given, could have reshaped the heavens. They could have moved stars. They could have shaped events – had the Fates dining at their table, discussing terms.


But Medea’s haunting, earthy charm had faded from the bowels of the cold-hearted man.


Even so, his passion for the pristine, prim and vacuous Glauce had seemed unlikely and out of character. He had loved the woman, I was certain, but naively, for her innocence rather than for her challenge. He was hurting deeply, but not because of Glauce’s extinction; all he could think of, now, was that Medea had his sons.


And his sons were precious to him.


‘She won’t kill them,’ he muttered as the fires roared and the guards stood, brazen, solid, facing us, waiting for our attack. ‘Will she? She wouldn’t dare! Hera’s heart, Antiokus! They’re from her own womb. She wouldn’t dare put the blade to them …?’


Tisaminas was eager to get to the fight. He slapped his sword three times against his shield, then once against his right thigh, deliberately grazing the skin.


‘There is not a moment to lose, Jason! We must not think too much before we run at these ram-helmeted blade-fodder!’


‘I know! I know all that!’ Jason shouted at him. ‘Get the boys away from her. Spare nothing and no one until you have the boys in your arms. Cut the witch to shreds if you must, but get those children from her amber-rattling clutches!’


Again he looked at me closely, pain-filled eyes as watery and bloodshot as an old man’s.


‘Will she? Will she kill them?’


‘She is older than you think,’ I said to him. ‘Her heart is made of different sinew from yours. Her blood is a different hue of red when it spills from her veins. Her song of summoning brings shadows from a deeper clay below our feet.’


‘That much I know. That much I found out during the nights after I brought her back from her sanctuary in Colchis.


‘Mighty Zeus, strike her down,’ he whispered then. ‘Protecting Hera, blind the snake-sharp eyes. Strike my left arm from my shoulder if you must, but strike the woman down before she can harm my sons …’


With this last cry he drew his blade, struck his shield five times and with a roar of rage led the charge at the moon-masked guard.


We pushed and cleaved our way towards the palace. Argastus took an arrow in the throat, killing him instantly, but his grey shade fairly howled from his body, curling around the killer, blinding the Colchean. I was on the archer in a moment. In the shock of this shadowy assistance, all the archers quickly died beneath our swords, though Theseus went down wounded. Those men had been the main danger, and Jason left Anteon and Hephaestus to finish the job in the gardens, leading Tisaminas, myself and the others to the flaming wall which Medea had caused to spring from the ground.


She stood, now, behind the fire, taunting her husband with eerie chants and laughter. She was a tall, sinister shape in a black robe that rattled with metal leaves, bone amulets and polished amber blades. Only her eyes were visible above the black veil across her face, below the fringe of gold thread that hung from her headdress.


A flaming ball was suddenly flung towards us, spitting fat as it burned. The charred flowers in its hair still held their shape. Jason screamed and held his shield before his face, as if he could deny the gruesome trophy. Then he leapt the wall of Colchean fire, pursuing the shrieking woman.


Tisaminas was pale with fear as we followed. We fought our way into the palace, and raced along the echoing, green-marbled corridors. Suddenly Medea was running ahead of us, Kinos and Thesokorus held by the hands. The boys were laughing as they ran, but their laughter was not natural. They acted as if this was all a game, but they were confused and nervous.


By trickery and confusion, Medea led us like goats to the slaughter.


She had fled to the Bull Sanctuary, not her own temple of the Ram, and as Jason led us towards the bronze-barred gate, now closed and locked by the desperate woman, so we realised our mistake.


Behind us, across the narrow passage, a stone slab fell and trapped us. Ahead of us, the towering horned effigy, before which Medea stood triumphant, split in two, revealing itself as a doorway. There, outside, was the road to the north. A cart and six horsemen were waiting, the animals impatient and frightened as their riders struggled to control them. I recognised the armoured charioteer as Cretantes, Medea’s confidant and adviser from her homeland.


The boys struggled in her grasp, howling. Perhaps they were suddenly aware that this was not a game at all, and that in their mother’s arms they faced a more terrible fate than in their father’s, though she had led them to expect otherwise.


Jason flung himself against the bars of the sanctuary, begging the black-shrouded woman to release the screaming boys.


‘Too late. Too late!’ she cried from behind her black veil. ‘My blood can’t save them from the ravages of your blood. You betrayed the ones you love, Jason. You betrayed us brutally with that woman!’


‘You burned her alive!’


‘Yes. And now you will freeze in eternity! In gloom! Not even your heart and the hearts of your argonauts will be sufficient meat for the dark feast of despair that lies ahead of you. Nothing will change in you, Jason. Nothing can! You are a warped man. You deal in death. If I could cut your flesh out of the boys, if I could do that and still let them live, then that is what I’d do. But I can’t. So say goodbye to your sons!’


Jason’s howl of pain was vulpine. He shouted, ‘Antiokus! Use your magic!’


‘I can’t!’ I cried. ‘Nothing is there! This is a tomb, Jason. My talent is paralysed …’


He had no time for my confusion, my excuses. He flung his long sword at the woman but the throw went wide, the blade embedding itself in the god-bull’s cedar pizzle.


And at that moment, Medea did the terrible deed, moving so fast I saw only the merest glint of light on the blade with which she cut the throats of the twins. She turned away from us, covering their bodies with her robes, stooping to her work with manic vigour as Jason howled again. She wrapped and tied the heads in strips of her veil, tossing them to Cretantes, who put them in pouches slung from his waist. Then Medea dragged the bodies to the horses. They were flung into the cart and covered with blankets.


A moment later, the troop had gone, leaving dust swirling into the sanctuary, with the smell and sight of innocent blood two cruel Furies taunting the argonauts, trapped in Medea’s lair.


Jason slumped to his knees, fingers still gripping the gate. He had battered himself unconscious against the bars of the temple; his eyes and face were bruised, his mouth raw. One of our companions was pushing against the stone door behind us, trying to find the lever that would release us from the trap. I felt helpless: all power in magic had drained from me from the moment I entered the palace, an impotence which astonished and confused me, and I assumed had occurred because Medea had used her own sorcery to ‘numb’ me ready for the moment of the deaths.


Now again I felt that familiar tingle below the flesh, ability returning, saw at once how to open the door. And persuaded it to do so. We dragged Jason’s body outside, through the fires and into the fresh air.


No guards were to be seen save the slain. Someone went for horses.


Tisaminas crouched down beside me, lifting Jason’s battered head and wiping the blood from his brow. Jason opened his eyes, then reached out to grab me by the shoulder. ‘Antiokus …?’ he whispered. ‘Why didn’t you stop her? There is more enchantment in your veins than blood!’


‘I warned you she could be more powerful than me. I tried, Jason. With all my heart, I tried.’


My own power had been strangled. Medea had exercised her own charm upon me, stifling my inner sight and my ability with enchantment. How she had managed this was beyond me. It would be seven hundred years before I would find the answer.


Jason’s look was grim, but he acknowledged my words. ‘I know you did. I’m sure you did. You’ve been a good friend. I know you would have tried.’ He groaned as he tried to move. ‘Come on, help me up! Tisaminas, help me up. And fetch horses! We have to follow …’


‘The horses are on their way,’ I told him.


‘She will run to the north, Antiokus. I know the way she thinks. She’ll run to the coast, to the hidden harbour behind the mourning rocks. We can catch her!’


‘We can certainly try,’ I said, though in my heart I knew that Medea had slipped away for ever. She had always outwitted Jason.


I had not been in Iolkos on that final, fateful day when a spar from the rotting Argo, where the rotting man lay ageing and raging against Medea, fell and broke his skull. Hera found me, as she had found all the argonauts. I was walking my long path round the world, too far away in the snows of the north to return. But the others came back and lined the headlands above the harbour. They circled firebrands in farewell as the proud ship gracefully sailed into the moon and Time. Even the shade of sad Orpheus was there, allowed to return for this final farewell. And Heracles too, dark and brooding, plucked from his own manic adventures by the wily goddess, even he was there, casting his torch wistfully from the heights as the old ship passed below.


As if pursuing me, it was to the Northlands that Argo brought the hero. She sank into the depths of a lake, near Tuonela, in the bleak land called Pohjola. I always knew he was buried there. I often passed that way, out of respect for my old friend, staying for a while, trying not to hear the screams of the shade of Jason, still mourning his sons.


All this would one day change when I discovered the clever conjuration that Medea had performed for us.





Part One:




Hardship and a Long Sigh
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Old Ghosts


I had been reliving the far past for half the morning, lost in my dreams, walking lost times as I walked the boundaries of the deserted fort. My reverie was abruptly interrupted by a sudden shower of rain, sleeting across the grass within the walls. It seemed to drive in through the Riannon Gate, very cold and very wet. A figure moved through the rain, insubstantial, defined by the shower, a man leading a horse by the reins, followed soon by others, entering the enclosure cautiously. And nervously.


The leader suddenly ran as if to pass me by where I now crouched in the lee of a collapsed house. His men jogged after him, their horses struggling in the downpour. I could see through their forms to the ramparts opposite; they were rain-ghosts, clad in long cloaks, leather tunics over knee-length trousers. Their horses were large and exquisitely harnessed.


The leader suddenly stopped and glanced in my direction, then walked towards me, a watery shade, gaining features. Behind him his retinue mounted up and slouched forward across their saddles, watching.


There was something familiar about him, sufficiently so for the hair on my neck to prickle. His eyes, his bearing: they reminded me of Urtha, High King of the Cornovidi and true owner of this abandoned place. Then again, many people reminded me of Urtha: the look of such an extended family could grin at me from behind every stronghold wall.


‘Are you the enchanter? The old man who walks in circles talking to himself?’ He laughed as he said this.


‘I walk a circular path around the world. It takes fifty years to make one circuit, sometimes longer. I talk to myself because I like what I have to say.’


‘What madness would make a man do such a thing? Walking, walking.’


‘The madness of my birth. It’s the undertaking I was tasked with at my birth.’


‘What do you achieve?’


‘Achieve? Greater understanding of things that are normally confusing; more memories than I know what to do with; greater skills than I have the time to practise; but a great deal of practice in the sort of interference that can shape kingdoms.’


‘I could do with a man like you,’ the ghost said appreciatively, grinning as he scratched the stubble on his face. Then he peered closely. ‘I was expecting someone older. You’re no older than me.’


‘Looks can deceive.’


‘That they can. That they can indeed. Deception can kill more certainly than an iron blade. I’ll remember your face; remember mine. Now, go to the river. Quickly. Someone has been following you for days. You move fast and in mysterious ways. Your help is needed.’


He was suddenly apprehensive. A horn sounded, somewhere in the distance, an eerie call, or warning. His ethereal steed tugged at the reins; his companions were anxiously staring towards the western gate, at the rear of the stronghold.


‘Get out of here now,’ he said to me, turning away. ‘The river, by the old sanctuary – wait for her.’


He slipped into the rain, a glistening shape defined by water. ‘Who are you?’ I called after him, but he either didn’t hear or chose not to answer. I took a deeper look at him and felt that tingle of shock, deep in the bones, as I recognised the unfocused, misty spark of one of the Unborn. I left well enough alone at that point.


I ran to the Riannon gate, the horse gate, and began to descend the causeways. Behind me I faintly heard the sound of men riding at the gallop – a raiding party surging into Taurovinda from the direction of the Land of the Shadows of Heroes.


The old sanctuary by the river was dedicated to Nantosuelta, the ‘winding one’, the spirit of springs and streams, wells and rivers like this wide flow that wound tightly around Taurovinda, and named for the spirit herself.


This river was more than it seemed; willow-fringed, dense with rushes, alive with movement close to the shore, it might have been any river anywhere in the island. But Nantosuelta flowed from Ghostland, the Land of the Shadows of Heroes. It separated the land of the Cornovidi in the west from the Otherworld of their ancestors; its winding course also separated the Parisii, the Durotriges and the Seutones from their own Otherworlds. To row a boat along Nantosuelta was always to row at the edge of the world of the Dead. Urtha’s fortress of Taurovinda guarded five dangerous fords across the water, and the five deep valleys that led, westwards beyond the marshes, to Ghostland itself.


The sanctuary lay among the evergroves, stunted, twisted trees that reared like petrified spirits from the rocks and cairns of older temples. Weathered grey rocks, crumbling piles of stones, there was a chaos to the place, but a sense of presence, of listening, that told me that here was a sanctuary which still pulsed with life.


The rain hadn’t eased. I went to the edge of the river and searched the dense greenery for the woman the rain-ghost had suggested was waiting for me.


When she finally arrived, she was not alone.


‘What in the name of Llud’s bastard sons have you done with my bastard son-in-law?’


The voice that challenged me from the groves was deep, angry, resonant and recognisable.


‘Ambaros!’


‘Merlin! Is the bastard dead? Is he coming home? Why did my daughter – the Good God grant her rest when rest comes due – why did she have to bond with a man whose dreams took him away from his duties?’


‘Your son-in-law fought a good and famous combat.’


‘I hope he took a head to prove it.’


‘A well-oiled head. He also took a wound.’


‘Mortal?’


‘Watch the east. If he shows, then you have your answer. He fought well, Ambaros, and avenged your daughter.’


‘I’m glad to hear it.’


Now he stepped towards me, casting aside his shield and spear, throwing back his cloak. Old and white-haired, but with eyes that were as sharp as spear-points, this grand warrior, this man of Taurovinda, father of Urtha’s dead wife Aylamunda, embraced me like a long lost son.


When his relief – the gesture was one of relief at finding me, that much was clear – when his relief was satisfied, he stepped back, looked me up and down and shook his head.


‘Dreadful. Filthy. A dog wears better clothes. You’ve been in seclusion too long. There are week-old wolf-cubs forty days’ ride from here, blind and helpless, who are smelling your scent and urging their mother to let them hunt you down.’


‘Thank you. You’ve aged a lot yourself.’


‘Age has less to do with it than water. Anyway, I can’t get any older. You can’t add white to white. I can only get stronger. When that strength goes, it will be in an instant. I’ll sing loudly as my head bowls along the ground. As long as it’s a clean cut, I don’t care about it. I care about this land and that fortress, where the Dead are gathering having evicted us yet again. And about my grandchildren. That’s why I’m here.’


‘Kymon and Munda?’


‘They’re the only grandchildren I have, Merlin, unless the ghosts of my three dead sons have been fornicating in the world of the living! Yes. Kymon and Munda. I don’t understand what is happening myself, but one of their guardians is here. One of the modronae. The Mothers. She’s dying. So let’s not waste time.’


He led me to the shelter of a slouching stone. A woman in black dress, her dark hair streaked with white, lay curled there, shivering. Ambaros had covered her with a blanket. Her cheeks were so dry that she had the look of a corpse. I could hear the hollow echo of her stomach, the feeble pulse of her heart, the crow-call that was summoning her.


‘She’s very ill,’ Ambaros said as he knelt beside her. He took her hand and massaged it, as if this act of touching might stimulate life in a body that was shedding life with every passing flight of cranes.


What could I do? Knowing Ambaros as I did, knowing of his strengths in combat and his strength of heart, his dedication to his family, I touched this dying Mother with a little strength of her own. In doing so I realised that she belonged in Ghostland, not in Urtha’s world. She had crossed the divide – Nantosuelta – and now could never return.


‘I remember you,’ she whispered. She reached a hand to stroke my whiskered cheeks. ‘You’re the man who brought their father to see them. You are their father’s friend.’


She must have known this already; else why pursue me from the land that sustained her to a realm that would kill her?


‘I brought Urtha to see them. He and I have travelled together to Greek Land. He avenged the death of Aylamunda and his son Urien.’


‘I’m glad of that,’ the modron whispered.


Ambaros too seemed pleased, the slightest nod of his head as he watched me without expression signalling that he was content to hear of the triumph of his son-in-law.


The Mother raised her hands, palms towards me. She said, ‘For a while they were safe in the borderland between the river and the land of shadows. But they are no longer safe. The Warped Man, Dealing Death, is closing in. He is searching for Urtha’s children. He is hungry for them.


‘Merlin! There is a storm in Ghostland that none of us can understand. Something terrible is happening. Nothing is right in that strange realm! But Urtha’s children are both key and cure. You have old bones and old charm; my sister saw this when you came to the meadow with their father, before he went to Greek Land. You can take them from a broken haven to safety. Hurry. Hurry.’


Suddenly her lips pressed against mine. I felt the moisture of life on her tongue. Her eyes blazed with death. Her fingers scratched urgency through my stinking sheepskin coat. ‘Leave me here,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll make my own way back.’ Then the light faded from eyes that had seen wonders. A cooling carcass curled into my arms, skin and bone glad to say goodbye to the ghost that had held this fragile doll together for the journey to find me.


I kissed her gently, this time on the brow. I closed her eyes. I folded her carefully.


Ambaros asked, ‘Dead?’


‘Very dead. But then, she was dead already, I realise.’


‘Let’s get on with it. Can you get those children out of Ghostland?’


‘Will you help?’


He laughed sourly. He was appalled at the question.


I felt ashamed.


‘Get me a horse,’ I said to him.


‘Find your own damned horse. Do you think horses grow on trees?’


‘Then first help me bury this woman. She said to leave her here.’


‘That is something that must be done. Under one of the cairns. The present owners won’t object, and if they do, they can face me in Ghostland with their argument!’


That response was exactly what made me admire this man. In one way I truly envied Ambaros: he cut to the quick; he had no time for nonsense. In other ways I didn’t envy him at all: he was old, he was tired, he was weak in heart and limb, he had a narrow view of a world that was exhaustingly complex (he was hardly alone in this, of course; he didn’t walk the path that I walked). And yet, he could make sense of small affairs. For all my journeying around the wider world, all I could do was accrue memory; insight, it seemed to me, came from concentrating on the near-at-hand.


Ambaros, Urtha’s father, Urtha’s mentor, Urtha’s scourge and challenge, the nightmare voice in Urtha’s dreams, could whisper words that made sense, see strategy that made sense, understand situations where sense had taken a walk … but in a narrow range.


For all my broader range, I could make less sense of the world than Ambaros. I felt drawn to him, to the necessity that now drove him – to bring Kymon and Munda out of Ghostland – in a way that I had rarely experienced before.


Oh yes: Jason.


Well, it’s true; when my path had crossed with young Jason’s, as he rebuilt Argo before questing for the Golden Fleece and my forgotten lover Medea, yes, then I had felt a deepening of insight; my life had grown; I had learned some lessons. Gods, I had fallen under Jason’s spell. I can’t deny it. But a man such as Jason is one of a rare breed. It is more an honour than a dishonour to have spent or wasted time with them. In fact, honour is the wrong word. The word is privilege. Few men, few women emerge from the dry stew of human mediocrity to flavour the world in a way that can never be forgotten.


Jason did it. And if Urtha had come close, somehow I felt, even now, even at that time, that he was the genesis of something greater.


Ambaros would be forgotten, Urtha too, I expected; but they were two gusts of the wild wind that would one day create a great storm of memory, as a storm had created Alexander, Radegast, Ramses, Diana, Agamemnon, Odysseus, all of them so much more than whispers on the wind of time.


When we had laid the Mother in her shallow grave I went to the reed-fringed river and called for the small barge that had carried me back to Alba. She was a spirit echo of Argo herself, a shadow from Argo’s past, loaned to me by the ship and her guardian goddess to help me escape from Greek Land.


She slipped from hiding, among drooping willow fronds on the far side of Nantosuelta, and nosed towards the shallows by the groves. Ambaros was astonished, but silently so, standing behind me, his hand absently scratching at his cheek.


The little boat was filled with furs and woollens, her prow painted yellow and carved with the features of a swan. The purple-painted glyphs that fringed the hull like a frieze suggested she had come from the island known as Krete, from a time before the sudden drowning of that land and its people, a millennium or so ago. She was just one part of the Spirit of Argo, sufficient to have brought me here by river, stream and under the world to avoid the sea crossing.


Now I offered her the chance to leave me, to return to Argo.


‘I’ll stay,’ her small voice whispered in my head. I thanked her. I would be riding with Ambaros to the edge of Ghostland. Would she meet me there? I might still have need of her.


She agreed.


So Ambaros and I left the river’s edge, left the groves and rode away from Taurovinda, to the west, to the gorges, and to the Ford of the Last Farewell, where the Dead crossed on their way to the Otherworld.


I expected him to ask me further news about his son-in-law, but he was discreet, as was the custom, explaining that, ‘News of a king, brought in the king’s absence, must first be given to the king’s eldest son, that’s the way we do things here. If there is no son, then the news is given to his wife; if no wife, only then to the parents.’ He hesitated for a moment, then glanced at me as we rode side by side. ‘But I dearly needed to know if Urtha had survived his quest. I broke taboo.’


‘As I said, he survived, he triumphed, though he took a savage wound. He’s coming home slowly.’


Ambaros raised his hand. ‘And as I said, that’s enough to put my heart at peace. Thank you. The rest is for Kymon, if you find him, and after that I’ll hear the full story. But now: what of Jason? Your resurrected Greek Land friend looking for his time-lost grown up sons. Did he succeed as well?’


We exchanged a glance and he smiled when he saw my questioning look. How had he known about Jason’s new lease of life? It should have been obvious.


‘Urtha told me what you’d done for Jason the last time you were here: bringing that ship to the surface of a lake with his body still on board. And about his sons being still alive after seven hundred years, after their mother summoned Cronos and hid them in the future.’ He grinned broadly, shaking his head. ‘Merlin, I’ve told some high tales and broad sagas in my time, I’ve bragged with the best of them at Beltane and winter feasts, and talked of my deeds, on several occasions, for all the night. But this story leaves me breathless.’


It had left me breathless too, when I had finally summoned an image of what had truly occurred in the palace in Iolkos, seven centuries ago.


One nick to the throat of each boy, drawing blood as a powerful drug was passed into the flesh. The boys collapsed in moments. Pig’s blood shocked our senses as it seemed to spurt from their necks. Medea stooped over their bodies and from beneath her skirts pulled heads made of wax and horsehair, wrapping them in strips of her veil. She threw them to Cretantes, beyond the open door, then summoned her strength and dragged her sleeping sons to the horses, throwing them into the cart, letting us see only their trailing legs.


So fast, so clever, so persuasive! A brilliant trick to which I had been blinded. She fled into exile, and though Jason searched the land from coast to coast and mountain to island, he found no trace of them, and ended his days a sad and furious man.


Because what she had done next had been astonishing. It was a use of her power that I would never dare to summon.


When the act was done, she had settled down to wait for time to pass …


‘Did he find his sons?’


‘He found one of them,’ I answered. ‘The elder, deep in Greek Land close to an ancient oracle. The young man had taken the name Orgetorix.’


Ambaros whistled with surprise. ‘King of killers? That’s a strong name. Did he live up to it?’


‘From what I saw of him, very much so.’


He nodded his head and smiled. ‘I’m glad. So Jason has one of his boys back.’


‘Therein lies a tragedy. Orgetorix had such hate in his heart, put there by his mother, that he rejected Jason, tried to kill him. I watched the whole thing. Jason was shocked and distraught. He accused me of betraying him because I hadn’t told him everything I knew about his son.’


I still shuddered to think of that look in Jason’s eyes as he hunched, gaping and bloody, the look of contempt for me, the vengeful look; and his words murmured as he fought to stave off death: Dread the dawn when you wake to find me crouching over you. Dread that dawn.


And he would be following me to Alba, now, because that was where Medea had hidden her younger son, Kinos, nicknamed Little Dreamer.


When I told Ambaros this, he laughed.


‘Well, that will take a lot of searching. This may be what you call an island, but the land is vast. There are not just the Five Kingdoms. A multitude of petty kingdoms lie to the north of us, and as many to the south and to the west, beyond Ghostland. And they are all afflicted with marshes, boglands, forests, mountains, valleys and rock-strewn plains. The Lords Gog and Magog, as tall as trees, could go into hiding and never be found.’


‘Little Dreamer will have left a trail,’ I assured Ambaros.


His look at me was strange, though he was half-smiling.


‘I am in awe of you,’ he said later, as we rested for the night in a cove of rocks, sheltered by the overhanging branches of an elm to which we had tied our cloaks as a windbreak. ‘In awe! And yet I feel comfortable with you, not at all afraid of what you can do with just the flick of your finger and thumb. Perhaps it’s because you look younger than my own son.’


‘He’s battle-weary. I’m just travel-weary.’


‘But where you travel, things begin to happen. It’s as if that guardian of the exiles was waiting for you. How did she know you were here? How did she know when you would pass along the river, past the Ford of the Last Farewell? She tried to follow you at once, but you went into hiding. She’s been searching for you ever since, and finally she found me in the settlement in the gorge, and I brought her to Taurovinda. Just as you’d arrived! Someone is stitching our lives together, I think.’


I told him about the Three of Awful Boding.


‘Strange again: they never appear except to kings and their consorts. Sometimes to a king’s champion.’


And of the small band of rain-ghostly men who had told me of Ambaros’s presence in the groves.


‘Yes, I thought we were being followed. There was a large war band as well, the sort that drove us from the fortress for the second time. Something is stirring up because of you, Merlin. Something that is putting the lives of the exiles in danger.’


I doubted very much that whatever was occurring across the living flow of Nantosuelta had anything to do with me and told him so.


Three are returning who are a threat to you. A fourth is already here and hiding.


There would be answers, but for the moment I felt as much in the dark as he.
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Exiles in Ghostland


I waited at the Ford of the Last Farewell for a full day, with Ambaros and his small retinue of men, acquired as we passed through the camp of the exiles, the deep valley where the survivors from Taurovinda had hidden after the raid.


When movement came on the other side it was nervous and fleeting, hesitant and illusory. But as soon as Ambaros and his men withdrew, the cloaked and cowled figure finally slipped from the woodland’s edge and scurried over the rocks towards the small inlet in the bank of the river. It was hard to see her across the wide flow of Nantosuelta – that waterway separating two worlds. A haze of mist hovered over this border between realms. But I saw how her cloak rippled with colour, making her meld with her background. She was grey as she paused by an outcrop of grey weathered rock, then green and dark as she came against the far trees, then like yellow reeds as she crouched down by the water and watched me.


Her face was pale, almost featureless, save for her eyes, dark and wide as she studied me carefully.


This was another of the Mothers who guarded Kymon and Munda. I tried to remember her. By her appearance, she was the youngest of the three.


She did not invite me to cross Nantosuelta at that moment, though I could have made the crossing in the spirit boat, which waited patiently in the high reeds, her swan-prow just showing. But the Mother and I could not speak through the separating distance, this no-man’s water between worlds. So I summoned a bird. The darkness in the distance, above the deep forest of Ghostland, suggested the storm that was coming, but the crow seemed inappropriate for this urgent interchange. I summoned, instead, a skylark, the most vociferous of birds.


The lark appeared above me, circled me, singing noisily, then took my simple message across the river to the woman.


I’ve seen your sister. She sent me to you.


The bird flew back with her reply.


Are you the one who will guide Urtha and his children into their future?


The question took me by surprise. Into their future? For the next few seasons, perhaps; but the Mother’s words contained more significance than my own limited aspirations for my friend, should he return alive.


I sent the lark to tell her: I once came with Urtha across the river; I brought him to see his children before he went in search of vengeance against his foster brother. We came and went by a boat, not this one, but very similar. I can cross to you easily.


The lark flew up and away, winging towards the storm-skies in the far hills. The cowled woman rose to her feet and beckoned to me, then turned and hurried back to cover.


I called for the spirit boat and she bobbed towards me. I clambered in, settling on the cushions with their old and strange designs, and she drifted across the river without difficulty, nosing gently into the soft mud of the inlet.


I was back in the hinterland of the Shadows of Heroes.


I met the modron in the bosk of the wood. I could hardly see her; like a clever cat, she merged with her background. But that moon-pale face smiled at me, and the pool-dark eyes welcomed me.


She asked me about her sister, who had gone to find me, and seemed unsurprised when I broke the news that she was dead. Then she talked of Urtha’s children.


‘They were safe here for a long while,’ she whispered to me as we moved swiftly along the track. ‘There are many places at the edge of this land which are safe. That’s why they were brought here when they escaped the terrible raid. This is a place where we guard exiles, and have done so over the ages. They should always have been safe here, but recently there have been too many raiding bands, searching the edge. There is something deadly growing in the deep hills, spreading out, and all the signs are of danger.’


‘Are they searching for the children?’ I asked, panting as I followed her fleet form through the moist underwood along the twisting path.


‘We have reason to think so. Their names are called out at night, though from a great distance. So far we’ve managed to keep our hiding place secure. But the Dead are crossing the river and settling on the Thunder Hill, making it their own.’


‘I know. I’ve just come from there.’


I had realised the first time I had entered it that the causewayed fortress, named for thunder, was shaped around a far older sanctuary. There were mounds within its high walls, contained within the orchard groves, which echoed so faintly they must have certainly been erected over the dead of a very distant past. Interesting, then, that the Shadows of Heroes were returning there.


I was becoming curious.


My train of thought was abruptly terminated as the young Mother suddenly stopped in her tracks in alarm. I bowled into her and her small hand clutched at mine, urging me to silence. Ahead of us was a sunlit clearing. A large creature suddenly bounded across that patch of gleaming light, a boar of some size, its razor spines raised high in alarm; others followed, making no sound. Birds were disturbed above us, a nervous fluttering in the branches. Then four cloaked riders passed across the glade, slumped in the saddle, long hair framing their faces, spears held at a low angle.


They were not pursuing the animals; they seemed to be following a different spoor. In the glade they hesitated, looked around, stared hard along the track where the Mother and I crouched silently, then kicked their horses on, disappearing from sight.


After a while, the woman rose again and went cautiously forward, darting across the clearing, beckoning me to follow.


Soon, we left the wood and scrambled through the shallows of a winding stream. To one side of us was the bare ridge of a hill. To the other, an overgrown tangle of grey rocks and stunted trees, and it did not surprise me when the woman scrambled along an almost hidden path through this craggy edge, then through a deep defile, and led me to the haven where the two children lay concealed.


It was a bright meadow, encircled by a high rocky wall. Five doorways, close together, opened into the rocks, five chambers where the Mothers and the children lived. Close to the narrow entrance into this hiding place was a well, guarded by the tall wooden figures of Brigg and Nodons. The well was decked with holly and ivy and red-berried branches of thorn. The young Mother ran quickly to it, knelt down and dipped a cloth into the water, wiping her hands and face. She encouraged me to do the same. The water was scented with earth and seemed to swell at its surface, as if trying to rise above the rocks that contained it.


The moment the damp cloth touched my eyes, the charm that guarded the meadow fell away.


Ten children were playing a game with hurling sticks and a small, leather ball, laughing loudly as they clattered and tripped in pursuit of victory. Four mastiffs lay quietly watching, forepaws folded. Elsewhere, chickens pecked at the ground, and grey-skinned pigs nosed up above their sty. Several fruit trees grew in a small orchard, where another child was trying to reach for an apple. The young Mother shouted at her and she looked startled, darting away into hiding.


Not all these children were from Urtha’s fortress at Taurovinda. Not all of them were from the world of Urtha and his uthiin, his warrior retinue. The young Mother, as if hearing my inner reflection, glanced at me with a wan smile.


‘Yes, they are the forlorn. Some of them have been here a very long time. They are children who once escaped to safety across the river, but were never rescued. Two at least can go home, though how safe they will be is up to you, now.’


I asked, ‘Can’t I take more? I’d gladly take you all. The boat that brought me here is a friend; she won’t depart until I request her to.’


‘That won’t be possible,’ the woman answered pointedly. ‘Please don’t offer it to the children. They simply can’t go. I’m sorry.’ And she told me why, but added, ‘There is one girl, a friend of Munda’s … she has not been here long. Perhaps her.’ She suddenly touched my arm. ‘There are Urtha’s children, over by the orchard. Always looking for magic apples. Go and stop them shaking the tree.’


She gave me a little push. I did as I was bidden.


They seemed no older than when I had first encountered them. That was the price they paid for staying in this sanctuary, at the edge of Ghostland. As I approached them, Munda recognised me and smiled broadly. Kymon frowned, looking around, no doubt hoping to see his father.


Munda was just as I remembered her, freckle-faced and auburn-haired, with little arrows painted on her cheeks. She wore a simple green dress, belted at the waist.


Kymon, by contrast, was in his little warrior’s outfit, check-trousered, bare-chested, but with a short blue cloak pinned over his left shoulder with a sparkling metal clasp. Over his back was slung a small, bronzed oval shield bearing the image of a hawk riding a horse.


He stood warily apart from me, one hand resting on the small knife at his belt, the other flexing with nervous energy. His stare was very direct and reminded me of that searching gaze of Urtha’s, as he tried to understand all things that were strange whilst defiantly proclaiming with his eyes that nothing strange in the world would concern him.


‘What have you done with my father?’ the boy asked suddenly.


‘I have done nothing with him,’ I answered. ‘I journeyed with him, I fought with him, I watched him defeat a great enemy.’


Both children smiled, their bright eyes widening. ‘He won his combat?’ Kymon demanded.


‘Yes.’


‘Cunomaglos, that traitor, is dead?’


‘Yes. A river combat in the land of the Makedonians.’


‘Then where is he? Where is my father?’


‘Coming home by land. Slowly. I came by boat. Swiftly. You must have patience. There is a more urgent task for the two of you. I have to take you to your grandfather, Ambaros, back across the river.’


‘I am certainly ready to do that!’ the youth declared.


His sister clapped her hands together, equally keen. But whilst her brother stood and watched me carefully, she ran over to the other children, who were still playing their game of stickball. She stood and talked to them, and there was the sound of excitement and laughter. A moment later they had all scattered to gather objects and plants from around the meadow, within the stone walls, and grouped again in some childish but significant ritual of parting.


Kymon played no part in this celebration. His hard gaze had softened, but he was urgent to know the details of his father’s triumph. On this side of the river he was very much a child; but like his sister, like all the forlorn, he would age to his true years when he set foot upon his own land.


That was why most of the happy brood of exiles would never be able to return to the land of the living.


‘Is my father wounded?’ he asked unexpectedly. ‘Is that why he’s coming home so slowly?’


‘He defeated Cunomaglos magnificently. But his wounds were very severe.’


The boy thought about this. The man shone through his sudden smile, through his eyes. ‘We’ll all one day die of our wounds,’ he proclaimed, as if rallying a band of skirmishers. ‘But we can all live with them for years!’


‘I don’t doubt it,’ I agreed, trying to hide my amusement at his precocity. ‘Don’t you want to say goodbye to your friends?’


He looked coy for a moment, as if coming to a decision. ‘I had a good friend. But he went away. He didn’t live with us here. But come and see what we built together!’


Glancing at the Mothers, he led me through the trees to a narrow path from the enclosed meadow. ‘We’re not allowed to do this, really, but I always get away with it.’


He brought me to an overhang of grey stone, deep enough to allow us to crouch inside. On the rock above my head was a crudely chipped image of a ship, the mast more than obviously phallic. The heads of the oarsmen could be seen, little helmeted figures with bulging eyes, though the oars they held were impractically thin. There were other little figures, made from twisted grass, scattered about the place, all of them armed with twigs. And mummified animals: bats and mice.


Kymon giggled as he saw my frown. ‘This is the Father Calling Place,’ he said.


‘Is it, indeed?’


‘My friend carved the ship with a piece of granite. I come here to think of my father. I call him home. He must come by sea in the end.’


‘He’s closer than you think,’ I informed him. ‘What was your friend’s name?’


‘He was a ghost boy. There are lots of them in Ghostland. He talked in a strange language, but I liked him.’


‘Back to the land of the living,’ I informed Kymon, and led the way back to the meadow.


Munda’s closest friend was a younger girl, with spiky copper hair and green eyes, who answered to the name Atanta. The modronae were asked if Atanta could be taken with us as well. Munda was quite desperate to have her friend with her. The Mothers left it up to me. I looked at the younger girl, who waited so earnestly for my answer, and could not fail to agree. The Mothers seemed sad, but agreed that she could go.


There was something strange about Atanta: down each of her temples ran a line of blue spots, status tattoos that contrasted with the scatter of freckles on her impish face. This design was new to me. She was not from Urtha’s land, or the land of Urtha’s neighbours, the Coritani, whose High King was Vortingoros. I had seen such markings before, but exactly where slipped my mind for the moment. I was concerned more for Kymon and Munda for the present.


Atanta had packed a very clever sack: she had gathered a handful of elf-shot, those small stone arrow points which the earth disgorges, and had collected a quiver of thin ash shafts to which she might fix them. She had supplied herself for the journey, and for the unknown days ahead, with admirable efficiency.


I made Kymon and Munda attend to their own supplies with equal care, but all either of them could think to bring were apples!


The young Mother would take us back to the Nantosuelta. She seemed very frightened and I tried to persuade her that I could easily find my own way through the forest. But perhaps she was required to be our guide in this Otherworld, and what she did she did from necessity. And of course, I had not displayed my abilities with charm and enchantment; to the young woman I was a man of limited powers.


We had no sooner reached the stream, a spear’s throw from the hidden sanctuary, than we were forced into cover. A long line of riders thundered along the ridge above us, heads low, cloaks flowing, the grey light glancing from their shields. They were a white-faced straggle-haired band, about thirty in number. When one of the horses slipped and brought its rider down, tumbling down the slope towards us, the rest carried on as if unconcerned. The ghostly man recovered from the fall, and dragged his complaining steed by the reins back to the ridge, remounted and continued towards the river.


It was only then that I noticed Atanta lowering one of her elf-shot throwing arrows.


‘I could have stung him,’ she whispered. ‘I’m good with these darts.’


And without waiting for a comment, she suddenly flexed her arm and sent the little weapon soaring towards the bleak ridge on the hill. To my amazement it seemed to float upon the air, and struck the earth where the riders had passed, quivering and remaining proud where it stuck from the turf.


I was glad she had reined back her enthusiasm for a kill. She might have alerted the war band to our presence, though their neglect for their fallen friend suggested a more focused pursuit.


The spirit boat was waiting for us, hidden among rushes. The war band had passed this way, the churned earth suggested as much, but they had not noticed the craft that lay concealed at the river’s edge.


‘Where do they cross?’ I asked the young Mother.


‘At the Ford of the Miscast Spear. It would take a long time to walk there. But it seems to be their only way across from this hinterland. It’s well guarded by them. They are making the crossing easier.’


I would investigate that ford at another time.


The children clambered into the small boat and nestled down excitedly. Munda and Atanta held hands and sang a quiet song together, giggling at some private joke. I took my place in the stern and the little vessel nosed her way out through the reeds and cut across the river, towards the willow-fringed bank on the other side. When I glanced back, to wave to the young Mother, she had disappeared. Perhaps she was still standing there, but her cloak and cowl were camouflaged.


A short while later, the boat nosed among the drooping branches and came to rest in the shallows. Kymon had already jumped into the water and was wading to the muddy shore. Munda, laughing, followed her brother, scrambling up the slope to the clearing. But Atanta?


She stepped on to the land, shivering as if with a winter’s chill. The change in her was quite apparent: the hardening of her eyes, the set of her mouth, the tautness of her skin. A child in shape and size, she was ageing rapidly.


Quickly, she took up her pack, and with a cry of sadness, and an anguished glance at her friend, she turned away from us and ran like the hound, away among the trees and out of sight. Munda called after her, then looked up at me, hurt and questioning. She seemed stunned. ‘Why did she run away?’


‘Let her go!’ Kymon said stiffly. The lad was standing straight and staring into his own land. After a moment his tone softened. ‘I expect she has other things on her mind. Sister, we have things to do, to get back to Taurovinda.’


‘But why did she run away?’ Munda asked again.


What could I say to the startled and saddened girl? That Atanta even now was going through the torture of Time’s catching up with her. Isolated in the Otherworld for more than a few years, she was now grown to full womanhood. Those marks on her temples, the tattoo lines, were the markings of a kingdom to the south of here, I now remembered. Atanta had been a child exile from another clan, but a clan that still existed; she would now be going home to face the reality of how the desertion of the land had affected her own family.


Both Kymon and Munda had grown and matured by a year, taller, heavier, leaner around the face. If it was less apparent in the girl, it was because the girl was younger than her brother. But Kymon showed the first signs of adulthood. The look in his eyes was iron bright, and very determined.


Neither of them had seemed to notice the transition, the spurt of growth, though they both noticed that their clothes were shorter than before, something that briefly puzzled them.


‘We have to go back to our father’s house,’ he said again, with soft but firm encouragement. His glance at me was peculiar. He added, ‘Because our father is still alive … isn’t that so, Merlin?’


‘Alive when I saw him last,’ I reminded the boy, and Kymon nodded, accepting my caution.


It was some time before Ambaros found us, with three of his entourage, all heavily armed, and spare horses, two of them suitable for the youngsters.


Grandfather and grandchildren embraced, tearfully in Ambaros’s case. He couldn’t believe how tall the children had grown, how strong they looked. Again, I thought of Atanta, and of the pain she must be suffering, somewhere in the woodland.


Ambaros came over to me. ‘Well done, Merlin. You’ve brought them safely back. By Brigg, that lad has the look of his father. He has the look of a king.’


I agreed with the proud old man. Then Ambaros added, questioningly, ‘You, on the other hand, have the look of a man with something on his mind.’


‘One of the modronae told me where the Shadow host crosses the river. There’s just the one place. The Ford of the Miscast Spear.’


Ambaros scratched his white beard, his eyes suddenly bright. He had intuited my own train of thought.


‘I’ve heard of it. It’s where those who die at peace cross to the Land of the Shadows of Heroes; to the islands. Yes, if we could learn how to block that ford …’


Did the crow fly over him at that moment? If it did, I failed to see it.


He spoke again with his grandchildren, then despatched them with the other horsemen back to the valley of the exiles. He and I then rode steadily along the river, keeping to cover, alert for sound and movement. The land was so still it might have been what the Greeklanders called the fields of Elysia, a bright, unspoilt place; or a land called eden, which would have existed during my own life, but which I had never found on my long travel, though I had heard tales of it.


I became so lulled with the tranquillity and emptiness of this foray through the woodlands and sunny riverside meadows, that when the arrow came out of nowhere it was several moments before I realised what was happening.


The weapon struck Ambaros squarely in the chest, piercing his bull’s-leather jacket, sending him tumbling back over the haunches of his horse. He crashed to the ground, doubled up, the shaft snapping. A second arrow thudded into my saddle, and a third struck my shoulder, but didn’t penetrate through my own protective clothing.


I could hear the sound of horses, and gradually the eerie war cries of a skirmishing band. I opened my eyes – I should have done it before – and the tranquillity of the land fell away. And there, before us, was the ford, heavily guarded and very busy.


In that moment I glimpsed the between-world.


They had fortified the crossing, throwing up high banks of earth on each side of Nantosuelta, constructing towers and rings of the hewn trunks of trees, on each of which crouched a menacing figure, staring down at the approach from the land of the living. There was activity in the river herself, and a great bustle of ethereal figures, human and animal.


From this hive of activity, two men were riding towards us, one with a fourth arrow nocked and ready to shoot, the other with a long spear held ready to throw. I waited for the arrow, but the horseman lowered the bow and drew his sword. Ambaros had risen to his feet and had his own light javelin ready, the other hand on the dreadful wound in his chest.


I resorted to my own tricks of defence.


The hawk that stooped and struck at the nearer of the ghost riders knocked him from the saddle. The other man charged down on Ambaros, who ducked below the sword blow and tripped the horse with his spear. Shadow warrior that he was, on our side of the river he was evidently vulnerable, and Ambaros pushed the point of his knife with finality into the gap between helmet and wood-scaled cuirass. A dead man died again. But he had left his world and he would have known the danger.


It was only then that I realised how very like a Greek Land helmet was the headgear of the fallen man; and on his shield: the image of Medusa.


Ambaros struggled back into the saddle, groaning loudly. He kicked the horse to a gallop, clinging on for his life as he rode back the way he had come.


I despatched the hawk, took a last look at the ford and the watchtowers that guarded it, curious and concerned by what I had seen, and followed the old warrior, away from danger.


The spirit boat had already gone, returning to the ever-groves by Taurovinda, where she would wait either for me or for the return of Argo that the Three of Awful Boding had foreseen.


Now Ambaros faced a two-day ride to the valley. He was obstinately redoubtable. ‘The breastbone is cracked,’ he announced airily, ‘but the heart still beats. If I ride carefully there will be no further damage.’


He wouldn’t allow me access to the wound. Better to keep everything in place, he advised. The leather, the cloth, the bronze of the arrow, better not to move them until he could be properly attended to.


‘Are you in great pain?’ I asked him, thinking I could help ease it if he were.


‘Yes. But I’ve been in greater pain, Merlin. Today, looking into those children’s faces, I don’t believe there is any pain that can truly hurt me. Did you see the life there? That king-in-making! That queen-in-making! What a future! My daughter’s children, Merlin. Aylamunda’s children. Llew’s eyes, if she could only see them now! She would be so proud.’


‘She may well be able to see them,’ I offered, but his response was a scowl of irritation.


‘How? From where she is forced to wander? It is Aylamunda who is in pain, Merlin, not me.’


I didn’t fully understand, so made no further comment.


Despite his refusal to accept medicine, I gathered what plants I could that I knew to be effective in healing such wounds as he had received. Although he seemed strong on our first night below the stars, during the second day of our return journey he began to shake and perspire quite dramatically. I begged him to let me use a little charm. ‘No. If I live or die it must be at the Good God’s whim.’


I gave him water and led his horse through the winding tracks and over the ragged ground that led to the valley. By the time we entered the narrow mouth of the gorge, he was slumped over the neck of his mount; I had tied his hands around the horse to stop him falling, and applied a compress to the swelling wound.


A glimpse inside him, and I knew that it was the end for him.


I was glad to pass his dying body into the hands of his kin. They stripped him and washed him under the instruction of a druid, whose eyes blazed from the red mask of ochre with which he had covered his face and crop-haired head. He spoke the songs of the past, and invoked Sucellus the healer. Kymon stood by, solemn and contemplative, not flinching as the bronze point was finally and bloodily teased from its lodging in the old man’s breastbone.


Ambaros made no sound; his watery gaze never left that of his grandson.


‘There is a lot for us to do,’ Kymon whispered after a while. ‘And I could have done with your strength and your advice. I hope you haven’t squandered your life.’


He was angry as he turned and left the healing tent. Ambaros’s smile was wry and pained.
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On the Plain of MaegCatha


That night, I received a most unwelcome visit, from someone I had hoped I had left behind far away in Greek Land.


My living quarters in the Camp of Exiles were uncomfortable and spartan, a reed-layered floor below an overhang of rock that had been extended and covered with animal hides to make a passable animal shelter. The breeze curled through every gap in the stitching, and a screech owl seemed to find the top of one of the supporting poles a perfect place to make my sleep a misery. The river flowing through the gorge seemed to rush like a torrent; the new-born of the exiled clan wailed with night terrors, setting off lowing among the cattle and vigorous barking among the tethered hounds.


Restless, haunted by those shields with their glowering ikons of Medusa, I was in just the state of mind to allow the approach of the woman who was determined to cling to me.


I heard my name called; there was urgency in the summons. There are ways of crying out that alert every sense: an infant in distress; a dying man giving up the ghost; a man being murdered; a woman opening like a gate, to allow the passing of a new breath of life. And there is the cry of hurt from a woman who considers herself wronged.


‘Merlin! I know you’re there!’


The insistent, dreamy voice roused me from my hard bed, bringing me out into the starlit night. The hounds were restless, the horses too. I walked east along the stream until I could see the crouched figure, busy washing its hair.


As I stumbled blindly over the loose rocks to come down to the swirling pool where this wild woman lowered her head to beat the water with her saturated locks, I realised who she was. Or rather: whose dream she was.


Niiv turned suddenly to look at me, silver-eyed in the night, pale lips half-smiling, everything about her signalling recognition and playfulness.


‘Not sleeping well, Merlin?’


‘I was until you came back.’


‘Did you think I would stay away?’ She tut-tutted, shaking her head. ‘You’ll never get rid of me. I’m a very determined girl.’


‘Where are you?’ I asked the dream.


‘I don’t know exactly. Sailing towards the North Star. We have a good breeze behind us. The coastline to the east is red and rugged, covered with stones; the argonauts call it Gaul. The white cliffs of Alba are ahead of us, but not far. Argo is strong, Jason is strong, we have some fine oarsmen!’ She grinned pointedly. ‘We’ll be back with you before you know it.’


The apparition of Niiv flung back its hair. Dark hair, dyed, and a face that was a little more gaunt, but just as elfin and pretty as when I’d known her, the girl was still in fine form. But to reach for me like this, from a ship wave-tossed and struggling off the coast of Gaul, a long way south, was a waste of her limited talents.


Before I could say a word she went on, ‘You’ve been hiding from me.’


‘I’ve been in hiding. Not just from you.’


‘I’ve flown across this land ten times looking for you, but this is the first time I’ve found you.’


She still exasperated me with her recklessness. ‘You’re a fool, Niiv. Your light will extinguish like a falling star. Have you seen a big man suddenly fall over dead, for no apparent reason, his heart suddenly stopped, his head suddenly full of blood? That is your fate if you continue to be so reckless with your small talent.’


‘But with my small talent and your great ability, the young and the old, the new born and the ever-living, we could be wonderful together! We were made for each other, Merlin. How many times do I have to remind you? A man like you needs a companion like me. I will take nothing from you except that which you choose to give. You have me all wrong. I love you. I want to learn from you. Why are you so frightened of me?’


The river babbled beside us. I could see the glow of moonlight on the water through the crouching girl before me. She had been ageing and dying in her desperate efforts to find me, to be close again.


I could well understand why: she was a direct descendant of a Northlands woman I had known, very intimately, over a century ago. I had been aware that that snow-bound pleasure in my past would give rise to squealing flesh and blood, a daughter; but not that the daughter would lead, at last, to Niiv, who having met me once clung to me as if I were her life.


We sow the seeds of our own despair, but even knowing this, we seem to go on sowing.


‘We are related,’ this fetch, this living ghost of Niiv reminded me unnecessarily. ‘But not so closely that we cannot enjoy each other. Wait for me, Merlin. Watch for me. You misunderstood me in Greek Land, you wronged me badly. We can be so strong together.’


I remembered my last glimpse of her, as I had finally escaped from her clutches, a pale-faced figure with wind-blown fair hair, arms outstretched, a dead swan held by the neck in her right hand. She had screamed at me, letting me know just how much she had looked into my future.


She had seen events in my future that terrified me. She used her knowledge as a fisherman uses a knife to prise limpets from their granite home. She was determined to open my body and see the markings on my bones, where magic lay; and where death lurked, waiting for betrayal.


She was the one return to Alba that I dreaded. The Three of Awful Boding had kept the worst to themselves, it seemed.
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