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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.


      




Introduction


The Winter Chronicles record many tales of the folk who fled across the great oceans out of the West, to the land of Brasayhal and the realms of Nordeney and Bryhaine, the peaceful settlers and the savage warriors who pursued them. But of the lands they fled from, all too little is recorded, and that unreliable and inconsistent; for the spreading dominion of the Ice, enemy to all that lived and especially all that thought, had destroyed its ancient civilisations, fragmented its cultures and ruined its records. All that remains is dark shards out of long-shattered centuries, more legend than history. Yet among that darkness, some of the shards still gleam, and legends of heroic deeds and stern resistance still strike a momentary brightness, revealing how humanity could still struggle against the advancing gloom.


Wisdom was denied to ordinary folk, knowledge and craft; the wondrous art of the mastersmiths never took root, or was long buried. A more savage mystery took its place in the hearts of men, tapping similar springs, perhaps, but with less understanding, and more superstition; it was used alike by the enemies of the Ice and its servants, from whom its secrets may even have been stolen. At its best it gave suffering humanity insight and power; but it was unpredictable, always open to misuse, often destructive in the demands it made on its wielders. Nonetheless, it is often of these strange folk the legends speak, and in particular one of the best supported. A tale of heroism and strength against vast odds, true; yet also a tale of destruction and defeat, a sharp reminder that against those odds sheer strength, even the greatest, may not in the end prevail.


Yet still a light was lit, that did not easily go out …




CHAPTER 1


Dance at the Precipice


IT was the light between the mountain peaks that awoke him, rather than his father’s hand. The first long beams fell full on his face, flooding his weary eyes with a wash of blood-tinged flame he could not shut out. It was all too like the vicious dreams that rampaged across his sleep, and he sat up sharply, gasping. Often, he knew, the mind could vastly magnify some slight sound or feeling at the edge of waking; for his father was deep and wise in the lore of dreams. But these apparitions had left him far more seriously shaken than the light could explain, or the touch. His shoulder had been shaken, gently; and his father was not normally a gentle man.


The boy shook his head to clear it, sought to uncross his thighs, and groaned. His father ran a hand down the deep lines flanking his straight mouth. ‘You fell asleep, boy.’ There was no expression in his voice. The boy nodded mutely, ready for the slap that usually followed. Some time in the small hours he had nodded off where he sat, cross-legged, head sagging over the pattern marked out for him on the earthen floor. Now he was too numb and stiff to move. The slap would almost be welcome; but it did not come.


‘You finished the pattern?’ demanded his father; but it was not really a question. The boy stared. Somehow, though he could not recollect it, he must have done. All the small stones were set out in their spiralling swirls of ochre-red and yellow-brown sand, interwoven and interlinked with darker swirls of grey ash and black soot, a fierce contrasting energy of movement that led your eye inwards like a steep cliff path, too steep to take slowly; you had either to run with it, or fall away from it into confusion. He must have finished it on the fringe of sleep, his hands moving instinctively with the practice drilled into him since he had spoken his first recognisable word. He decided to say nothing of that. Safer simply to nod and grunt, as his father did.


But the iron-grey voice said, ‘You have done well, Alya,’ and the boy could not help looking up in surprise at the tone, almost warm, and the sound of his name, which his father seldom spoke. His father squatted easily on his heels beside him, and waved an approving hand over the pattern. ‘The sleep is permitted – this time. You have done well to complete the Trail at all. That in itself often brings darkness down over the mind. But if you are to succeed in passing the barrier one day, you must learn to endure, so that you may understand and direct, and explore – not simply suffer what is shown you. Tell me now what you saw.’


The boy shivered; not simply with the cold in the little hut, or need of food and warmth. Those he was used to. ‘I saw … men, who fought. And more than men. Many, many men, like ants seething in a nest. They fought at the walls of … great villages, towns greater than I have seen. You will laugh at me, but … their huts were huge and of many floors and of stone, as it seems. Like wonders that I have heard of only in tales. Great walls like whole cliffs of stone, yet … yet carven, shaped by some art. Could such things be?’


The older man rasped a thumb against his chin. ‘Towns under siege. Towns of stone. Aye, such things were; still are, maybe, in distant corners of the lands. All I have seen are their ruins; and even those are very mighty. Yet they were thrown down, and burned, long ago.’


‘Burned! Aye, there was fire! Men outside, who fought to enter, and raised ladders and great engines. And the defenders, men cased in glittering metal, running up and down the heights of those walls like goats on a cliff. They hurled all manner of things down upon the others, weapons, darts, arrows from strange short bows. And then the fire came, fire from above, raining down in great blasting streams … I saw it. Like all the evil things in the world, in one unhallowed shape. Scales … and claws … whirling around in smoke and confusion; and great beating wings. A thing that flew, a great thing but no bird, vast beyond any bird I could imagine …’


‘Yes?’ demanded the older man curtly, as the boy wavered and closed his eyes.


‘I do not know … More like a bat, as big as a cloud and blacker by far, sending down blasting spurts from its jaws … You will strike me, when I say many mouths. Yet only one creature …’


But his father only shook his shaggy head. ‘Tugarin! The Buryakud! Tugarin son of Zamai, eldest and worst of the curses of the Ice!’ He breathed out. ‘But surely that was long, long ago. You have seen far and well, my son, farther even than I dared hope. It is many an age since that horror was loosed upon the world! You will be a powerful chooser of the paths to your folk one day, a wise Seer. More so than I, maybe.’


The boy glowed with this sudden and unprecedented praise, but his father simply snapped, ‘Now, what more? What then?’


Alya closed his eyes again, felt them sting with smoke, although the peat-damped hearth gave off no more than a faint warmth. ‘There was fire, fire everywhere, all over the walls. They blackened; and the men fell from them, blazing, or cast themselves into the abyss. Fire … They were so majestic, those walls. The huts behind them, so mighty and tall and fair, like the pillars of the sky. But the fire rolled over all. Still I strove to see, more closely …’


His father’s face changed, the eyes as intent as a stooping hawk’s. ‘Yes. And then?’


The boy felt the shudder of fear return. ‘Then it was as if the walls changed before my eyes, and become a real cliff! Of rock, black, jagged and fierce, as if weather had never touched it. Yet the blazing spew of the beast still trickled down it in rivulets, so that the very stone smoked. So hot that it burned my cheeks and drove me back, every time I sought to approach it.’


The thin lips turned down grimly. ‘Indeed, my son. Learn now, then, that that which you call a cliff is not of any stone that ever was upon this world, even among the Firedream of its first forging. That cliff is a barrier set before you, before whatever you would see of your own will, rather than be shown. It is the Wall, that lies at the end of the Trail. Every shaman, every true Seer must first build it up within himself, and then contrive to pass it, whatever the obstacles it places in his path, whatever the terrors. Only then can his spirit be free to begin its journey on roads it chooses, and wield freely what power it has.’


‘Yet I seemed to see across it, beyond it, even as I woke. There was a horizon beyond it, as there is here. Blue, uncertain peaks …’


‘Most likely these above us, remembered in dreaming.’


Emboldened now, the boy shook his head. ‘Father, no! They stood across … across an expanse of water, wider than a river, a lake, anything. The hugest trees, larger than I have ever seen; and then the water. Like a great grey beast-fell spread out about the world …’


The older man only snorted, and snatched a bundle wrapped in greasy leather from the wall. ‘Water to put out the fire, no doubt! Forget it, my son. If you have come thus far, there is work still to be done, and without delay, indeed. Come with me now! Leave all this, and follow. Leave your robe. Take no food. Cold and hunger are the Seer’s friends. But bring your bow, in case!’


So they left the little hut, with its floor of trodden earth, where his mother and sister lay still asleep within the wattled inner chamber, plastered with mud and dry grass to hold in the precious heat of their bodies. Had they been awake, they would not have dared to listen to what passed on the other side of the fire, let alone watch. That was men’s work, and they knew better than to brave the father’s wrath. Women had their own mysteries with which to content themselves.


The tiny knot of huts was barely stirring, the old watchman on the wall nodding in the blessed moment between the perils of dark and day. Yet he sat up straight as the pair passed. He knew the very shadows that stretched before them, as he knew all in the little farm, the older man’s tall and lean, but shoulders bowed as if by great burdens. And little Alya, already grown so much like him, almost a man now at his fifteenth summer, with a full chieftain’s name to bear, Alyatan-kawayi’wale Atar. The watchman saluted them with hand to brow, and eyes on the ground. Nobody dared watch what paths the Seer took, or cared to wonder what was held within the dark bundle he bore – one reason he was an outliver among his folk, with only a few poor kin in his huts to gather and work the soil for him. When they took the stony path to the valley’s ridge, father and son, and beyond that to the mountain-ways, none dared mark their going. Seer and Seer to be, they walked alone on paths lesser men could never follow, and it was known that the hard earth beneath their feet was not always where their spirits trod.


There were cairns beside the path, some mere heaps of stone, some half concealing a worn stone stump with some trace of natural shape. From some cairns the boy watched his father take a stone, and add one to others, often with a brief clasping of the hands and a swift, nasal chant. They climbed and climbed the narrow trails, for long hours, until the boy felt exhaustion weighing down his limbs, his belly griping on nothing and his chest sucking painfully at the thinning air. His father gave him dried leaves to chew, which tasted foul but eased both the hunger and the pain, leaving only a light, faint giddiness he dared not give way to.


For the last stage they truly climbed, rather than walked, scrambling across cold, frost-shattered rocks to a crevice, a chimney and above that, even as the boy’s strength failed, a ledge. He pulled himself on to the harsh rock, softened by odd patches of mossy soil, and lay gasping, sickened yet unable to vomit. Gradually the feeling subsided, and he saw his father outlined against the sky, sitting cross-legged, hands outstretched as if in supplication to the brilliant glaring blue sky. ‘Come!’ was all he said, and the boy scurried to sit beside him. Yet even as he reached the edge he stopped, and gaped, and sank to his knees, still staring.


The elder shaman nodded. ‘You see what it is most fit for a Seer and a chieftain’s son to see. Behold the world, spread out as upon wings beneath you!’


The boy drew breath, deeply, shakily. They had ascended for hours, but the sun still stood below its zenith, not far above the peaks at their back, and its rays reached out like shafts of yearning across the expanse beneath. The lower slopes it left in shadow, touching only the very tops of the foothills with glowing colour, as if the brown scrub burned suddenly from within. But the vale beyond, where grass still fought to grow above the bed of unmelting ice and scattered stone in the thin soil, it lit with kindly warmth, whitening the smokes that twisted up from the little scar of tended land that was theirs.


And beyond that, the open expanse that the boy had always seen as featureless infinity extending to the world’s edge, it revealed first as a rolling mass of low brown hills and shallow, greener vales, cut by meandering streams with strange little woodlands crouched along their banks, and brown bogs and livid green reedbeds above which flights of birds seemed to float like dreams, among feathery wisps of cloud. Along the water’s edge some small herds of great beasts strayed.


‘So wide and free,’ said the boy, wondering. ‘And so passing fair … Can we not go out there some day, and see it at close hand?’


‘You may live to see more than you wish,’ said the Seer, and his son was to remember those words. ‘Look now to the northward, whence come those dark rivers that stem not from our mountains. Does that seem so fair?’


It was not so far in that direction, along the black wide streams, that the brown hills seemed to become browner and the green grew less, the trees and bushes lower and scrubbier. The earth showed through them in wide bare patches, and through it in turn the grey bones of rock and stone, rolled boulder and solid, rising ridge. Colour and life drained from the land, till it became a rounded, riven country of stones. And increasingly, as one looked, it grew tinged with white, light and uneven at first but swiftly thicker and solider, till it enveloped height and distance and identity in a hazy featureless mantle that seemed to bleach the very air above. Sky and cloud mingled as one with the earth beneath, a chilly veil behind which lurked some suggestion of massive solidity, massive as the mountains beneath them, and cool, remote menace.


‘Yonder lies the realm of the foes of men,’ said the Seer, neutrally. His eyes were steady. ‘The ancient powers of the Eternal Cold, and their domain, undying citadel and weapon in one, the moving Walls of Winter, the glaciers of the Ice. There, in their stony hinterlands, the warrior tribes they have corrupted, our kin no longer kin to us, dwell – the Aikiya’wahsa, the Ekwesh. And thence they ride forth to rape and raid, and take for their own what little men have wrested from the earth to feed themselves and theirs. Well, would you see more?’


‘Not of that!’ shivered the boy. ‘Can we not look elsewhere?’


‘It is wise to,’ agreed the Seer, and pointed once again. ‘Yonder, my son, to the south and the west. There in warmer lands the ancient green of the growing land lingers still among the stones, even to forest and woodland of a kind. There dwell our kin, still, some in settlements such as ours but greater; and perhaps some even in those towns you remember from your infancy – such as have been spared. But for the most part they dwell in isolation and in fear. Their only hope is that the storm will pass them by, and perhaps also their children. Beyond that they do not think, save in idle fancies and foolish visions.’


‘Yet you say yourself that even the faintest dream-picture may have deep meaning—’


The slap came, this time, a hard one. The boy bore it as he had learned to, but his eyes burned. His father’s voice was unyielding. ‘I speak of what is shown us from within, not stupid fictions men confect, to console themselves for what is not. Hear for yourself! These empty heads say that if you only voyage far enough eastward, you will come to some enormous lake, wider than sight or sound, with a greener land, more forested, such as this land once was, along its shores. Well, that is as may be; but they also say it is thick with salt! Think of the hot springs you have seen, mineral-encrusted, stinking. Could anything green grow along such a shore? And there is more. They claim that on its further shore there is a better land yet, where men with white faces dwell!’ The elder hawked and spat, copiously, out into the glassy air.


‘As if any lake, large as may be, would hold back the cruel hand of the Ice, or place men beyond its grasp! It gathers the world into its cold palms, and who can restrain it? Yet fools have set out to seek that land, following the Eye of the Swan that looks forever eastward – whatever that may be! And indeed by such a fool’s portent they may find it! For this could only be the land of the dead, where the pale-faced ghosts dance.’ He sighed. ‘No, my son. The way of the Seer is wiser. To seek wisdom through the spirit, and guide his folk in ways where the hand of ill does not fall. Learn now, learn swiftly, and be wise.’


Alya was about to ask more, but the sting of his face made him hesitate. By then the Seer had opened his bundle, and with a tender grasp he lifted out a strange sight, that yet was somehow very familiar to the boy. As a toddling infant in dead, distant days, living in a town with others, he had gaped in delighted awe at the spirits that came and danced on holidays – at the turning of the year, at the veneration of the ancestors in the sowing and the harvest, and the festivals of children and unmarried girls at summer’s height, when the days seemed endless and the Ice far away.


They were like men, these spirits, but with their bodies streaked and circled in glorious gaudiness, bright as jaybirds on rainbows, and their heads stranger and brighter still, mingled visions of beast and man with jaws that chomped and beaks that clapped. Their ancestors, the children were told; their forebears, at one with the prey they had hunted in richer, more plentiful lands.


Ancestors who would, with enough propitiation and offerings, bring back the game and the good seasons. Ancestors who danced out the old tales, and the prophecies of tales to come, and most magically of all scattered gifts and sweetmeats to the children of their children. Ancestors who, after dancing and eating and drinking and coupling with their descendants till they were dizzy, fell writhing and shouting into the arms of their fellows. When they had left the town, Alya saw them no more, though at times the beat of drums from his father’s hut would bring them back to mind.


But this, here, rising from the box – this was one of them, itself. It was with deep wonder he saw for the first time that that awesome head was made of painted wood and metal, beautifully carven and shaped.


His father nodded. ‘You understand now. The spirits need us, as we need them. They need our solid shapes to live within the pleasures of life once more, and for a while enjoy the offerings we give them. We can receive them within us only at the height of our powers, in the grip of the living dream – just as, in that state alone, can we penetrate the Wall and its terrors. To scan what lies beyond and share its many eyes and ears and thoughts, to draw upon its powers to influence the world – even, for the most supremely powerful of us, to carry us throughout it, from one place to another, by unseen paths …’ He shivered with evident delight at the idea of the power. For that also we need to take their form, to beguile the many Guardians. And therefore they taught us how to don the Shapes that are their aspect, and to dance the dance of the Mask.’


The old Seer had been building a tiny fire of dry twigs as he spoke, and kindled it now with a spark of flint into dry moss tinder, sputtering and smouldering. He raised the heavy mask reverently above his head, into the warming rays of the sun. ‘This is the dearest of all the shapes given to our folk, most precious of my masks.’ After an instant the warming wood creaked and sang, and he laughed aloud.


‘Hear the voice of the ancient wood, speaking to its beloved children! It is said that in that foolish cuckoo-country, that ghostland, the pale men make their magics with hammered metal! As if the earth’s cold blood could contain any such life force as this once-living wood! As if it could give you eyes to see through, and a mouth to speak and sing!’


Swiftly, deftly, the Seer lowered the heavy wooden shape about his forehead and slowly down, until his face was hidden. The mask seemed to float lightly above his shoulders, long beak with crooked tip, huge eyes painted in red and white, picked out in glittering obsidian, but hollow at their hearts. Then he knelt, pulled the rough barkcloth shirt from his back, and streaked himself with earth from the ledge, and smearings of chalk and coloured sand in fat from the bundle.


‘This is Raven, great patron of our folk! Friend of Men, who stole the Sun for them to defy the first coming of the Ice. You are the last Seer of his most ancient line, Alya; so learn now how to invoke his power. You know this dance, this chant; you have been taught it since you could barely walk. See now the use of it, and the meaning.’


He sprang lithely to his feet, and the beak snapped cruelly. Out of the bag he took a small roundel of steam-bent wood, topped with a taut skin of dark deerhide; hanging from it was a short length of antler, polished by many years of wear. On the drumskin were painted symbols hard to make out against the age-blackened hide, stark, sticklike figures in black and red. The Seer tapped the drum once, twice, on different symbols, and then again, in a different, wilder measure. He beat the skin with the antler stick, and the deerhide thrummed and rang. He sang, in a low husky voice, the same syllables again and again, sounds that were not words but were all the more heavy with meaning. The arms, streaked now like rows of dark feathers, flapped once, twice, and thrust out, fingers spread, in a gliding curve. The drum stuttered to silence, the feet stamped and shuffled in the same soft pulsing beat, but the upper body remained still, as it seemed, wheeling and gliding like the dark specks over the woodlands below. Back it swooped against the rockface, then up and away, out to the very edge of the rim as if to join its brethren in the airs below. Small stones skittered and crumbled into emptiness, but the feet did not falter, whirling and kicking with the energy that infused the effortless glide above.


When the arms came down, the drum thuttered again. Alya thrilled at the sight of his Ancestor, felt the pace of the dance in his blood, and drummed exultantly on the moss with his flat palms. He felt no fear for his father, as he trod the thin line of the cliffs edge; to him also it seemed as if the masked figure would take flight and soar any instant, out of the abyss and into the face of the climbing sun. He longed to follow.


The voice grew higher, harsher, and faster, gasping and dry. The syllables merged and blurred into a raw rasping cry. The voice, not of a single bird, but of many, the cawing clamour of a rising flock; and out of the empty air distant voices knew and answered it. The figure stood straight up suddenly, arms outflung. The jaws opened, wider than before, gaping; and within them, set deep at the throat, shimmered the metal mask of a man, smooth-skinned, impossibly serene, the features bland and general save for the white-painted beard, a rare thing among his folk. And yet the boy clenched his fists in wonder; for within it, within the very metal itself, like glimmering trout in a clear stream, flickers of cold light came and went, and the bland metal eyes blazed and glittered into his own. A single rasping cry rang out among the rocks.


Suddenly the cliff face behind them flashed and shone bright as a mirror, as solid obsidian—


Just as suddenly, the light vanished. Warm darkness was around him, the smell of sweat and leather. His father was putting another mask over his head, telling him to try it, to dance with it in place. ‘This is an easier ancestor to bear, the Hawk, the young hunter who feeds his brood; he will carry you as far as you should need. Remember the pattern, the earths, the pebbles! Think hard upon its tracks, for it is through the Trail you are dancing. Dancing on your journey, to the Wall; and one day, beyond.’ He settled the mask in place, and let Alya swing his head, grow used to its weight.


‘How shall a man get there? Seers seldom agree. Some say you may fly over its summit, some say you may burrow under. For that matter, some say it is not a wall at all, but a very range of mountains, in which paths and passes must be opened and explored. Some others seek to ride thither in the minds of birds and beasts, which know no distinction between it and the outer world; or even through the minds of other Seers. But I who am the Seer and son of many Seers, and carry within me now the words of many more, I say it is a Wall; and that for the strong Seer there is but one way, to rise over it himself, by his own power. Unless he is among the great – and they go through! Dance now, boy. Dance, Hawk. Dance!’


His arms were already outflung; his feet already stamping the moss. The drum rattled, the chant droned on in his father’s exalted voice. Dizzy with exhaustion and altitude and the essence of the dry leaves, Alya threw back his head, and felt the short beak clack and clatter. The mask wobbled, ill-fitting, and he staggered. He knew he should stop. His father’s singing took on a harsh, angry tone, the contemptuous voice that made him shrivel when he faltered or failed at anything, worse than any slap; and at the very thought of it his shaking legs thrashed harder. He could not stop. He wagged his head to and fro, desperately trying to balance the mask. The chant burst from his lips in an answering torrent, higher than his father’s, almost like a wounded bird piping. Beyond the narrow eyeholes there were only the clouds. He thrust back his wings, trembling as he glided, hovered, stooped …


The mask half fell sideways, the eyeholes away from his eyes. Hunger shook his legs. Stone cracked and turned beneath his weary feet—


Everything vanished. He was staring into that jagged, glassy surface, silken smooth yet savagely etched and fanged. High above him it loomed, as far below; and flame boiled in the depths. It was as if he were torn in two. He heard a voice scream, knew his own, and the glassy rock wheeled sickeningly as his legs failed him. He fell back, felt the ledge hit him hard in the back, but his head fell back out into empty space.


He stared upside down into the abyss, and the fiery mouths clamoured in his roaring ears. Light and air smote his cheeks once again. Into the distant depths something small turned and wheeled away, and he convulsed with horror. It was the Hawk mask.


He flung out useless arms, but it was far gone. A distant, hollow smash rose from below, and the rattle of a few rocks. He stared in mute horror and humiliation. He had destroyed a thing he knew must be unimaginably precious. What would his father do to him now? He could almost let himself slide after it.


A firm hand hooked in his shirt, hauled him back up, and dropped him hunched and shaking on the moss. He curled up like a baby, shivering, and awaited the rain of blows that would almost be a relief. ‘I’m sorry. I let the Hawk fall! I’m sorry.’


‘You did nothing,’ said the Seer’s grim voice, sternly enough but evenly. ‘I saw. The mask sat awkwardly upon you from the start. That, it should not have done, not with any man, and never has before. And yet you achieved the pattern of stones … Strange. I thought the mask would settle. I should have taken it from you at once. When I did not, it fled you of its own choosing, and for its own reasons. You are not meant to have the Hawk, that is clear.’ There was a note almost of sadness as he added, ‘And no more, now, am I.’


Deep misery must still have marked the boy’s face, for the Raven mask lifted to reveal his father’s features, as ever stern and unbending, yet not without a touch of concern. To the boy’s surprise he reverently raised the great mask from his own head. ‘Here. Don this!’


Passively, dumbly, Alya let the thing be slid over his head, the beak closed once more, the leather lining positively hot to the touch and slick with sweat. It seemed to cling to his cheeks, yet once in place it did not feel too hot. It was heavy, draggingly heavy; but the boy nodded very carefully, and felt it fit across both scalp and jaw, moving with them, but never itself stirring in its seat.


The Seer gave a long, low grunt of satisfaction, and struck the drum hard. So sudden was the thrill that Alya surged to his feet, hardly heeding the wooden weight. ‘Now can you dance?’ growled the older man. ‘Now, yes? Yes!’


Cold fire ran in the boy’s legs, where a moment before milky weariness had flowed. He clattered the beak and cawed as his father had, and flung back his head wildly, and as the drum stuttered he once again echoed the chant. Wheeling, diving, the blue sky spun crazily in the eyeholes, but he knew now why his father had not stopped for the cliffs edge, for fear or even for the mildest caution. He could no longer even feel the stone beneath him; but the wind was cool and thrilling beneath his wings.


All at once the light whirled into the spiral of the Trail, the blackness roared in his head and drew him in. The jagged gloss of the Wall arose again, its innumerable facets now mirroring his naked face, bare of any mask. Endless facets, countless faces, eyes wide, jaws slack, gasping for breath – infinite selves. Then hands scrabbled within the dark glass, clawing, burning at their finger-ends even as they reached out. The faces were no longer his. They were faces he knew. They opened to him, in menace or mute appeal, and glows burst from their eyes, their gaping mouths and distended nostrils. Mother, sister, the tillers of the farm, the few friends of his early life – he fought to rise, to break free of their fearful clutches, to soar above them and crest the grim barrier. For an instant he seemed to see through it, to make out a distorted image, such a wide spread of lands as he had seen from the ledge, but from far higher. And among them, standing out sharply, the valley, the farm, the figures around it like dots, and far, far above them the ledge itself, with a figure that squatted grim and motionless, and another that wheeled and turned—


He could not rise further. Instead he struck the black surface, like a windblown bird. Agony speared one arm, and he felt the tangle of limbs, and the screaming, sickening fall.


He was on his knees on the grass, choking and shaking within the mask, desperately afraid. He plucked it off, and it came willingly, for all it had fitted so close. And again, as he stared at it in his shaking hands, the coursing gleams and glows came and went within the metal. They were continuous things, like serpents, like fish that dived in one piece of metal and surfaced in another, as if there was some incredible unity in the metal, threading the painted wooden sections together. The wood had another feeling entirely, something strange under his hands …


He cried out as the thing was taken from him, leaving him alone with the fear. His father grunted as he wrapped the beaked form away in its bundle. ‘It is well! Well enough for now. Much you have learned, and that is good. For you may need the knowledge swiftly.’


His father’s black eyes, dark and remorseless as the Wall, surveyed him, as if weighing up whether to say something. At last he flung the boy a thick collop of smoked meat from his bag, and a large dried oilcake – a rich feast, to a boy raised so harshly, and his first since the evening before. Gratefully Alya fell to, while his father watched him still. The old man did not eat, but simply stroked his chin thoughtfully. When he spoke at last, it was unexpected.


‘It is often the strongest of Seers, when young, who find the craft most thorny to grasp …’


Greatly emboldened, if only by a greater fear, the boy stared back. It was hard to imagine his father needing to learn anything; or even young; and yet … ‘My father! Did you?’


The Seer nodded, distantly. ‘So hard, I thought the mask would wring blood from my eyes and break my neck like a stalk. This very mask. Your grandfather also, as he admitted to me only in his age. He reached his eighteenth summer ere he completed the pattern, his twentieth ere he even saw the Wall; and that after weeks of fasting in the wilderness.’ He rounded on the boy. ‘But do not take that as a licence to idle! Every seeker of the paths is different! It’s rare that the Sight endures through so many generations, as it has in ours – and through your mother’s, also. Once our ancestors were more than shamans! Once they were wonderworkers who dwelt in great halls of stone, and travelled the world at will, and spoke with the Powers whose task it is to steer it. And in the bones I cast at your birth, while your mother still screamed and strained you out of her, it was written that you would yourself speak with Them, one day.’


There was both pride and trouble in his harsh voice. ‘But which Power? There are many it is ill to speak with, unprepared. There are some it is ruin to encounter at all! For such a destiny as that, Alya my son, you must be strong. And strong I shall make you. From your mother you will learn tenderness; I have none. Others will teach you to be happy; I would not know how. But from me you will learn a warrior’s pride and honour, and reverence for the Powers – yes, even for those who hate us, for their might is awesome, and not to be taken lightly. And you will learn your duty as a Seer, to those who will one day depend on you.’


Never before had the old man spoken so openly; and in years thereafter the boy Alya wondered whether it was something he himself had seen that provoked it. If so, his vision was not clear enough; or the tale of Alya, and of Savi, and of the Mask, might have turned out very differently.


The Winter Chronicles, archives of the ancestors of legend, record it only as a legend in their terms, brought by the incomers who fled across the ocean to the haven of Nordeney. They mention many versions and variations, with as many embellishments as there were tellers; but equally they insist that the tale itself was true, and that many who acted within it, for better or worse, lived to bear witness.


A dark legend it is, too, as befits those times. Yet it is not without its shafts of light, showing that even in those lands west of the sea which the glaciers and their lords most thoroughly overran, that even in their shadow the sparks of defiance could still catch fire in human minds. And that even deep within the bitter heart of the Ice itself, with its devouring hatred for all that lived, with the myriad deaths it contained and contrived, the ashen fires of life could sometimes still be rekindled.


The sun now plummeted across the sky, behind clouds infused with purple, edged with blazing gold; across them, untouched somehow, a great feathery, wispy sweep of grey stretched like a heron’s wing. The Seer studied it, and shook his head. ‘Come! I had thought to spend the night here, for we could lap the dew from the rocks. But the best path for us is downward, I see. All has its place and time. We need severities to train and toughen you. Life provides them all too readily. Yet it seems we cannot even choose the time. Such it is to be a Seer.’


The boy looked back as they turned away; and for a moment the unimaginable misty distances of the Ice became a haze of gold. Yet through it, in the low light, he thought he glimpsed great crags, less high than the abyss, and yet more terrible by far. ‘Yes!’ said his father, though he had said nothing. ‘For this mountain is made of stone, and fixed, changing only with the slow rhythm of the world. But those white walls, they are a marching army, slow though they seem. Their patience is deadly. Many fair lands they have already laid waste; and one day even this, too, they shall grind down. For who can fight them?’


His voice took on a cold sneer. ‘But we men may at least slip and skip about their feet, like granary mice. Survive thus, perhaps, until a change of days. Till then our Sight must be our greatest friend, closer even than wife or child; for it serves the greater good. On the far side of the Wall lies all we know, all we can achieve; and that you must surmount, to find it.’


‘It seems hard,’ said Alya guardedly. ‘But I will succeed.’


‘It is. You will. There are easier paths. One can reach out to touch other minds, and be carried by them across the Wall. Chiefly those of beasts; for all creatures, and birds especially, slip to and fro over its bounds, all unknowing, as if to them it is a dream – or our own world is. But you cannot direct the sight of beasts, as you can your own. You will see only what they can see – or what they are shown. Such glimpses out of the dark are hard to trust. You can ride human thoughts, if only you are stronger than they; but Seers who try this too often inevitably come to grief. Sooner or later they will touch a mind stronger than theirs – even the mind of a Power. The Seer who rides one does not live to dismount. So follow the firmer paths, stony though they are; and trust in yourself.’


Their way down was slower, as is often the way, slipping and sliding over steep ways they had bounded up. The boy had time enough to ponder those words, and to find himself in some ways at war with his father’s wisdom. It was a new experience, and one he found half daunting, half exhilarating. Slipping and skipping! Like granary mice indeed, for sooner or later the cat took them, to play with and slay. Surely they could do more! Surely they could fight!


And the mention of these far lands intrigued him, as such tales always did. Alya the boy would keep his countenance for now; but one day soon Alyatan-kawayi the Seer would look farther afield, to the very ends of the earth.


He forgot that, though, as they wound their way through the foothills at evening, and looked no farther than home, whose odours the wind brought them, first woodsmoke and then roasting meat. That would be from a deer he had brought down with his father three days since, another time of freedom and delight. He was shaping into a fine huntsman, the workers said.


But as they rounded the slope into the last small vale, minutes from sight of the farm, Alya saw the smoke plume ahead, against the last luminous blue. It billowed dark; and far too high.


The sight held them rigid; and then the Seer slapped hand to side. No sword hung there. ‘Accursed am I,’ he breathed, ‘that I heeded your Seeing so much, and my own so little! Come, boy!’


Both were weary, neither in prime manhood; and yet their leather-hard legs bore them in great loping strides across the twilit slopes, scarcely feeling the grass that twined around their shins to trip them, the patches of soft wet bog that sucked at their deerskin shoes, the bite of briar and thorn. The boy strung his bow as he ran, as if this were the hunting trail, and the father grunted approvingly.


Fear ran cold in their bellies as they crested the vale’s rim; and grew colder yet. The farm was ablaze; had been, for some time, so that already the low roof-ridges with their bark shingles were consumed and gone, and the fire roared at the top of the encircling walls. Even as they watched, a gable-end collapsed in a flare of yellow flame, spilling blazing beams across the ground before them; and by its light they saw only too clearly what awaited them.


The horses, the kine, the goats were rounded up, tethered in lines to be led away. Their wagon stood out, its shafts to the heavens, ready for its team; and by it, still unloaded, lay their stores, and what little of their goods was worth plundering. Their people …


By the fire’s edge Alya saw the bodies stacked, naked save for slathered blood, sprawled and broken, his mother’s dark hair, so much younger than his wolf-grey father, spilling grotesquely from under the watchman’s shrivelled flank. All, save one he sought. But he saw that also, by the light of a lesser fire; the child’s arm that dangled above it, skinned, stretched out and split, broiling on a makeshift spit.


The same harsh flame had also shown them to the men around that fire – not many, some ten or twelve men much like themselves in kind, with ruddy-brown skin, swarthier than their own, hard bony faces, and straight dark hair. Theirs was cut short about the neck and caught up in black rags; and they wore black breastplates of stiffened leather, studded with nailheads and streaked with white patterns that echoed the markings smeared on their scarred faces, making them look like cruel masks themselves.


‘Aikiya’wahsa!’ groaned the Seer, as they snatched up swords and spears. ‘The Ekwesh! Wolves of the Ice!’


He clutched Alya by the arm, and snarled like a wolf himself. ‘One single tear, and I disown you! Linger, and I curse you!’


He thrust the boy away with a force that sent him staggering, but himself dashed forward into the glare. A blazing beam he stooped and caught up, and even as it kindled his sleeves he bore it forward, against the oncoming raiders. The first of them yelled as it swung at their faces, and fell back, but the force of his rush carried them with it, against the three behind. Swords flashed, but he seemed not to feel their bite. Their hair flamed as they stumbled and fell, blinded and burning; one man was slammed against the glowing house-wall, and ran howling in a banner of flame. The rest gave back before the blazing madman and his mace of fire, into the dark. The Seer laughed a great screeching laugh. ‘So, so! Pretty, pretty! Let others’ women do the weeping! Run, Alya! To the south and east, to the warmer lands! To our kin! Run!’


He hurled the beam across the fire, and the attackers scattered from its rolling onslaught. Then, catching the mangled body there by its hair, the old chieftain lowered his head and ran into the flame-filled doorway of the farmhouse. It roared like an open mouth.


Alya, stepping instinctively forward, tripped over something cold and sank to one knee. The bundle his father had thrown down—


A spear hissed. Broad-headed, not meant for throwing, it would still have skewered him, otherwise. It gashed his side and stuck quivering in the ground.


One of the raiders, stalking forward, paused blinking at the edge of the firelight to see if he’d hit his mark. In a frenzy of fear, ignoring the pain, the boy drew his arrow to his chin and loosed. It hissed past the bow’s fur wrapping and sailed almost lazily to its mark. The boy had hit rabbits running at greater range. With a snapping thud the arrow sank deep beneath the lower lip of the breastplate, and the man screamed and doubled over around it, tugging at the shaft.


Alya ground his teeth, imagining the barbs biting home in the liver. He had slain beasts in the hunt, but never before a man. Even now he hardly felt he had killed one, for this horror kicking away its life was worse than a clean animal.


The others shouted, seeing the peril of arrows out of the dark, and backed hastily into shadow. His heart pounded, but his stomach was steady. They would circle around, now, and come after him. But he would not be here, and they could not know the ground as he did in the dark.


He ran, light and fleet, wishing they would come after him on their horses, so he could shoot a rider and steal one. But he knew the rest of the raiders, hardier men on horseback, would soon catch him up. Better to be small, and slip by unseen. Over rough ground, marsh and trackless scree lay his safety, such as it was; and his long wandering he knew must be, with naught but the few arrows at his belt and the bundle that bumped at his shoulder, already a burden.


The night flooded Alya’s spirit, chilly and black. He felt nothing, not even the long gash in his side. Even when he glanced back at the dying flame it was to see if it showed him another enemy. His mouth was set and thin; his eyes dry. He would never come back, that was certain. He ran.




CHAPTER 2


The Citadel


ALYA ran; and it was as if the lands flew past beneath his feet, as night gave way to day. When light came the dark plume was a streak against the low hills; and pursuit, if there was any, he had left far behind. Nor did he fear he would be tracked. Beyond their sheltered valley the land was as hard as he had seen it, at best rolling hills crowned with brown grass, more often bare and stony, with great outcrops of weathered rock that held no trace for long. He had cut across these many times to hide his trail. He was alone, now, in every sense.


But the barrens held a worse peril for him. At this season, with the spring snows barely melted and the icy underfloor still unthawed, they offered little that lived, still less he could eat.


A day passed, in growing hunger; and another, worse, a pain to add to the fire in his side. There were some signs that men had lived here, but too long ago to be of any help. Only once did he see any other living men, and those a baleful sight. A column of black-clad horsemen, all too like those at the farm, came riding in a number he could not reckon across the plains, following the ghost of a great track, barely visible in the lank grass. They made no attempt to conceal themselves, and he had plenty of warning. They passed in cascading thunder no more than a few hundred paces away, kicking up the brown earth in a great scar, and sped northward in a close column whose regimented lines looked to him both ridiculous and sinister, with wagons rattling along at their tail. They spared scarcely a look for the land around, let alone for the thicket that hid him.


Alya watched them go with hatred, wondering how these men, if men they truly were, could come to serve the Ice and its Powers, that were supposed to hate all things living, and most of all men. Hunger gave his mind an edge of false clarity. He wondered cynically if there really were such things as Powers. His father had thought so, had revered them deeply, had believed his son would speak with them; and what good had that faith done him?


He missed his father more than he could say, for all his grimness; and his mother’s voice, his sister’s laugh. The farmhands and their simple banter, friends since he could first remember. All stilled, horribly; nothing but the low wailing of the wind on the open plain. More likely Powers were lies or deceptions, mere reflections of human hopes and fears. More likely these black-clad beast-men had shaped deities in their own image, to justify their own cruel desires.


He saw no man else. He was alone.


Otherwise he found only relics of huts very like those at his home, low rings of stone, many cracked and whitened by ancient flames. His father’s huts must look like that, now, and the farm with them. Its remains would soon be overgrown; but not these. How folk had lived in such a barren land was hard to understand, unless it had not always been barren. More immediate was how he could manage to survive; for he was not ready to give up the only thing that had been left to him, not yet. He journeyed on, in bitterness.


Alya was well schooled in living in the wilds. Shelter of a kind he could contrive from the scrubby bushes that grew in patches, and even, when he could find dry kindling, fire. But what he roasted over it was scanty – frogs from the many rivulets, tiny fish he had scooped up, snails that rasped the red lichen from the rocks, such roots as grew in the bleak cold soil. At need he ate even fat worms and slimy dark things from under rocks. They would hardly sustain him for long.


Before many days, though, he passed the spring snowline, where the ground grew softer. It was too early for berries, but there were more small animals. He was able to set snares, knock down an occasional bird with a throwing stick, and twice he felled a young deer, though others escaped him. He did not dare risk his few arrows too often. But he had been hungry to start with; and though the gash in his side seemed to heal, bound up in its own blood, the effort of throwing and drawing his bow soon opened it. He tried to staunch it with chewed herbs, but he had little lore of healing, and his weakness told; it would not close, bled often, and burned him more and more fiercely as the days passed. As they grew into weeks he felt his strength ebbing, his head grow light, his stomach sicken; and grief and solitude clawed at his heart.


The night within it sustained him, like cold iron stiffening his spine; but the night also brought terror. For as he lay curled and sweating under his fan of branches, though he was never warm, the Wall seemed to rise up unbidden behind his eyes, and in its dark glass show him visions no man should see. There came to him then his mother, as he had seen her on that fell heap, and his sister, their eyes hollow, their faces beseeching, their ravaged bodies all too clear in the red light. His sister raised up one blood-streaked hand, and the roar of the devouring fire would fill his ears. Then he would start awake in blank terror, scattering the branches, to see only more blackness, moonless and comfortless. It would be long before fear and cold brought their own numbness, and allowed him to sleep once more.


But a day came, after a night of storm and driving rain, when a sudden warmth shone through his meagre shelter, on to his wounded side, and seemed to ease its stabbing a little. Alya sat up, wincing, and found the rays of a red dawn creeping over the world’s rim, warming the chill rocks under whose lee he had taken shelter, among the heavy undergrowth that cloaked them. He saw with wonder that they were not rocks at all; they were a wall, of loose flat stones, built rough but very thick and heavy. Tall as a man, in most places, it was the highest he had ever seen; and the outline of the ruin he made out through the foliage suggested it had been taller still. Grooves and scratches on some of the stones might have been carvings once, though now they were no more than rain-channels. He remembered the towering houses of his vision; but they were taller yet, and more strongly built. He wondered who had made this and lived in it, and whether any folk still remained in the land.


Alya stood, carefully, and looked around. Perhaps he was coming into those warmer lands, at last; but they did not look very encouraging. There might be more trees, now he thought of it; but there was less grass about, save by the small streams. The ground looked drier and stonier, the soil more dusty, as if warmth drank up the water. But perhaps there was better country about. The southern horizon looked a little greener. It could even be trees, many trees – a woodland, such as he only dimly remembered. This might be the region where his kin could still live. Somewhere like the noisy townlet of his first and faintest memories, a place full of giants. His father had fled it with his family and household, foreseeing its destruction – but had he simply foreseen his own doom, and run to meet it?


At any rate he must seek somewhere. He could not live long like this, not now. How long had it been since the raid? It had happened under the last new moon. Where was the moon now? Well, tonight he would see, if the sky stayed clear. Meanwhile there were small holes here, made by burrowing creatures; and no shortage of stones.


The little brown beasts were fast, scurrying and chittering between their burrows, with sentinels posted like warriors; their white-striped flanks confused their outline, and Alya’s hand was no longer as steady as it had been. In two frustrating hours he felled only a brace, barely a dog’s meal for a long day afoot; but it would have to do. He cooked them both, poorly, and saved one for the end of his march. That might be all too soon. He trudged on, until the sun fell downwards into thin cloud, and thence into the dark. If there was a moon, it was too faint to penetrate the cloud. It must be new again, probably; but he hardly remembered that many days passing.


He tried to gnaw the miserable little carcass, sought sleep in the shelter of some thorn-bushes, but his burning side kept him awake and shivering. It bled no longer, but formed a yellowish crust that cracked painfully with every sudden movement. Eventually, at the first hint of light, he rose and stumbled on, sucking the last flesh and marrow from the bones; but then he was violently sick. His head swam as it had with the height, and his side was raw and swollen, and wept slow tears, not blood. His ears sang, and swift things seemed to flicker around at the margins of his vision, long-limbed insectile shapes which danced and mocked like sawflies. They grew bolder as the day advanced and the sunlight dazzled him, as the edged reddish granite which everywhere poked up through the soil tripped and cut him, as the faint paths he found among the unyielding stones seemed to swim and diverge before him. He was stifling with the heat, yet he knew the chill of night would be worse; and he had no idea which way to turn.


If cold and hunger were a Seer’s friends, he had never had better company. And it came to him then that he might indeed make use of them.


He fumbled for the mask, but at first he could not even untie the bundle. Then he had it free, set it on his head, which seemed slick with sweat, and held up the drum. The figures on it seemed to caper and cavort, mocking him, and he struck at them, pulsing, and tried to match their antics. But all he could do was sway and stagger painfully, unable to dance but too bewildered to remove the heavy mask. He struggled not to fall on the sharp raw stones.


His mind roared, his eyes dimmed. The landscape faded into pinkish cloud, that flickered and pulsed alarmingly. Then all of a sudden it billowed like a storm-rent veil, blackness blazed with fire, and the Trail crackled swiftly before him. He dropped the drum, felt it smash underfoot. A spurt of flame coursed along the curves and windings of the Trail, and the coloured earths flared and turned ashen. He was toppling helplessly forward into it.


There was a fearful rushing and roaring in his ears, and he felt as if a flood was carrying him off, turning and tumbling him through a myriad chill eddies and currents, scraping him past sharp stones. The Wall towered in his mind. The firelit corpses whirled and gyrated, thrust out wild arms to stop him—


His head jarred within the mask. He clawed at the ground, trying to get up, to crawl forward at least; but fell back gasping. He saw nothing now, he could feel only the dry crumbly soil beneath his fingers. He bore up the mask with his hands, managed to lift his head, and stared. Had he been stumbling about for hours? The view had changed. He was looking at raw earth, turned and loose, in neat rows. Tilled and planted; shoots were poking through, already gnarled, but alive and growing. His arms gave, and he slumped down, gasping at the burning blade in his side.


‘See!’ shrilled a voice. ‘See! What’d I tell you?’


‘Is it a man? Is it a bad man?’


Children’s voices – his sister’s, maybe. Something dabbed at his side, hurt him terribly. He moaned, stirred but could not move. The voice fled, shrieking.


‘Baad maaaannn—’


The voice seemed to spiral away into echoing emptiness.


Then, shockingly, he was swaying, sickeningly. Stones rattled, voices cursed; the sky hurt his eyes—


The mask! He flailed around, choking on his dry throat. It had gone.


‘Easy, boy!’ said a calm voice, a man’s, in his own tongue and accent. ‘Lie still now, we mean you no harm. You are heavy enough to bear already.’


There was a hissing rattle, like a small rockfall. His eyes were so gummed he could hardly keep them open. His cheek lolled against something dry and taut, smelling faintly unpleasant. A hide, with four heavy brown hands clenched in its edges, bearing him along like a new-born babe. Gingerly, he realised, as if over unsteady ground. Another sharp swaying, curses, more rocks falling. He tried to croak a question.


‘The mask? Safe and in good hands, boy. The drum – well, that’s got burned, by the look of it, but we have it also. You’re a Seer, then? Young for it. I also, though I don’t see far or clear. We have a better man, for that. But your mask’s kept for you, fear not. Lie still. You will soon be safe in the Citadel.’


Alya could do little but believe him. His head rocked so with fever that he hardly noticed when at last they set him down; the solid earth still swayed beneath him. The drum had burned? How? And how had he got here? He slid away into dreams of churning darkness.


Agony shot him awake again, a fresh sting in his side. Hands seized his limbs, quelling his struggle. He broke into a convulsive sweat and retched.


‘Easy!’ said a quiet voice in his ear, that he thought was his mother’s. ‘Your side’s been cleaned, but it needs stitching up. Only one more to endure. Here, hold my hand …’ The fingers felt slender and blissfully cool. He was afraid he might crush them, when the pain came again. When it did, it was blinding; yet somehow more bearable than the sickly ache it pierced. His hand was squeezed gently. ‘There! That is all. Here …’


Water trickled on to his face, cracked the encrusted dirt about his mouth, freeing his tongue, loosening his throat. He gulped it greedily.


‘So, so!’ said the soft voice, with a severity that still had a touch of the child about it. ‘Too much at once will make you more ill. So my father says, and he is our chieftain!’


An old woman’s voice cackled. ‘Savi! If you must wag your jaw, help chew these bitter leaves!’


The boy relaxed, remembering his mother chewing herbs to poultice his cuts and grazes. The sting of warm water on his side was breathtaking, then blissful; and he sighed as the cool dressing drew the sting. ‘Bear up now, lad,’ said the old woman, ‘so we can bind it!’


Hands lifted him, while soft ragged cloth was wound gently about his body. His head still sang, but he found he could look around for the first time. He was in a room of some sort, but no hut; more like a cave, with sunlit greenery at its mouth. The roof was rock, but the walls on either side were a mess of piled stone and crude mud-bricks, plastered with pale earth. Around them, around him, sat a ring of women, all ages and kinds, looking at him with pity and concern. The one who tended him was a walnut-faced crone, though her eyes twinkled very black and bright among the wrinkles. But at his other side dark eyes shone with a softer lustre in a face that was only just finding its true shape. They held his; and from that moment forth, so says the tale, to them both all other eyes seemed dim.


But the sunlight was barred suddenly, and all eyes turned away at the sound of a harsh voice. ‘How does he fare? Does he wake yet?’


The old woman half rose from her knees and pushed back the figure that stooped in. ‘Away now, Ushaya! This is women’s business!’


He thrust her aside with a wiry arm, a rangy, goatish man with greying braids and a sour, bony face. ‘It is everyone’s business, old fool! It was wrong to bring him here without first consulting me! Am I not the chiefest healer? And who knows how he came here, or what he brings with him? There is a cloud about him, in my sight. The ways he trod are hidden. We must be sure he is not of the Aikiya’wahsa, their slave or spy!’


‘I am no man’s slave,’ croaked the boy indignantly. ‘My name is Alya, as was my father’s, an outliver in a sheltered vale in the shade of the northern mountains. The men of the Ice you name came down upon us, and slew all my family. He died in helping my escape, bidding me seek out our kin far to the south.’


The women groaned with sympathy. ‘Hear! Our kin! Does he not speak our tongue as we do?’


The grey man angled his head, like a nod. ‘Near enough. Though I have never heard of an outliver called Alya. Whence came your line?’


‘I … remember only a town. Many huts. He took us all from there when I was small. I believe he foresaw its downfall.’


‘He was a Seer? Ah. The mask, yes. Seers often knew one another by name and repute, in the old days. The Seer Alya … Yes. Alyatan-kawayi’wale Atar. Of Teoquhan. So that is what became of him! I heard much of him, in my youth. And Teoquhan the town was indeed laid waste, in war. So, then.’ He glared at the women. ‘Turn away. Here is men’s talk!’


They snorted with disdain or annoyance; but they obeyed. The old man squatted beside him, and dropped his voice to a whisper. ‘Are you a Seer also, that you dare bear that mask? Have you passed the Wall?’


‘I have come close. Seen over it once, I think. My father said I was on the path, and should keep trying.’


The old man sat back, as if disappointed. ‘Perhaps it would not be much use, not now, without him. Such a mask should only be used by a Seer of great experience, such as he was. I will take it for you, and if you show promise I will train you as I train my own son …’


‘You will take nothing!’ blazed the girl suddenly, thrusting a bundle behind her back. ‘My father orders it kept for him! He knew your greasy fingers would be itching for it!’


The old man looked at her contemptuously. ‘I do not answer to a child. If he seeks refuge among us, this boy, he must win his place. Power misused may doom us all! And if he seeks to become a Seer, he will achieve that only with my guidance. I will tell your father of that, and your insolence.’


‘Go shake your ears!’ shrilled the old woman after him, as he stooped out under the rock arch. The women laughed, but there was a nervous edge to it, and the girl shivered.


‘He is a terrible man,’ she whispered to the boy, as she helped him lie back on the hide once again. She smiled, and it seemed to him like a new dawn in his life. ‘He can see both life and death, they say, and move between their worlds freely; and to look at him I can believe that. But do not fear, my father holds him on a tether, and he has many times served our need. And his son is a fine boy, you will like him. So rest now, and heal – Alya! You are safe among us of the Citadel. Safe, and welcome!’


Such was Alya’s coming to the place that became his new home, and the nurturing of his extraordinary life that was to be. But how it was he came there out of the wilderness, he only began to guess.


He was given a drink of sour herbs, that refreshed him deeply, and a little mess of beans and brown wheat. He slept long, and awoke stiff and sore still, but shed of his fever. The old woman who kept watch on him gave him more food, and when he mentioned another need she helped him to the mouth of what he had thought was a cave. There he looked for the first time on the strange place the Chronicles name the Citadel.


It was a peaceable village, as it stood then, of only some three hundred folk; yet so great, and so defensible, that it could have held a whole garrison and their people, large as a town. That place was not a work of man, in its beginning; but men had made it what it now was. It had no high towers, no outthrust buttresses, battlements or any other defence traditional to citadels; yet it stood no less secure. It was a mirror of a citadel, behind walls which did not rise, but sank deep into the earth.


Too narrow to be a true valley, it was a great cleft sliced deep into a slope of stone, by a fast-flowing stream that now meandered along its floor. On its way down the water had cut through layers of softer rock to create great ledges and overhangs. And into these, struggling along sheer cliff-faces and treacherous scree-falls, its builders of a bygone age had cut first narrow pathways, and after that piled up walls of stone and mud-brick to turn the space beneath the rocky overhangs into chambers that might hide and hold an army and its stores. The paths were left narrow and treacherous, for those who did not know them well, cutting across the perilous scree slopes. Seen from within, those steep flanks did look like the sternest of citadel walls; yet from without they were almost invisible, till you stood on the very rim. From any distance it seemed nothing but another gully. It was a place of power, and a strong force was quartered within it, dominating the lands about.


Now, though, only the villagers dwelt there. Some said they were the descendants of the original garrison, soldiers turned to peaceable farmers when their kingdom fell apart about them; others that they had arrived later, in flight from other lands and towns the Ice and its agents had laid waste. Probably both tales were true.


They had taken over the ancient strength, dividing and extending its halls to make storerooms and dwellings. Its high gatehouse at some time collapsed, or was thrown down, and never repaired; but the rubble was used to narrow the valley entrance and keep it defensible. Windows and doors were left as few and as small as possible, against both foes and weather, and on the bare lower flanks they planted trees and thorny bushes to screen them, and hide the paths. Most of these they left as narrow and uneven as before, adding only a few wider platforms before the granaries and storerooms. The old muster-ground, before the tall rock hall that had been the commandant’s and was now their chieftain’s, they made a gathering place with a firepit, shielded by more trees, where of an evening they sat and talked. Their fields they kept at some distance, beyond a barrier of wiry woodland.


In this way the strength of the Citadel was largely hidden. It was difficult to find, harder still to attack, and by then it had already endured long after many greater towns had been swept away.


‘For we want nothing of little kingdoms and brief alliances,’ said Saquavan the chieftain that night, having called a much-restored Alya to eat in his house. ‘They rise from villages, within a generation or two. They build their walls and their palaces, they play a little while with peace and war, bask in the reflected glories of the past. And then one day the Ice stretches forth its fell hand, and all is brought low to the dust.’


The chieftain looked up, into the shadows of the uneven ceiling above. Alya saw that there, upon the vast wooden beam that supported its man-made portion, hung a blackened, cobwebbed shape. It was of a length that might reach from a tall man’s waist to his ankle, flat and broad; and it drew Alya’s eye strangely. ‘There is a relic of one such. A blade from another age, a sword that was of our ancestors, traced with wild old characters none can read. Some say, the mighty Zvyataquar, greatest of our line, in whom strength ran like fire in the blood; and who, when old age stilled it, did not die, but turned instead to indomitable stone. What good did his heroism do him? His land lies now beneath the Ice. None now draws that blade, for it is too weighty for even the mightiest among us. I would beat its metal into hoes and ploughs, if I had the means. Better it hangs useless there, as a symbol of a way that has failed.’


He scooped beans from his bowl with a coarse crust. ‘Even now, within ten days’ journey of us, beyond the forest to the south, another little kingdom puffs itself up, rising within the ruined walls of a greatness long departed. We could ally with it, if we wished, have trade and traffic and a richer life – if we cared to leave our hoes and hunting-bows, and draw that sword. And with it we could fall. Better to live simply, as we do. Make no wars, hoard no wealth, but dwell in peace by the smoke of our cooking fires, and leave no mark upon the world of our coming and going. We can do no better.’


Alya was silent a moment, enjoying his corn porridge. He was inclined to like Saquavan, a tall man in early middle age, whose calm face and quiet manner carried great authority. And for the girl Saviyal, whose dark eyes and high cheekbones gleamed in the shadows on the women’s side of the fire, he felt more than liking. He did not want to contradict her father; but a resentful flame kindled in him.


‘You are wise, chieftain,’ he said, carefully, with the courtesy his father had taught him. ‘And concerned for your folk. I am lucky to have fallen among you, grateful that you have accepted me so readily. Yet forgive me, but could we not at least seek some other way of defying the Ice? Less openly than of old, if we must – but defy it still! For otherwise do we not simply shape our own prison, and save the Ice the trouble?’


He heard the quick gasp in the shadow; but the chieftain only nodded. ‘Your tongue is quick, with something of the serpent’s. That is as it should be, for you are young. Some thirteen summers, yes? Much the age I was, when I said the same thing. I yearned for some way to strike back – or simply to escape, to that land over-sea that men tell of. But I never found such a way, and I no longer believe those idle tales. The Seers can tell us nothing certain. All we can do is endure.’


Alya almost choked on a mouthful, but the chieftain leaned forward and spoke more quietly. ‘For my days, at least. But in yours – who knows? You, boy, you are a Seer in the making. Perhaps already, in the world of your dreams, you make out the first steps of some path others have missed! And that is one reason I welcome you among us. Ushaya … he is our best Seer, many times proven right. But he is a man to value his own interests highly. And those of his son …’ He glanced into the shadow, and chuckled. ‘Ushaya sees it as rightful that his son should succeed him as both Seer and chieftain. That I do not like. Vansha is a fine lad, strong as a horse and fond of a laugh or a scrap, but he is unproven as a Seer. And though he might make a sturdy chieftain one day, he is, well, headstrong. I think it safest to place our folk’s safety in more than one hand. And destiny sends us another Seer! One who owes nothing to Ushaya. One who may prove stronger. One who will at least give the people a choice.’


Alya sat silent. Young he might be, but already he saw clearly enough into the minds and motives of men, as a Seer should. The chieftain’s kindly welcome he had not questioned; but that Saquavan should so firmly deny his own Seer the mask he coveted …


Now he understood why. Kindness, yes; but more than kindness. ‘You place great trust in me, chieftain. I too am unproven.’


‘So far, perhaps. And yet you found us easily enough, did you not? Promise me that you will keep trying to learn, even while you share our daily labours. For all our sakes. For the sake, let us say, of your dream.’


Saquavan was not chieftain for nothing, Alya realised. Deftly and without fuss he had been told his role among them – thankless enough, yet one he must accept. He wondered what this Seer’s son would make of it; for he too would surely see beneath the surface. And he wondered also what thoughts might lie behind those firelit eyes.


He had not long to wait. They gave him a little hut no other wanted, a single room that was a relic of the ancient gatehouse. There he woke before dawn, and the first thing he knew was that his side, though still stitched, was no longer badly inflamed. Thunder crackled, somewhere far off; from the north whence he had fled, perhaps. Then he saw the figure that filled the low entrance, dark against dark.


‘Awake then, little Seer?’ said a light voice, a boy’s. ‘And feeling better, surely?’


‘No worse than tender, thank you.’


‘Well, then. Among we plain farmers even a Seer must sometimes earn his keep. I’m sent to ask if you feel fit enough to join our labours!’


Alya stood up, slowly. The words were amiable enough, the tone even; yet there was that in it he disliked. He could guess who this must be. ‘I’ll do all I can. What’s wanted?’


‘Oh, a hunt’s afoot – a band or two setting out. Or, if that’s not to your taste, there’s planting and weeding enough for any.’


Alya could not see the boy’s face, but he could hear the smirk it must wear. Putting on a performance for cronies lurking outside, perhaps. Alya picked his answer carefully. ‘I would hunt, gladly; but the spear wound’s still stiff, I would hinder you. I do not scorn to work the fields with the women and children, until I am well.’


That left little room for mockery. He’d wager these boys had never faced a spear in anger.


There was a moment’s silence. ‘As you wish.’ The tone was dull, disappointed. The new brat hadn’t been provoked. ‘You’re to eat the daymeal at the chieftain’s fire. Come now!’


The three or four boys in the dimness outside – Alya had been right – shuffled along behind as Alya limped down to the chieftain’s hut. The path was especially difficult in this light, and from the sniggers at his back he guessed that they were pretending to push him – along, or over the edge. He ignored that; but he knew there would be more. Their feelings wreathed around him like acrid smoke, but until they reached the chieftain’s house he did not look around.


There, in the growing light, Alya and Vansha, Seers’ sons, beheld one another for the first time. Neither liked what they saw.


Vansha, perhaps a year the elder, was already the image of a man in his hunter’s garb, little more than loincloth and light sandals, his skin oiled for warmth, with bow at his back and quiver and bag at his side. In him his father’s gauntness looked sleek as a snowcat; his muscles moved with careless feline ease, and his narrowed eyes had the same glitter. Beneath his oil-spiked hair his face was hard but very handsome, and his open smile suggested he knew it all too well.


It also told Alya that he looked like a gawky starveling by comparison, his bony limbs ungainly and ill-proportioned, his protruding ribs marred by the blood-blackened gash. His face was flecked with scratches, scars and spots, and to him it seemed ordinary, oafish and blank, accustomed since childhood to hide any outward feeling. It did not occur to him that he wore marks of experience the other did not, of enviable strength and achievement beyond his years; or that some might also think him handsome.


‘Don’t want to hunt!’ announced Vansha, making it sound contemptible. Alya was aware of the girl Saviyal, though she would never meet his gaze.


‘But when I heal—’


‘Then we’ll see how well you handle a bow,’ said Vansha crisply.


‘You may see that now,’ said Alya, and held out his hand.


Vansha unwillingly passed his over. Alya strung it, a little clumsily because it hurt his wound, flexed the string a couple of times, then drew it to his chin, swung around and loosed. The effort burned along his side; but the arrow hissed into the pines some hundred paces away, and struck a narrow sapling with a humming thud. A flock of pigeons erupted in protest. A second shaft struck a span below it. Vansha made a great show of being impressed, then lazily handed him another shaft. Angrily Alya seized it and drew, but his side stabbed at him suddenly and shook the strength in his left hand. The shaft went into the ground some ten yards short.


Vansha shook his head as he hurried to retrieve it. ‘Bad for a hunting point. Now I’ll needs sharpen it. Never mind, boy, we’ll make a hunter of you yet.’


And so the seal was set upon their meeting. As it was then, so it was to be.


Always Vansha was the leader among the other boys. They took their tone from him; and, less obviously, the rest of the village echoed them. That first day, though his side still ached, Alya worked with the women and children and old men. He dug the stony ground with hoe and stick, till by evening his hands blistered and his wound cracked a little, mingling blood with sweat. But when the hunters returned Vansha greeted him with a ringing cry. ‘Hoi there, Alya, you lazy bag of bones! Did you foresee the fine deer we’ve caught you? It’ll fatten you up for a man’s work!’ He spoke merrily and without open malice; but the others laughed, and Alya saw his labours set at nothing.


From then on, whatever he did, Vansha put his laughing words upon. The good was made negligible and slight, the ill a matter of laughter and tale retold; and soon Alya could do no right.


In the eyes of many. But the chieftain seemed to be sympathetic, and was careful to praise Alya when he could. And of Saviyal’s regard, Alya was never sure; for though he could never meet her eyes, he often found them upon him. But they would always turn instantly away. That first day in the fields he had seen her, working like all the rest stripped to the breech-cloth, and he had admired her litheness, thinking how slender and willowy she seemed among so many plump village girls. He had tried to work his way over near her, not so hard in this shapeless patchwork of fields; but he got no more from her than a quick smile and a turned head. Yet that smile’s warmth heated him more than sun or labour, and eased more than one pain.


When he was well enough to hunt, Alya hoped to win better opinions; for he had always been a keen tracker and a good shot. But at first he did not shine, for hunting and tracking in this barren land was different from the well-watered vale he had grown up in, at the mountains’ roots. He learned, soon enough. He had more patience than most of his age, and a tenacity even Vansha could not mock. He would track his quarry beyond all hope, and often bring it back. But it did him no good. Whatever he took, Vansha would exert himself to take more of. Often he shadowed Alya, as if teaching or guarding a helpless child, and would loose his own arrow too early, either to claim the quarry himself or scare it away. When their arrows both struck, he would claim the kill, for none would believe otherwise, and belittle Alya in the guise of praise.


With Vansha it was always words. He might have dominated Alya with force, but never did. Some of his oafish cronies joked that since Alya was fit only to work with the girls, they might use him as one. But they found him agile enough to evade their grasp and strong enough to leave bloody denials on their faces. The stone that smashed a ringleader’s nose settled the matter. They never bothered him again, but they often sought to trip him, soak his bowstring or steal his catch, and suchlike mean tricks.


All this Alya bore, because he knew he had no choice. But often, in the long cold nights, when only the watchfires still burned and all others huddled together on their mats and skins for warmth, he would sit naked in his hut door, feel the icy night-breath on his skin, and think, slow and deep. He had many memories to relive, good and bad; and many questions to ask of himself. At first, he wondered how he had come here, whether he had simply wandered in blindness and fever, whether the mask or something behind it had guided his steps, or whether some other force had somehow come into play. As the weeks wore on, though, and his battle for regard grew ever harder, he no longer wondered how, so much as why, and whether he could leave, and start anew. But that was no doubt what Vansha wanted; and there was the girl.


Often, from behind the carefully loosened stone in the wall, he would take out the hide bundle, and reverently unwrap the mask, and the drum he had remade as best he could, repainting the figures from memory on a scrap of gut. He strove to pursue his discipline, as the chieftain wanted; but that too seemed increasingly hard and hopeless. These days he would don the mask, dance a little, trace the smoking path of the Trail on the soil and in his thoughts; but with no serious intent, save to savour the sense of power, and the memories of his inheritance. But these, like tears, he held back; for they might yet serve his purposes.


At last, though, there came a night when his blood was hot, and bitterness in his mouth. He had an urgent question to ask, a path to seek; and for the first time it was neither vengeance nor guilt that filled his heart. The mask slid on as always, and, very softly, he began to tap the drum, to shuffle his feet on the trodden earth floor. This way and that he swayed, relishing the extra swing the mask gave his head, the pulse in his excited blood. The pattern flickered and grew, the Trail smoked like a maze of incense, leading him inward and upward, as to the foothills of a range of mighty cliffs. The darkness of the hut came rushing in upon him suddenly, glittering, solid, shining black as ice on wet stone or deep water; and he was staring at the million facets of the Wall.


The flames were gone. Instead there was a churning, seething mass of pale forms in motion, threshing fish in a tightening net. But they were not fish. Now, though, instead of accepting what was shown him there, he drove against it in rebellion, in desperation, striving to see something in its place. He summoned up the face before his eyes, the look he had at last met and held for an endless second; and his blood seemed to boil with the sudden urgency of his need.


For an instant, as the air trembled between, and he shook with it, he thought he glimpsed something, some glimmer beyond the fleshy turmoil. Instinctively he reached out – and found the Wall solid under his hand. Solid, and cold, numbing cold – and razor sharp, on its faceted rim, like the obsidian it resembled, stinging his hand as if he clutched a handful of reeds. He let go with a yelp, and fell, plummeting away down into infinite dark below. He landed with a thump, on his knees, on the hut’s earth floor, panting. A figure squatted at the low door; and he felt giddy with achievement.


‘Alya! Is anything amiss? I’d risen – I heard you call—’ She had a skin clutched around her, and moonlight shone on one bare shoulder, translating copper to silver.


He rose, still in the mask, and stood looking at her. His call? Of voice, or of mind? She gasped a little, shrank back as if to run; and he realised what a frightening sight he must make, imbued with the awe that surrounds a Seer. Quickly he plucked the mask off, ducked down to clutch her hand.


‘It’s nothing, Savi. Please don’t go! I sought a path, that was all. And found it – blocked, guarded. As always.’


She shivered, visibly, and still did not cross the threshold. ‘It must be a great mystery. And a great power. Vansha always tries to make it sound so, but I think he doesn’t really know much, yet.’


‘I think so too. But thank you for your concern, Savi. For coming to me.’ It occurred to him, crazily, that he could even ask his question directly, now. ‘But … why will you not come to me in the day? Even for a quiet word? There is so much I would like to tell you!’


She hesitated a little. ‘What might that be?’


‘How kind you were to me. How much that meant. How beautiful you are, the most beautiful creature in all the world, sleek as a doe and as tender, as bright-eyed as a bird. Why can I never tell you that under the sun, Savi?’


‘Because I shall be of marrying age in only a few months. Because of Vansha.’


‘Vansha!’ Alya made his name a curse. Always Vansha! ‘What of him? You are a chieftain’s daughter, you may speak to whom you like.’


She ducked her head from side to side, a sign of denial; but this was almost like a writhe of pain. Alya felt his blood burn, his heart grow heavy. ‘You are not bound to him, are you? Not before you are of age?’


The writhe again. ‘No! Though he would have me so. Long since. We have …’ She looked away. ‘We have touched one another since we were children, and it pleased me well enough, though he was rough. He was always fair and strong and full of cheer, bright as the sun, and made much of me. But I have watched him grow more like his father, and liked him less and less for it. Then you came. And I saw how he looked at you from the first. He hates you. He has done so since you first appeared, the very look of you, the face of the Raven, the tale you told. He hates you so much his heart grows cold, his merriment hollow. Because you are everything he is not. He fears you, also. For what my father plans.’


‘That I guessed. But it always seemed like scorn and jest!’


‘That is how Vansha would have you, how he is happy enough for now. But if he finds any cause to fear you, to think you a real rival – then he would do worse, Alya! He might hurt you!’


She seized his hand in her entreaty; and he caught it, and drew her over the threshold. ‘Don’t be seen out there if he worries you so! Vansha doesn’t frighten me. Remember how I ran rings around Chaquala and Miale, and flattened Balka’s nose across his warty face?’


‘But not Vansha. They are only what he made them, their own strength broken against his. He is stronger and cleverer.’


‘Let him be vicious as a bear-dog, if he wants!’ said Alya. ‘But if you do not want him, Savi, he shall not have you!’


‘Once … Oh, I do not know! I thought him so brave and strong once, and he is. But he is not … good, not as you are good, that I can tell. When I saw you, so full of sorrows and yet more than that … The flame in your eye is darker, yet it dimmed his to an ember. Yes, I want you! With him I might be happier, who can say? But it is you I want!’


Their people seldom kissed on the lips; but they held one another, tightly, and he let his face rest against hers, upturned, their foreheads and noses touching. Their eyelashes fluttered against one another, their breath mingled. He had hardly remembered he was naked; it meant little among their folk. But he became fiercely aware of it now, and of her warmth against him, the skin held from him by no more than the stiff hide. He drew his lips down her face, her neck, to where the moonlight had made her shoulder shimmer like the enchanted metal of the mask. And from there, down, against the stiff stale hide, pressing against the warmth of her small breast beneath. She caught her breath, and leaned back in his arms, and ran her hands up his thigh, clutching at him. Panting, he buried his head in her shoulder again, slid his own hand beneath the hide, between her legs, held her as she him. They leaned together in the darkness, clutching and breathing as one, aware of little else and deeply content.


She left him, after a time, with scarcely a word, threading her way back among the trees to provide an excuse, if she were seen. He watched her in the faint light, long bare legs steady on the rough slope, until she was out of sight. Only then did he begin to wonder how the world had changed. For the better, beyond doubt; yet it might bring so much evil with it.


How much, he soon discovered. Neither said anything, and next day she shunned him as before. Yet before long something new infected Vansha’s jibes, an edge of spite that came worryingly close to a challenge. Perhaps a warning vision had come to him, though he was showing no other talent as a Seer.


Old Ushaya, now, powerful and malignant, able to direct his sight by arcane means – he might well have perceived something. Whatever the cause, Alya knew a challenge would be disastrous, though his fiery heart ached. By fighting the village’s favourite son he would gain little, win or lose. When Savi became ready, then something must happen. Perhaps by then he could better his standing in other ways.


By that crucial day he had lived in the Citadel perhaps a year and a half, and there had been few other intrusions from the outside world. From time to time strangers would pass by, of many kinds. They would spy the folk among the fields, and there they would be met and welcomed, eagerly greeted as bringers of news and diversions from the round of life. Never, though, would they be suffered to see where the Citadel lay, or its true size and strength, even the most harmless of them.


There were travellers to and from one or other of the little kingdoms dotted about the land, wandering pedlars selling salt, spices, knives and trinkets and suchlike simple trade goods. Now and again there might even be a minstrel or jester, telling stories, singing to an instrument or juggling and tumbling, taking up a collection for his evening meal. But none had come for a long time already, and it was six months longer before another new voice was heard.


Six months in which Alya and Saviyal stayed apart by day, and by night met rarely and briefly. Six months in which Vansha grew ever harsher and more contemptuous, so much so that a few in the village remarked it with displeasure, and showed some sympathy with Alya. That only made Vansha more disturbed. Alya came to hate that crooked smile, that smooth, commanding figure lounging its way through life, like a rock against which others might break, the greater their efforts. But he practised patience by day, and by night he sought guidance in his visions once again. He never conquered the Wall, but he began to master the fleeting images in its depths, just a little. He glimpsed much, and felt more in his heart. And it was through those warnings, perhaps, in his inner feelings, that he and Saviyal were never caught in their trysts; which, brief and restrained as they were, would have given his foes the excuse they wanted.


But there came a night when another vision came to him, clearer than any yet, a glimpse beyond the Wall. With a soaring effort, his feet stamping the floor of his hut, he seemed to whirl above it for a brief instant, wheeling high against a bright blue sky, and glimpse a fragment of what lay beyond, before he was hurled bodily, as he felt it, back to earth. He brooded on his vision afterwards, struggled to piece together his shattered memories. A broad land he might have seen, and across it paths, a double way to far horizons. At their joining stood a crossroads with no marker-stone; and as he hesitated there for that single brief moment, he saw from horizon to horizon. But above them rose two very different skies.


It was the task of a Seer to be a scout for his folk, to be the pathfinder of their destiny amid such brief and enigmatic glimpses. None save legendary figures had ever achieved clear and consistent prophecy; and the clarity of his vision startled him. All day long he debated with himself whether he should bother the chieftain; and plucked up courage to do so only the next morning. Nobody else would listen, that was certain; save of course Saviyal. But as he was about to go to the Great House, he heard a rush of hooves through the narrow gate not far beyond his hut, and a stir and hubbub within the village beyond. Ducking beneath the low lintel, he ran out to see.


It was a rider, on a tall chestnut horse that picked its way surefootedly down the path. Alya had never seen such a fine mount, nor such clothes as the rider’s, dusty and travel-stained as they were – breeches and shirt of some full brown cloth, thickly woven, a jerkin of heavy leather richly worked, a long rider’s cloak of black waxed material that could be stretched out over saddlebags and horse’s crupper, and to conceal the crossbow and sword at his saddle. His face was weatherbeaten and hard, but he did not bear the look of the raiders, nor their markings. His dark hair was gathered in a horse-tail at the crown of his head, bound with fillets of gold and silver, swinging from side to side. Rings gleamed on the bare arms he raised in greeting.


‘Your chieftain, good folk!’ he called, as he reached the narrow open space before the Great House. Your Seer! I bear great tidings for them!’


Saquavan himself, tall and calm, came out to meet him with raised and empty palms, but also a forbidding frown; and many others had weapons to hand and ready, Vansha included. ‘You do well to ride so calmly into this vale of ours, stranger; for we take great pains to keep it apart and hidden, and the paths are difficult. How came you upon us so, and past our sentinels? Upon what cause?’


The weatherbeaten face cracked in a smile. ‘I did not mean to upset you, chieftain, nor to intrude. I came here because I knew of this place already, and had been told the ways and the paths. The first, from the old accounts of its finding and making; the second, in all secrecy, from one who dwelt here long ago, by name Atuqua.’


‘Him!’ snorted Ushaya, and several other grey heads nodded. ‘A wild lad, cracked in the head. Thought himself a Seer, and hared off into the blue after his visions.’


‘A Seer he was, nonetheless,’ said the stranger calmly. ‘One of the greatest in the realm, until his death years past. It was he sent me off into this part of the land, in search of those folk who might still scratch out a perilous living here.’


‘Ah,’ said the chieftain, with a wry smile. ‘You would be from the court of Volmur, then? What’s his interest in us now? Another message of brotherhood, or is it taxes and tribute this time?’


The stranger chuckled. ‘I think he has ceased to expect either, and has other concerns. From his court I come, for it lay on my road, but I am none of his. I am from the Eastlands, now, out of the rising sun and the Sea; and from thence are the tidings I bring.’


‘Then you’ve wasted your journey,’ said Ushaya curtly. ‘The sun sends us his light from there, and nothing else need concern us!’


Saquavan held up his hand sharply. ‘We need not be discourteous. Come within and tell us your tidings, stranger.’


The man bowed slightly, but still made no move to dismount. ‘I thank you; but what I have is for the ears of all. I am Tuma, Rider of the Lynx clan, born a paramount chieftain’s son in the forest realms of the coastlands, where men may still live as men, yet see the advancing threat more clearly than many closer to it. There we remember what once we had, and treasure what remains of it, and do not cling to brief mushroom kingdoms like Volmur’s. And there before us we have the Sea. It is daunting, but it also brings hope. Many have fled across it before; and now, before it is too late, many of us also plan to flee. We are calling men to us, all that we may; we are felling the great trees for planks and masts, and building huge ships. Already thousands flock to us; but thousands more do not yet know. So messengers like myself are being sent forth into the inner lands to gather all the friendly folk they may.’


The tall man stood in his stirrups, letting his voice carry down the vale. To unite before doom comes upon us one by one. As assuredly it will, if we delay! I beg you, leave this place, this prison, safe as it may now seem. Turn to the east, follow the sun that rises over new lands out there, safer and richer. Help build the ships that will carry us there—’


‘Enough!’ said Ushaya imperiously. ‘Is it not known among all Seers that the Sea is the world’s end, and that the lands beyond its mists can only be the Lands of the Dead, the ghostlands? Why should we hasten there?’


‘That is not so!’ protested Tuma.


‘How can you say?’ demanded Saquavan, almost as angry as Ushaya. ‘You may believe honestly enough, my friend – but why force your belief upon us? Have you trodden those lands? Has any living man? All we have of them are tales and legends long past, misty shores fishermen sighted, strange strands they beached upon once and dwelt in for a few seasons. How will you find them, if the waters are so wide as legend says?’


‘They are. You have only to look upon them to know that, to see the broad waves roll up towards you over the distant curve of the world. But it is said that there are currents and prevailing winds, that will guide us much of the way as on a road—’


‘It is said!’ Ushaya sneered. ‘And by what marks shall you know, over trackless waters? By what wayside stone or tree?’


‘Yet a mark there is,’ responded Tuma calmly. ‘The ancient lore says so. The tales of those who sailed there, as you say, who spoke with the pale folk and learned of them ancient arts we have forgotten, or been denied. Our loremasters seek out that mark, and in fair hope – the Eye of the Swan, some call it. But if it cannot be found, we will send out scout ships until the path is clear.’


Saquavan tossed his head in exasperation. ‘A word, here and there. A mark not yet found. Pale folk with strange arts – who can credit all that? Who would dare?’ He threw his arms wide. ‘I, I must weigh the fate of my folk, Sir Rider! Shall I cast them into the scale against mere hope?’


‘The Seers—’


‘All the Seers I know say nothing of your lands! A Seer am I myself, in some small wise. And in pursuing any thought of leaving this place, I have seen only a long bleak road, and the smoke of destruction!’


Vansha, who had been lounging in the background as usual, suddenly stepped forward beside his father. ‘If we went to the coasts,’ he said quietly, ‘we would have to stay there. We could not return, not safely. Landless, without shield, we would be at the mercy of those who dwell there now. Much might be demanded of us, in the name of such a dream, many sacrifices for some future good. Shipbuilding we might indeed be set to; but would that not make us, in the end, their slaves?’


It was so wise a caution, and so sinister a prospect, that even Alya faltered. But he too stepped forward. ‘Chieftain, forgive me, but I must speak. You know my heritage. Two nights past it showed me something also, a vision close to yours.’


‘Then I wish you had spoken at once,’ said the chieftain. ‘But do so now, freely.’


Alya’s mouth was dry, with the awareness of the eyes fixed upon him. ‘I say nothing of what it means; I can only describe it. There was a way, yes, a double way. There was smoke indeed, shadow and smoke, among which the way grew dim and threadlike and cold; but it lay only across the way westward. The eastern way was uncertain, misty, yes; it led strangely, into a region of haze. And yet this seemed filled with light, as if … As if it heralded the sunrise.’


Ushaya flung a glare at him like a spearshaft. ‘Another outcomer!’ he grated. ‘Sent to prepare the way for this popinjay!’


The chieftain shook his head wearily. ‘He walked too close to death for that. No, boy, I believe you are sincere. It does sound like what I saw. But which way the path led, I could not be sure; and perhaps you only read into it the image of your own desires. Tuma, you have spoken enough. Now, go your way in peace and seek others who may serve your turn. We cannot. None shall leave here, save alone and without aid. And if they try, they will never be allowed to return, or be received back among us. In the wilderness they shall meet the unseen enemy, to which all succumb, and leave their bones to wolf and bird. That is my decree. Go, and never return.’


‘I am sorry for it,’ said Tuma, and looked down at Alya. ‘Boy, you at least see clearly. There is a place for you among us, if you can make your way thither. I must pursue my mission and spread my word.’


‘Though few be fool enough to listen!’ sneered Ushaya. ‘Off with you, and give your masters this blessing from us!’


Before the chieftain could move Ushaya had thrown a rock, one he must already have had in hand. It struck Tuma on the breast, and rebounded; there was the clink of mail beneath his shirt. Ushaya roared with laughter. ‘Hear! He came prepared! He must have found others are not such fools, either!’


Vansha laughed, and hurled a stone of his own, and his friends joined in. Tuma had no choice; armour or no, he must escape or fall. They were stoning the horse’s legs already. It reared, and he hauled on the reins, twisting it around so it all but fell on the uneven ground, and spurred it towards the path. Away they galloped in a shower of stones and filth, whatever came to hand, hooves skidding on the uneven slope of the path, and away, to the malicious laughter of the crowd. But as the rider vanished among the trees at the summit the laughter hesitated and died before Saquavan’s anger.


‘That is enough! Am I yet chieftain? Did I not reject the man in courtesy, and was not that enough? Ushaya, your mean spirit will work us all harm one day; and you, Vansha, you grow too like him. Come with me, both, and hear some schooling you will not soon forget! The rest of you, to your labours! If you wish a peaceful home, keep peace among yourselves!’
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