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Author’s Note


As well as being an outstanding craftsman and one of the finest traditional blacksmiths in Europe, Ian Whitefield of Barrington Hill Forge, Somerset, is a man of infinite patience and the gladdest fool-sufferer in the business. He cheerfully spent many hours of his valuable time trying to teach me the basics of his craft, supported this project with advice and encouragement at every stage and even managed not to yell at me when I screwed up his best anvil. This book is therefore entirely his fault, since without him it could never have been written.



It should, of course, go without saying that nearly all the resemblances between Mr Whitefield and Asburn are entirely coincidental.



Poldarn’s method of dealing with the mountain in Chapter Twenty may seem far-fetched: but a similar technique was used, successfully, during an eruption of Mount Etna in 1669.





Chapter One


He woke up out of a dream about faraway places, and saw smoke.


It was hanging in the air, like mist in a valley, and his first thought was that the chimney was blocked again. But there was rather too much of it for that, and he could hear burning, a soft cackle of inaudible conversation in the thatch above his head, the scampering of rats and squirrels in the hayloft.


Beside him, his wife grunted and turned over. He nudged her hard in the small of the back, and hopped out of bed.


‘Get up,’ he said. ‘The house is on fire.’


‘What?’ She opened her eyes and stared at him.


‘The house is on fire,’ he told her, annoyed at having to repeat himself in the middle of a crisis. ‘Come on, for God’s sake.’


She scrambled out and started poking about with her feet, trying to find her shoes. ‘No time for that now,’ he snapped, and unlatched the partition door. It opened six inches or so and stuck; someone lying against it on the other side. That wasn’t good.


It occurred to him to wonder where the light was coming from, a soft, rather beautiful orange glow, like an hour before sunset in autumn. The answer to that was through the gap where the partition didn’t quite meet the roof – it was coming through from the main room. Not good at all.


He took a step back from the door and kicked it, stamping sideways with the flat of his bare foot. The door moved a few more inches, suggesting that he was shifting a dead weight. He repeated the manoeuvre five times, opening a gap he could just about squeeze through.


‘Come on,’ he urged his wife – comic, as if they were going to a dance and she was fussing about her hair. Hilarious.


The main room was full of orange light, but there wasn’t any air, just smoke. As he stepped through, the heat washed over him; it was like standing right up close to the forge, as you have to when you’re waiting for a piece of iron to come up to welding heat, and you feel the outer edge of the fire soaking into your skin. He looked down to see what the obstruction had been, and saw Henferth the swineherd, rolled over on his side, dead. No need to ask what had killed him; the smoke was a solid wall of fuzzy-edged orange. Just in time, he remembered not to breathe in; he lowered his head and drew in the clean air inside his shirt. Where had he learned to do that?


Only six paces, diagonally across the floor, to the upper door; he could make that, and once the door was open he’d be out in cold, fresh air. The bar was in place, of course, and the bolts were pushed home top and bottom – he grabbed the knob of the top bolt and immediately let go as the heat melted his skin. Little feathers of smoke were weaving in through the minute cracks between the boards; the outside of the door must be on fire.


So what? Catching the end of his sleeve into the palm of his hand, he pushed hard against the bolt. It was stiff – heat expands metal – but he was in no mood to mess about, and his lungs were already tight; also, the smoke was making his eyes prickle. He forced the top bolt back with an apparently disproportionate amount of effort, ramming splinters into the heel of his hand from a rough patch of sloppily planed wood, then stooped and shot back the bottom bolt, which moved quite easily. That just left the bar; and he was already gasping out his hoarded breath as he unhooked it. Then he put his shoulder to the door and shoved.


It didn’t move. He barged against it again, but this wasn’t just an annoying case of a sticky door, damp swelling the exposed end grain. He was out of breath now, and there was no air, only smoke. Most men would’ve panicked; fortunately, he remembered something else he must have picked up somewhere (where?) and dropped to the floor. Right down low, cheek pressed to the boards, there was clean air, just enough for a lungful.


As he breathed in he was thinking, The door’s stuck, why? He hadn’t stopped to think, Why is the house on fire? If his mind had addressed the problem at all, it had assumed some accident – a glowing cinder lodged in the thatch, carelessness with a lamp. But the door wouldn’t open, the wood was burning on the inside. He knew exactly what that meant.


Behind him, someone was coughing horribly. He recognised the cough (she had a weak chest, always woke up coughing in winter). ‘Get down,’ he hissed, wasting precious breath. ‘On the floor.’ He didn’t look round to see if she was doing as she was told, or even if she’d understood him. Right now, time was calibrated in units of air, and he had very little of it left. Certainly not enough to fritter away on fear or other self-indulgent luxuries; there’d be plenty of opportunities for that kind of stuff later, when he wasn’t so busy.


The axe, he thought; the big axe. Of course the door was too solid to break down – he’d made it himself, he was just too damn painstaking for his own good – but with the big axe he could smash out the middle panel, at least enough to make a hole to breathe through. Where was the big axe, he wondered; there was something wrong with his memory, maybe the smoke had got in it and spoiled it, like oil curdling milk. Then he remembered. The big axe was in the woodshed, where the hell else would the big axe be? Inside there was only the little hand-axe, and he might as well peck at the door with his nose like a woodpecker.


Something flopped down next to him and he felt a sharp, unbearable pain in his left foot and ankle. Burning thatch, the roof was falling in. Oh, he really didn’t need that. ‘Bench,’ he yelled, emptying his lungs (like spilling water in the desert; and when had he ever been in the desert?), ‘smash the door down with a bench.’ But she didn’t answer, in fact he couldn’t hear her at all, not even that goddamned horrible rasping cough. Oh well, he thought, can’t help that now (plenty of time for that later, as well) and it screws up the bench idea. Come on, brain, suggestions. There’s got to be another way out of here, because I’ve got to get out. The other door, or what about the window? And if they’re blocked too, there’s the hatch up into the hayloft, and out the hayloft door – ten-foot drop to the ground, but it’d be better than staying here.


But the other door was forty feet away; the window was closer, but still impossibly far, and the hatch might as well have been on the other side of the ocean. There simply wasn’t time to try, and if he stood up he’d suffocate in the smoke. The only possible place to be was here, cheek flat on the floorboards, trapped for the brief remainder of his life in half an inch of air.


Another swathe of burning thatch landed on him, dropping heavily across his shoulders. He felt his hair frizzle up before he felt the pain, but when it came it was too much to bear – he couldn’t just lie still and feel himself burn. He snuffed up as much air as he could get – there was a lot of smoke in it, and the coughing cost him a fortune in time – and tried to get to his feet, only to find that they weren’t working. Panic started to circle, like crows round a dead sheep, but he shooed it away as he lurched, overbalanced and fell heavily on his right elbow. The fire had reached his scalp and worked its way through his shirt to the skin on his back.


A man might be forgiven for calling it a day at this point, he thought; but he couldn’t quite bring himself to do that, not yet. He’d be horribly burned, of course – he’d seen men who’d been in fires, their faces melted like wax – but you had to be philosophical about these things: what’s done is done and what’s gone is gone, salvage what you can while you can. Like his life, for instance. Yes, how about that?


It hadn’t been so bad back in the inner room – why the hell had he ever left it, he wondered? Seemed like a good idea at the time. So he shrugged off the pain, like kicking away a yapping dog, and started to crawl back the way he’d just come. He made a good yard that way (the palm of his hand on his wife’s upturned face; he knew the feel of the contours of her cheeks and mouth, from tracing them in the dark with his fingertips, tenderly, gently, like he meant it; but no air to waste on that stuff now) before the beam fell across his back and pinned him down, making him spill his last prudent savings of air. The pain – no, forget that for a moment, he couldn’t feel his hands, even though he knew they were on fire, his back must be broken He tried to breathe in, but there was just smoke, no time left at all. Forget it, he thought, I can’t be bothered with this any more.


(He expected death would come at that moment of abjuration; like a rough boys’ game, you shout ‘I give in’ and it stops. But nothing seemed to change, as the time drew out – how was he paying for this time, now he was penniless for air? Had he discovered, in the very nick of time, the secret of breathing smoke? Nice trick, but pointless if his back was broken, and he was on fire too. Talk about irony.)


‘What are you doing here?’


He looked up. He couldn’t look up, because he was paralysed. He saw his grandfather looking down at him.


‘What are you doing here?’ the old bastard repeated. He sounded put out, as if his authority had been challenged. ‘Get up,’ he said, frowning, ‘it’s time to get up. You’ve overslept.’


You could put it that way, he thought; then he remembered. What am I doing here? How about what’s he doing here, he’s been dead for six months—


‘What are you doing here?’ the old man said—




‘Sorry,’ said the man facing him, ‘am I boring you?’


Suddenly awake; he was sitting on a chair outside his grandfather’s house at Haldersness, under the porch eaves, on a cold, bright day. The man opposite was Eyvind, his friend. His name was—


‘No, of course not, go on,’ he said. He hadn’t fallen asleep, really, he’d just closed his eyes because the sun was so bright. His name was—


‘All this talking,’ Eyvind said apologetically, ‘I’m not used to it. Truth is, among ourselves we don’t talk much. Don’t need to. Are you cold?’


‘What? No, I’m fine, really.’


Eyvind smiled. ‘You’re huddled up in your jacket like a caterpillar,’ he said. ‘Perfectly understandable; where you’ve been all these years, it’s much warmer. We sweat like pigs when we go there. Would you rather go inside?’


In front of him, over Eyvind’s shoulder, was the great white-headed mountain. From its sides rose tall columns of milk-white steam, billowing out of the cracks and fissures where the natural hot springs bubbled up from the mountain’s fiery heart. It was an amazing sight against a blue sky. ‘No, thanks,’ he replied. ‘I like sitting here. Nice view.’


Eyvind laughed. ‘I suppose it is,’ he said, ‘but I don’t notice it any more. Would you like me to get you a blanket or something?’


‘No, really.’ It was bitter cold; he could feel it in his feet, in spite of his thick leggings and felt-lined boots. Everybody said he’d get used to it.


‘Wait there,’ Eyvind said. ‘I’ll get a rug from the laundry.’


Well, it would give him an opportunity to wake up – not that he’d been asleep, of course. Once Eyvind had gone, he was able to wriggle a little deeper into the lining of his coat without appearing feeble in front of his friend. He didn’t like the way everybody treated him like an invalid; after all, he was perfectly fit and healthy, he just felt the cold more than they did. And his name—


His name, he remembered, was Poldarn. At least, that wasn’t his real name, it was the name of a Morevich god he’d impersonated while touring round the Bohec valley with a female confidence trickster who’d picked him up after he’d lost his memory a year ago. So far, only a part of that memory had come back; but these people, who lived an ocean away from where he’d woken up in the bed of a river surrounded by dead bodies, these people had told him his name was Ciartan, and he knew they were right. He’d grown up here, he could remember names (not his own, of course) and places, pictures in his mind that turned out to be real. Above all, now that he was here at least somebody knew who he was, and that was a great comfort after his experiences back in the empire.


Don’t knock it, he thought, it’s not everybody who gets a fresh start at the age of forty-one, especially a start like this. After all, his grandfather owned this enormous farm – ‘owned’ was the wrong word, of course, but it was easier to think of it that way – and everybody was going out of their way to be nice to him: they knew about his loss of memory, they understood how difficult it must be for him, they were only too pleased to help in any way they could, they even jumped up and fetched blankets for him without having to be asked. He couldn’t have had a more luxurious, pampered life if he really had been a god.


On the far side of the yard, a peacock was clambering about on the thatched roof of the barn. When he’d first arrived he’d never seen a peacock before (as far as he could remember, though Grandfather insisted he’d killed one with his first bow and arrow, when he was seven) and even now he found it difficult to believe in the existence of such a gorgeous, unnecessary, stupid creature, because animals and birds were supposed to be above that kind of thing, they didn’t have aristocracies and leisured classes. But the peacock was clearly some kind of duke or viscount, useless, troublesome and splendidly ornamental. Eyvind would have him believe they were just another breed of poultry, only there to get fat and then get eaten, but he didn’t believe a word of it.


From the other side of the barn he could hear the shrill, musical clang of a blacksmith’s hammer – Asburn the smith, getting down to some work at last. Properly speaking, that should have made him feel guilty, since by rights the job belonged to the head of the house, but Grandfather was too old now, his only son was dead, and his grandson, Ciartan, who’d only just come back from abroad, had left home before learning the trade and hadn’t got a clue how to light the forge, let alone make anything in it. As a result Asburn, who was born to mend tools, sharpen hooks and scythes and generally make himself useful, had spent the last twenty years doing the wrong work; and the fact that he did it exceptionally well was neither here nor there. You could tell Asburn wasn’t a smith just by looking at him: he was a little scrawny man with weedy arms and sloping shoulders. Poldarn, of course, looked every inch a blacksmith, and the sooner he knuckled down and learned the trade, the sooner everything could get back to normal.


But not today, Poldarn thought, even though it’d be nice and warm in the forge and out here it was freezing cold. Today he was far happier sitting and looking at the mountain, because he’d recognised it as soon as he saw it, and it reassured him more than anything else. As long as he could see it, he knew where he was. More than that, he knew who he was, just as long as he could see the mountain.


He’d nearly fallen over when they’d told him what it was called.


‘Here you are,’ Eyvind said, appearing suddenly behind him; and he felt the comforting weight of a thick woven rug descending round his shoulders. That was much better, of course, but even so he felt obliged to grumble.


‘Wish you wouldn’t do that,’ he said quarter-heartedly. ‘You’re treating me like an old woman.’


Eyvind grinned and sat down. ‘Hardly,’ he said. ‘My mother’s seventy-one, and right now I expect she’s out hoeing turnips. You wouldn’t catch her lounging about on porches on a fine day like this.’


‘Thank you so much,’ Poldarn grunted, feeling even more useless than the peacock. ‘Now, if only someone would tell me what I’m supposed to be doing, maybe I could muck in and start pulling my weight around here.’


‘I wish you’d listen when I tell you things,’ Eyvind replied, ‘instead of falling asleep all the time. Makes it very boring for me, having to say the same thing over and over again.’


‘Give it one more try,’ Poldarn grumbled. ‘You never know, this time it just might stick.’


‘All right, but please try and stay conscious.’ Eyvind leaned back in his chair, his hands folded in his lap, a wonderful study in applied comfort. ‘The reason nobody’s tried to tell you what to do,’ he said, ‘is that we just don’t do things like that here. There’s no need to. For example,’ he went on, sitting up and looking round, ‘there over by the barn, look, that’s Carey. You know him?’


Poldarn nodded. ‘Ever since I was a kid,’ he replied. ‘So they tell me.’


‘Right. Now, Carey wakes up every morning knowing what he’s going to do that day. If I’d been you, of course, I’d have said he knows what he’s got to do; but that’s not the way to look at it. He knows that today he’s going to muck out the pigs, chop a stack of firewood, mend a broken railing in the middle sty and a bunch of other chores. He knows this because, first, he’s got eyes in his head, he can see what needs doing, and he knows who does what around here; second, he knows because when he was a kid he watched his old man doing exactly the same sort of stuff, the same way his father watched his grandfather and so on. He doesn’t need to be told, it’d be a waste of time telling him; more to the point, nobody could tell him because nobody knows Carey’s work better than Carey does. Do you get what I’m driving at?’


Poldarn sighed. ‘I think so,’ he replied. ‘Where I lose the thread is when it comes to why they all do it. If there’s nobody in charge telling everybody else what to do, why do they bother doing all this work, when they could be – well, sitting around on the porch admiring the view?’


Eyvind laughed. ‘If you need to ask that,’ he said, ‘you don’t understand us at all. But you will, in time. It’s really very simple. What you’ve got to do is simplify your mind, throw out all that junk that got lodged in there while you were abroad. God only knows how they manage to survive without starving to death over there, the way they do things.’


Poldarn didn’t say anything. Every time Eyvind tried to explain things to him, they ended up at this point and never seemed to get any further. ‘All right,’ he said, ‘so you tell me: how am I supposed to find out what I’m meant to be doing, if I don’t know what my job is and neither does anybody else? You can see the problem, can’t you?’


(Far away on the side of the mountain, at the point where the snow began, a fat white cloud shot out of the rock and hung in the air.)


‘Give it time.’ Eyvind yawned. ‘It’ll come back to you, or you’ll pick it up as you go along. Anyway, let’s be realistic. In a month or so you’ll have built a house of your own, you’ll be starting from scratch with your own people – well, not from scratch, exactly, but once you’re in your own house, running your own farm, you’ll know what’s got to be done without needing anybody to tell you. Believe me,’ he added, ‘I’ve done it.’


That really didn’t help, of course. Poldarn knew, because he’d been told, that when Halder and his wife Rannwey were both dead, this house would be dismantled, pulled apart log by log and plank by plank and the materials piled up so that the farm people could help themselves to free building materials for their own houses and barns, and most of the household goods (apart from a few valuable heirlooms) would be divided up the same way. By then, Poldarn would be living in a brand new house a mile away down the valley, called Ciartansford or Ciartanswood or something like that – he’d still own all the land and the stock (not ‘own’, of course; wrong word entirely) and the grain and straw and hay and wood and apples and cheeses and hides and leeks and pears and cider and beer and everything else the land produced would be stored in his barn and eaten off his plates on his table; but for some reason he simply couldn’t grasp – nobody had told him what it was, because either you knew or you didn’t – he didn’t have the option of living here in this house; it was like walking on water or flying in the air, it simply couldn’t be done.


‘So you say,’ Poldarn replied. ‘And we won’t go into all that again, it made my head hurt the last time we talked about it. So let’s put it this way: if you were me, what do you think you’d be likely to be doing, right now?’


Eyvind frowned, as if he’d been asked a difficult question about a subject he’d never considered before. ‘Well,’ he said, as a particularly loud clang echoed across the yard from the direction of the forge, ‘that, probably. Having a nasty accident, by the sound of it.’


‘I see,’ Poldarn muttered. ‘That sounded like the anvil’s just fallen on his foot. Would I absolutely have to?’


Eyvind shook his head. ‘That wouldn’t happen,’ he explained. ‘You see, you’d be the smith, you’d be more careful and the accident wouldn’t happen. Asburn – well, he’s a very nice man and he does some of the best work I’ve ever seen, but he’s not a smith. Little wonder if he screws up from time to time.’


He could never tell whether Eyvind was joking or being serious when he started talking like this, probably both simultaneously. ‘In other words,’ he said, ‘you’re telling me I should be over there learning to bash hot iron, not sprawling around in a chair wasting your time.’


‘I’m not telling you that,’ Eyvind replied. ‘But if you’re asking me if I think it’d be a good thing for you to do, I can’t see any reason why not.’


Poldarn nodded, and let his head rest against the back of the chair. It was a fine piece of work; old and beautifully carved out of dark, close-grained oak, with armrests in the shape of coiled dragons. Presumably it counted as an heirloom and he’d be allowed to keep it. ‘Another thing you can help me with,’ he said. ‘That mountain. Is it meant to be doing that?’


Eyvind craned his neck round to look. ‘Doing what?’ he said.


‘Breathing out all that steam,’ Poldarn replied. ‘Strikes me there’s a lot more than usual.’


‘Not really.’ Eyvind shook his head. ‘Some days there’s more than others, that’s all. Why, has somebody been trying to scare you?’


‘No,’ Poldarn said, ‘unless you count what you just said. What’s there to be scared of?’


‘Nothing.’ Eyvind smiled. ‘It’s just that some of the old jokers around here would have you believe that once every so often – about a hundred years, on average, which means it’d have happened exactly twice since we’ve been here – the mountain starts sneezing fire and blowing out great big rocks and dribbling rivers of red-hot cinders – like a bad cold in the head, except with burning snot. In case you’re inclined to listen to them, these are the same people who tell stories about man-eating birds and islands in the middle of the sea that turn out to be sleeping whales. I thought maybe they’d been picking on you because suddenly there’s someone on this island who might actually believe them.’


‘Oh, I see. So that’s all right, then.’


Eyvind nodded. ‘There’s a whole lot of things to be afraid of in this life,’ he said, ‘but an exploding mountain isn’t one of them.’


That was reassuring enough, but there was still an itch at the back of his mind, a sore patch where a buried memory might be trying to work its way through before bursting out in a cloud of white steam. Perhaps it was just the name of the mountain that bothered him so much; and because, out of all the kind and helpful people and solid, reliable things he’d encountered since he’d been here, the mountain was still the only one he really trusted. ‘One of these days,’ he said, ‘will you take me up there to see the hot springs? I’ve heard a whole lot about them but I can’t really imagine it. Sounds too good to be true, all that boiling hot water just coming up out of a hole in the ground.’


‘Sure,’ Eyvind replied, ‘though it’s a hell of a climb, and most of the way you’ve got to walk. It’s always struck me as a hell of a long way to go just to see some hot water you can’t actually use for anything.’ He shrugged. ‘When I want hot water, I fill the copper and put it over the fire. Takes a while to come to the boil, but it beats hay out of all that walking.’


Poldarn nodded. ‘Thanks,’ he said, ‘I’ll hold you to that.’


‘Please do; wouldn’t have offered if I didn’t mean it. Well,’ Eyvind went on, glancing up at the sky, ‘you may not have any work to do, but I’ve got a bucketful.’ He jumped to his feet. ‘Catch you later, probably.’


Poldarn got up as well. ‘Can I come and help?’ he asked.


‘You don’t know what the job is.’


‘True. But I’m bored stiff with sitting around.’


Eyvind shrugged. ‘Suit yourself,’ he said. ‘Your grandfather’s given our house two dozen barrels of river gravel, for metalling the boggy patch at the bottom of our yard. All I’ve got to do is collect it and take it away.’


A slight twinge in Poldarn’s left shoulder seemed to urge him to back out now, while he had the chance. ‘I reckon I’m on for that,’ he said. ‘So, where is it now?’


Eyvind laughed. ‘In the river, of course; that’s where river gravel comes from.’


‘Oh.’


‘Thought you’d say that. First, we get a few long-handled shovels and dig it out, then we load it into barrels, which Halder’s kindly lending us for the purpose, then we load the barrels onto a couple of carts, job done. It’s bloody hard work and it’ll take the rest of the day.’ His face relaxed a little. ‘Really,’ he said, ‘you don’t have to if you don’t want to. Turburn and Asley’ll give me a hand.’


Poldarn knew who they were. Turburn was a huge man with a bald head and with shoulders as wide as a plough yoke; Asley looked like Turburn’s big brother. Either of them could pick up a three-hundredweight barrel of gravel and walk right round the farm carrying it without realising it was there. ‘Honestly,’ he said, ‘I don’t mind, I need the exercise.’


Eyvind was looking at him as if he was a troll or a merman, some strange supernatural being who happened to look a bit like a human. ‘That’s something I’ll never get used to,’ he said. ‘You say one thing, and you mean the exact opposite. I don’t know how the hell you can do that. I couldn’t, to save my life.’


Poldarn sighed. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘obviously I’m not very good at it, if you can read me so easily.’


Judging by Eyvind’s expression, he’d touched on some kind of important topic here, one that his friend didn’t want to start discussing right then. ‘Don’t worry about it,’ Eyvind said. ‘All right, if you’re dead set on volunteering, you come on. At the very least, it’ll teach you never to do it again.’


It turned out to be an unspeakable job, back-breaking and shoulder-wrenching; and Poldarn made matters far worse by trying to keep up, at least to begin with, until he’d frittered away his strength and stamina, leaving fifteen barrels still empty. After that, all he could do was disconnect his mind and keep his arms and legs moving. He was painfully aware that he wasn’t really contributing – his shovel pecked at the river bed, and he spilled most of what he dug up before it reached the barrel. Furthermore, his boots were letting in water, his knees had given out, and the strip of rag he’d bound round his hand wasn’t really doing much to protect his blisters from the shovel handle. Anyone with any sense would’ve admitted defeat and crawled back to the house, but it appeared that he’d misplaced his brains along with his memory. It was lucky he didn’t cause an accident when it came to hefting the barrels up onto the cart; he couldn’t take the weight, and more than once the barrel nearly twisted out of his grip and fell on Turburn’s leg. In the end, though, the job got done in spite of him, and he collapsed against the side of the cart, sitting down squarely in a pool of churned-up mud. Didn’t matter, he was already filthy from head to toe. The other three weren’t, of course.


‘Thank you,’ Eyvind said, and although all Poldarn’s instincts insisted his friend was being facetious, chances were he really meant it. ‘Don’t know about you, but I’m ready for a beer. Coming?’


Poldarn nodded, and didn’t move. It was nearly dark (they’d have finished long since without him, and the carts would’ve been on the road by now; as it was, they’d have to wait till morning, and the routine at Bollesknap would be out of joint for days), and the white clouds hanging over the mountain showed up as a dull, flat grey; on the opposite horizon, the sun was going down in fire. ‘You go on,’ he said. ‘I’ll catch you up. Think I’ll just sit here for a bit.’


Some time later, when he’d got the use of his head back, it occurred to Poldarn that here he was again, sitting in the churned-up mud beside a river, still not really knowing who he was or what the hell he was supposed to be doing. He’d come a fair way since that first river – across a huge ocean, to an enormous island in the far west that the people back in the empire didn’t even know about; couldn’t come much further than that – and at least on this occasion he wasn’t sharing the mud with any dead bodies. That said, he could close his eyes and it’d be the same river – that wasn’t too hard to arrive at, if he supposed that the Bohec ran into the sea, the sun drew up water from the ocean and dumped it on this island as rain, it could easily be precisely the same water that he’d woken up beside – and the only change would be in his perceptions, because he hadn’t known anything back then; for all he knew, he’d been digging gravel out of the Bohec when the unknown enemies attacked—


My perceptions, he thought. Well, for one thing, I perceive that I’m covered in mud, so I’d better have a wash before I go indoors. Taken one step at a time, any riddle you like can be broken down into little easy pieces; the trick is in putting them all back together again afterwards.


Getting his bum out of the mud was one of the hardest things Poldarn had ever had to do. All the engineers in Torcea couldn’t have made it easy.


The place to wash was a little pool behind the house, where the stream collected in a natural stone basin before falling down the side of the combe on its way to join the river. It served the house as a combination bath house, laundry and mirror, performing all these functions rather better than any of the artificial facilities he’d seen in the crowded cities of the Bohec valley. The water was perishing cold, of course, but that was all right, it helped you wake up in the morning and gingered you up when you were tired at night. Like everything in this extraordinary place, even the disadvantages had their advantages.


Poldarn stood for a moment and looked at his reflection, backlit in sunset fire and blood, before smashing it to pieces with his hands; but, as usual, there was nothing to see except his face, no additional information. Maybe it was a true reflection, the only accurate mirror in the world, showing you what you really were: head, neck, shoulders and no past. He bent at the waist and dipped his hands through his face into the water. It was ice cold, and so clean it was hardly there at all.


When Poldarn reckoned he’d done about as much as could be achieved by way of damage limitation, he straightened his back, shuddered at the pain and hobbled back towards the house. Someone had said something, he seemed to remember, about beer.




Chapter Two


By the time Poldarn had finished washing and kicked off his mud-weighted boots in the back porch, they were ready to start dinner.


His instincts yelled at him to offer to help, but he knew better than that after the first time, when he’d tried his best but had managed to get under everyone’s feet and had been banned on pain of certain death from ever helping again. Instead, he stood in the doorway, blissfully happy to have a door frame to lean against, and watched the curious, perfect ballet.


The first movement was the fetching-out of the tables. During the day, the tables and benches were pushed back against the panelled walls, leaving a broad empty space in the middle of the room large enough to accommodate a beached ship, provided its mast was unstepped first. Out of nowhere, four of the farmhands suddenly materialised, lifted the benches onto the tables and carried the tables into the middle of the room. Fifty years of instinctive precision had worn ruts in the baked-clay-and-cowdung floor to show where the table legs should be set down; as a result, every night they stood in exactly the same place, give or take the width of a sycamore leaf. There was no reason why the tables should be so exactly located, as far as Poldarn could judge. The ruts were just a visible display of the awesome power of force of habit, as silent and unregarded as an oak tree curled up in an acorn, or the fire sleeping under a volcano. When the tables were in place, they lifted down the benches and slid them into position in their own set of floor grooves.


(Bizarre, Poldarn thought. A man could go away for forty years and come home blind, and still be able to find his proper place at table by memory alone.)


At exactly the same moment as the benches slotted into place, Rannwey and five other women came through the doorway from the kitchen, carrying enormously long wooden trenchers, on each of which rested a colossal loaf. One loaf went to each table, perfectly centred – Poldarn knew without having to try the experiment that if he took a piece of string and measured, he’d find each crust-end of each loaf was definitively the same distance from the table’s two top corners – while a gaggle of young boys followed on, each with an armful of wooden plates. Behind them came older boys and girls carrying wicker baskets clinking with cutlery – horn spoons, looted silver forks from the Empire, plain twisted iron forks from Asburn’s forge, a jumble of misplaced heirlooms stolen out of other people’s lives and practical home-made implements, all function and no history. By the time they’d finished setting the places, Rannwey and her party were back with earthenware beer-jugs, and as they returned to the kitchen they passed the boy-and-girl platoons on their way back with wooden and horn cups and beakers. Each item stood square on its mark like a runner at the start of a race, none of them so much as a finger’s breadth out of line (as if standing a trifle to one side or another was likely to constitute an unfair advantage when the starting-flag fell). A place for everything, everything in its place. Perfection, even.


There was a heartbeat, two at most, dividing the setting down of the last mug and the entry of the first batch of farmhands, ready to take their seats. Poldarn recognised them as the long-barn crew: Eutho, Halph, Simmond and his twin brother Seyward – they worked furthest from the house, so presumably there was some kind of logic to their sitting down first. Next came Carriman and Osley from the stables, and after them Raffen, Olaph, Eyvind and his men (as long-term guests, apparently, they counted as honorary members of the trap-house crew); and so on, each outbuilding reproduced exactly as a grouping inside the house, until at the end Halder and Rannwey took their places in the centre of the middle table, and everybody pulled out their knives – alarming sight if you weren’t used to it – and started carving up the long loaves.


At this point, Poldarn realised he should be sitting down, too. There was a place for him, of course, opposite Halder, an expanse of bench precisely the same width as his backside.


‘There you are,’ Halder said as he sat down. ‘You’re filthy.’


There didn’t seem to be much Poldarn could say to that, apart from ‘Yes’. Instead, he reached for the bread. There was one slice left, opposite his hand.


The young boys were back, this time with dishes of roast meat and round, flat bowls full of boiled leeks, baked apples, onions. A small mountain of food appeared on Poldarn’s plate, filling up all the space not already taken up with bread. His cup had somehow filled itself with beer. Just as well – he was starving.


Halder had speared a small whole onion with the point of his knife, and was nibbling his way round it, like a squirrel. It occurred to Poldarn to wonder whether he’d done the same thing yesterday and the day before; there had to be some pattern to the actual eating of the food, or the whole business wouldn’t make sense. He made a mental note to observe, over the next week or so. There were important questions to be asked: did everybody start with, say, the leeks, then the onions, then the apples, then the meat and finally the bread? How many mouthfuls of food did they take in between sips of beer? Did each individual have a degree of discretion as to which side of the plate he started from, or was there an orthodoxy about that, too? The night before last he’d caught someone on the table below staring at him in wonder as he ate a slice of beef; was this because he’d eaten it before he’d finished his onions, or because he’d gone six mouthfuls without a drink? If all else failed, of course, he could even grit his teeth and ask somebody; but it hadn’t reached that point yet, as far as he could tell.


Six tables of hungry people eating together can’t help but produce a certain volume of noise, but nobody was talking. This was another aspect of the ritual that Poldarn found somewhat oppressive, since it seemed fairly natural to him that mealtimes were a good opportunity for relaxed conversation, in the course of which he could ask useful questions without everybody suddenly going dead quiet and staring at him. But the man on his left, Raffen, and the woman on his right (whose name escaped him for the moment) were bent over their plates like clockmakers engraving a face, giving their full attention to the job in hand; if he tried to start a conversation, the shock might make them swallow something the wrong way and choke. At the very least, they’d probably lose their places and have to start the whole meal over again.


Never mind, Poldarn reflected; it was very good roast beef, and he hadn’t had to kill anyone to get it. The beer was good too, although it disconcerted him slightly when he drained his cup only to find a serious-faced child standing over him, waiting to fill it up again.


After the main meal had been eaten (another point to check: did everybody finish eating at the same time?) the girls came round with slices of cheese, plums and fat red grapes, and a second refill of beer found its way into Poldarn’s cup while his attention was distracted. Apparently cheese- and grape-eating wasn’t such a serious business as putting away leeks and roast beef, because Poldarn could distinctly hear voices all around him – just one or two words, but speech nonetheless. He looked up from his plate to find Halder looking straight at him.


‘Tomorrow,’ Halder said, ‘we’ll go and take a look at your wood.’


That actually meant something to Poldarn: the memory burst out, like steam off the mountainside. He remembered quite clearly that on the day he’d been born, in accordance with the proper procedure, Halder and the middle-barn crew had planted out a stand of white ash down where the river curved round the side of the hill that marked the end of the combe. The idea was that when the time came for Poldarn to build his own house, those trees would be exactly ready. Although he hadn’t been that far away from the farm buildings since he’d been back, he could picture the plantation perfectly clearly in his mind. He could see Halder, thirty years younger, strolling along beside him, pointing out which sapling would one day be his roof-tree, which were to be the joists, the door timbers, the great and lesser sills, the girts and the braces. At the time Poldarn remembered feeling a great surge of comfort and safety that came from knowing that everything was laid out ready for him, through every step of his life – there’d be no doubt or uncertainty, all he had to do was go forward, and everything he’d ever need would be waiting for him, ready in its appointed place, where he could reach out for it without even having to stretch.


‘Good,’ he replied. ‘I’d like that.’


‘You remember the time we went there when you were a kid.’ It wasn’t a question.


‘I was thinking about it just now,’ Poldarn replied. ‘I don’t suppose it looks anything like that now, though.’


‘Pretty much the same,’ Halder said, ‘except the trees are bigger. Oh, and we lost one of the middle girts in a storm about fifteen years ago, but I know where there’s a beech that’ll drop in there just sweet.’


Poldarn nodded. ‘That’s good,’ he said. ‘Now I’m trying to remember where the house is going to go. I’m sure we went there that day.’


Halder actually smiled. ‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘Twenty paces south-east from the roof-tree, there’s a rap of level ground with a good clay footing. First time I came here, it was touch and go whether I built my house there or here, but I chose here, because the other site – yours – is a bit more sheltered and closer to the water; and there’s a fine little pool under some rocks for your washing-hole. Actual fact, I had Raffen and Sitrych clear the weeds out, winter before last.’


Sitrych, Poldarn thought, which one is Sitrych? Then he remembered; of course, the short, square man two down on Grandfather’s left. At that moment, Sitrych was conscientiously chewing on a crisp, hard pear, his eyes fixed on a space about two feet over Poldarn’s head.


‘I can’t picture it,’ Poldarn admitted, ‘but once we’re there I expect it’ll come back to me.’


His cup was empty, and there was that boy with the jug again. He put his hand over the cup. The boy stared at him, stood awkwardly for a moment, and then moved on down the line.


‘You weren’t at the forge today.’ Not a question, or a reproach, or an accusation; just a statement of fact.


‘No,’ Poldarn said. ‘I was helping Eyvind get in that gravel.’


Halder frowned, just slightly. ‘I think you should make sure you put your time in there,’ he said. ‘There’s still a lot you’ve got to learn.’


Poldarn looked up. ‘Seems a bit pointless, really,’ he replied. ‘After all, we’ve already got a smith, best on the island by all accounts. I can’t see where there’s any need for me to get under his feet when he’s busy.’


Halder’s glare was like a slap round the face. ‘I think midmorning’d be a good time to go down to the wood,’ he said. ‘That way you can put in a good morning at the forge and be back when Asburn’s ready to start again in the afternoon.’


Well, Poldarn thought, I tried; I failed, but nobody knifed me. So, no harm done, at any rate. ‘That seems sensible,’ he said. ‘Very good cheese, this.’


‘That’s the last of the eight-weeks,’ Halder said. ‘The six-weeks’ll be ready tomorrow.’


Well, yes, Poldarn said to himself, it would be, wouldn’t it? ‘Hope it’s as good as this,’ he said. Halder looked at him as if he’d said something that didn’t make sense.


That night, when the tables had been put away and the fire was burning low, Poldarn made a conscious effort and called up the memory of that childhood walk among the trees. Mainly it was because he couldn’t sleep – with the exception of Halder and Rannwey, who had the private room at the far end of the house, everybody slept on the floor of the hall, wrapped in blankets like a nest of silk-moths, and he found this hard to get used to – and recalling his childhood made a change from counting sheep. Partly it was conscientious reconnaissance in advance of tomorrow’s expedition, in case there was something there he needed to be prepared for. To a certain extent, though, it was little more than self-referential tourism, a leisurely visit to the garden spot of his past, with a packed lunch and a parasol. In this respect, he was as limited as a citizen of Boc Bohec, whose choice of pleasant walks was limited to two rather crowded public parks; Poldarn had very few genuine memories to wander through, and several of them weren’t places where he’d choose to spend time if he could help it.


Probably overtired, he told himself, which is why I can’t get to sleep. He propped himself up on one elbow and looked round at the neat rows of sleepers, dim shapes in the flickering red glow of the fire, like a mass cremation. It stood to reason that these people (his people, must get used to thinking of them as that) should all roost together, all fall asleep together (because when the mind falls asleep, the parts of the body have no choice but to sleep too). Poldarn knew for a certainty that he was the only person awake in the whole house. In a way, it was a good feeling; for the first time in days, he could really be on his own, instead of being alone in the middle of a crowd.


But leaning on his elbow gave him cramp, so he lay down again and closed his eyes, summoning the memory like a nobleman calling for his jester. For some reason, though, the walk in the plantation wasn’t available – someone else was dreaming it, or it was sulking and didn’t want to come out. Instead, he remembered another walk with his grandfather, a month or so before or after the trip to the wood—




‘Are we there yet?’ he heard himself say.


He knew where he was; it was the reverse of the view from the porch, because they were standing on the lower slopes of the mountain, looking down at their valley. Behind them, the constant hiss and gurgle of the hot springs were almost loud enough to drown out Grandfather’s voice. A dozen or so yards to his right, a solitary crow was tearing at the ribcage of a long-dead lamb.


It was his birthday.


‘Not quite.’


‘How much further?’


‘Not far.’


‘When will we get there?’


‘Later.’


Grandfather was looking at the view; he seemed to like it a lot. Presumably he enjoyed looking at the farm from different angles, which was fair enough. Ciartan liked the view too, but now he’d seen it and he was getting cold and fidgety, and it wasn’t as if anything about it was going to change. ‘Can we go on now, please?’


Grandfather sighed. ‘Yes, all right.’ He dipped his head sideways, to say this way.


They were above the last scruffy patches of grass and heather now, in the belt of black rock and clinker that separated the marginal grazing of the lower slopes from the snowcap. It was foul stuff to walk on, particularly with short legs; every time you put your foot down it went over sideways on the chunks of black stuff, and you could feel the sharp edges right through the soles of your boots. Nothing at all lived up here, not even crows.


Ciartan was bored.


Grandfather sensed that; he was good at guessing people’s moods. ‘All right,’ he said, ‘let’s see how much you know. Let’s see: do you know the name of this mountain?’


That was a silly question. ‘The mountain,’ Ciartan replied. But Grandfather shook his head.


‘All mountains are called The Mountain by somebody or other,’ he said. ‘No, this one’s got a proper name, just as the farm’s called Haldersness and the valley’s called Raffenriverdale. Do you know what the mountain’s proper name is?’


Ciartan shook his head.


‘Thought not,’ Grandfather replied.


‘Tell me,’ Ciartan said. ‘Please,’ he added, remembering his manners.


Grandfather stopped, either for effect or because the gradient was a bit too much for his bad knee. ‘This mountain,’ he announced, ‘is called Polden’s Forge.’


‘Oh,’ Ciartan said. ‘Why’s it called that?’


Grandfather shook his head. ‘It’s a long story,’ he said. ‘I don’t suppose you want to hear it.’


‘Yes, I do,’ Ciartan replied eagerly. ‘Please.’


‘Well.’ Grandfather dug the point of his short spear into a soft crack between two lumps of rock and leaned hard on the butt end. ‘Many years ago, our people didn’t live here. In fact, nobody even knew this country was here. We all lived far away across the sea, in what they used to call the Empire.’


‘I know all about that,’ Ciartan interrupted. ‘That’s where the men go raiding every year, to bring back the metal and stuff.’


Grandfather nodded. ‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘Now, the Empire’s a very big place – bigger than our island, which is East Island, and almost as big as East Island and West Island put together. That’s how big it is.’


Ciartan closed his eyes for a moment, visualising the enormous extent of the Empire. That was an impossible task, so instead he thought of the biggest thing he could think of, which at that moment happened to be the long barn. ‘All right,’ he said, ‘go on.’


‘Go on, what?’


‘Please.’


‘In the south of the Empire,’ Grandfather said, wiping condensation out of his moustache with his left hand, ‘is a country called Morevish, which is where our people used to live. That was over two hundred years ago, by the way; for what it’s worth, Morevish isn’t even part of the Empire now, it broke away a long time ago.’


Ciartan frowned. ‘Broke away?’


‘Rebelled. The people decided they didn’t want to belong to the Empire any more, so they chased out the Empire’s soldiers and became a free nation.’


‘Oh, I see,’ Ciartan replied, dismissing the image that had formed in his mind of a huge crack appearing in the ground, and the whole country slowly breaking away and drifting off into the sea.


‘At the time our people still lived there, though,’ Grandfather went on, ‘Morevish was still a province of the Empire, and the Imperial governors – that’s the men who ran the country – were very harsh and cruel to our people. Every year they sent soldiers to steal a third of our corn, lambs and calves, and anybody who wouldn’t give them what they wanted was dragged away and had his hands cut off, or even his head.’


Ciartan shuddered at the horror of such an idea. ‘That’s awful,’ he said. ‘So why didn’t our people chase out the soldiers then, instead of later?’


Grandfather shrugged. ‘Back then, the Empire was still strong,’ he said. ‘Later on, they got weak, because they were always quarrelling among themselves, and when that happened the people of Morevish were able to get rid of them. But we’re getting ahead of the story.’


‘Sorry,’ Ciartan said. ‘Please go on.’


A single solitary buzzard was wheeling in the air below them. It felt strange to be higher up than a bird.


‘At the time I’m talking about,’ Grandfather said carefully, ‘two hundred years ago or more, our people still believed in gods. We don’t do that any more, of course, just as you stopped believing in trolls and goblins when you were six. It’s part of growing up.’


Ciartan nodded; though, to tell the truth, he still hadn’t made up his mind about trolls. On the one hand, it didn’t make sense to have people who turned to stone if they went out in the sun. On the other hand, he was almost sure he’d seen one once in the distance, on a bright moonlit night, when he and Grandfather had been out with the long-net.


‘They used to believe in lots of gods,’ Grandfather was saying, ‘but their favourite god, the one they believed in the most, was a god called Polden. Now, the way with gods is that each of them’s supposed to be in charge of something – like Grandma’s in charge of the jam cupboard and the linen chest, or I’m in charge of the smithy. Polden was in charge of lots of things all at the same time, which was why our people believed in him so much. Polden was in charge of everything that had to do with fire; from keeping the house warm and cooking the dinner to making nails and horseshoes in the forge, right across to the fire that burns down houses when people fight each other. That made him different from the other gods; because, you see, all the other gods were either good or bad, depending on whether they were in charge of a good thing, like farming or making something, or a bad thing, like fighting. But Polden was both good and bad, all at the same time – because, you see, fire can be useful or it can be dangerous, and even when it’s useful it’s still dangerous, because if you’re not careful when you’re cooking the dinner you can set light to the chimney and set the thatch on fire, and the house’ll burn down.’


Ciartan nodded sagely; he could understand that. In fact, this Polden sounded rather like himself, because he always tried to be good but somehow he kept managing to do bad things, or so the grown-ups told him.


‘Anyway,’ Grandfather went on, as the buzzard dwindled out of sight in the distance, ‘lots of people from other parts of the Empire got to hear about Polden and started believing in him too; and this annoyed the men who ruled the Empire, because they believed in a whole different lot of gods; and that just made them treat our people even more cruelly than they’d done before. In the end,’ Grandfather said, his eyes still fixed on the distant prospect of the farm, ‘our people tried to fight the Empire’s soldiers, but they lost; and the Emperor—’


‘Who’s the Emperor?’


‘The man who ran the Empire. He told his soldiers to round up all our people who’d tried to fight the soldiers, and their families too, and put them on two hundred ships and launch them out into the sea.’


Ciartan gasped. It seemed a very harsh and unjust thing to do.


‘It’d have been bad enough,’ Grandfather went on, ‘if they’d known these islands were here. But they didn’t. For all they knew, there wasn’t anything across the western sea but miles and miles of empty water, and our people would either have died of thirst or drowned. But they didn’t. Just when they were at the very end of their food and drinking-water, they woke up one morning and saw the very top of a mountain – not this one, it was one of the Broken River mountains on West Island – and they knew they were saved.’


Ciartan had closed his eyes, as if to spare himself the horror of the exiles’ plight. He opened them, and sighed with relief. ‘What a terrible thing,’ he said.


Grandfather smiled. ‘Not so terrible, as it turned out,’ he said. ‘Because this country is far, far better than Morevish, which is very hot and dry, and very little grows there; and besides, back then it was part of the Empire, while out here our people could be free.’


‘Ah.’ That made sense, too; though Ciartan couldn’t help feeling it had been pure luck, and the fact that it was so nice here didn’t make what the Emperor had done any less wicked. ‘So,’ he said, ‘why’s this mountain called Polden’s Forge?’


‘I was coming to that,’ Grandfather said. ‘You see, when our people first came here and saw the clouds of steam and found that the water in the springs was boiling hot, they imagined that their god Polden must have his forge right underneath this mountain; and that’s where the name comes from.’


‘Oh,’ Ciartan said, enlightened. ‘I see.’


‘Some people even said,’ Grandfather went on, ‘that when they first got here, they could see smoke and flames roaring up out of the top of the mountain, and the glowing coals of the forge fire. Mind you, nobody’s ever seen that since, so they were probably making it up.’


A thought occurred to Ciartan, lodging in his mind like a fish-bone stuck in his throat. ‘But Grandfather,’ he said, ‘if Polden was a god in Morvitch—’


‘Morevish.’


‘Morryvitch,’ Ciartan amended. ‘If he lived there, how could he have his forge here, if it’s such a long way from there?’


He got the impression that Grandfather hadn’t been expecting that. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Maybe they assumed Polden had come with them when they left.’


‘What, on the ships, you mean?’


‘I suppose so, yes.’


Ciartan shook his head. ‘No, that can’t be right,’ he said. ‘Because if he came with them, and reached this place the same time they did, he wouldn’t have had time to build his forge, would he?’


Grandfather frowned. ‘Oh, they believed gods could do anything,’ he said. ‘Well, it was all just superstition, anyway.’


‘Maybe,’ Ciartan said doubtfully. ‘Actually, what I think is that Polden had his forge here all the time, and when our people were put in the ships with nowhere to go, he brought them here so they’d be safe and happy, where he could keep an eye on them.’


Grandfather looked like he didn’t know what to make of that. ‘I don’t think so,’ he said. ‘Because, after all, Polden’s only make-believe, he doesn’t really exist. There’s no such thing as gods, as we both know.’


Ciartan nodded, but he wasn’t convinced. After all, Grandfather didn’t believe in trolls, either, and he was almost certain he’d seen one that time. And if trolls could exist, maybe gods existed too. It’d be great, he couldn’t help thinking, if there really was a big, powerful god living under their mountain, especially if he was a god who liked their people and had undertaken to look after them. The idea of it made him feel safe, somehow, as if the mountain he was standing on was really his home, not the farm way down below in the valley. It’d be fun living under a mountain, with a big fire to keep you warm and all the hot water you could ever want.


‘Anyway,’ Grandfather said firmly, ‘that’s quite enough of that. And now you know the name of this mountain, and a lot about where we all came from into the bargain. It’s important that you remember it, all about the Empire and what they did to us. They were very wicked, and we haven’t forgotten, or forgiven.’


Ciartan nodded dutifully. ‘I’ll remember,’ he said. ‘Now can we go to the hot springs, please?’


Grandfather smiled. ‘Well, that’s what we came for, isn’t it?’


The hot springs were great fun; there was a great big pool, as big as the long barn, and the water was a strange light green colour. It was so hot Ciartan didn’t dare get in it to start with, but once he’d got over the shock it was the most glorious feeling, and he wished he could find the god Polden and thank him for such a wonderful birthday treat. Then there was the waterspout, a hole in the ground out of which a great column of boiling water spurted just when you were least expecting it; and a dozen more hot pools, some of them green like the big one, some of them yellow (Grandfather said it was yellow because of something called sulphur; anyhow, they smelled horrible, and if you dipped your hand in, the smell got into your skin and wouldn’t wash off when you went back in the green pool). Also, the noise was cheerful, the gurgling of the springs and the gruff whooshing sound the water made as it came huffing up out of the rock; if he closed his eyes he could imagine that he could hear words in those noises, as if someone jolly and cheerful was chattering away to himself, a long, long way under the ground. It was sad that they had to leave so early, but Grandfather wanted to be home by nightfall, and they had a long way to go. As they left the hot springs, walking carefully because of the hateful black rocks, Ciartan couldn’t help turning his head and looking back one more time, just in case he caught a glimpse of old Polden, who he was almost certain did exist and did live there; but the mountain was deserted, just himself and Grandfather. Never mind, he thought, I know you’re here, I can feel you; and you’ll always be here when I need you, all I’ll have to do is come back here and there you’ll be. And then he happened to look down, and caught sight of a little pool of the nasty yellow water, and saw his reflection in it.




Chapter Three


Poldarn opened his eyes.


He was alone in the hall, and daylight was streaming in through the open door. Damn, he thought, I’m the last one to wake up again. It was embarrassing, though nobody had said anything yet; it made him feel sluggish and worthless, at a time in his life when his self-esteem didn’t really need any further deflation.


The hall was empty because everyone else – those diligent, hard-working early risers – had gone off to the day’s first chores. In a few hours they’d be back for the grand communal breakfast. Of course, there was nothing to stop Poldarn turning over and going back to sleep, or hauling his carcass out onto the porch, where he could wrap himself in three blankets and idle away the time till the next meal. He was tempted to do just that, as a protest against not being given a job to get on with.


But, quite apart from the self-worth and image problems involved, sitting on the porch would be very boring, so Poldarn got up, folded his blanket neatly, put it on the pile by the door, and went out into the yard. Properly speaking, of course, he ought to have headed over to the forge and watched Asburn getting ready for the day’s work; it was what Grandfather would have expected him to do, though that was a long way removed from a direct order or even an explicit request. But he felt even more useless than usual hanging round the forge, because the house already had a smith, maybe the best on the island, and it seemed singularly pointless to learn the trade purely and simply with a view to supplanting him; the best he’d ever be, Poldarn knew perfectly well, was indifferent-competent, churning out mediocre hardware while Asburn went back to patching up kettles and mending fork handles. Crazy.


Still, it was either the forge, back to sleep or a rug and a chair on the stoop. It would be nice and warm in the forge. No point in being bored, useless and cold.


The smithy door stuck. It had dropped on its hinges shortly before Poldarn had been born, and when you pushed it, the bottom of the boards dragged along the ground like a prisoner being hauled off against his will; there were deep semicircular ruts in the yard clay to show how long it’d been since anybody had bothered about it. (Meanwhile, inside the smithy, Asburn was accustomed to make for other people the finest leaf-pattern door-hinges in the district, with forge-welded pintles and punched decoration.)


Inside, it was dark, as of course it should be in a smithy, and there was the usual smell of rust, filed steel and coal smoke. Asburn wasn’t there, so Poldarn unhooked an apron from the wall and rummaged through the pile of tools and junk on the bench, looking for his gloves. Needless to say, the smith didn’t wear gloves, since his hands had long since been cooked, pounded and rasped to the point where you could bend a nail on them; but Poldarn’s skin hadn’t reached that state yet, and he objected to pain. Visitors to the forge pretended not to notice.


First things first; he was earliest in, so he’d have to get the fire lit. That wasn’t good. Asburn hadn’t insulted Poldarn by showing him how to do such a simple, elementary job, and Poldarn hadn’t been able to bring himself to ask. Accordingly the drill was that he’d make two, sometimes three rather fatuous attempts, wasting good kindling (but there was no shortage, so it didn’t matter); and then he’d make some remark about the coal being wet or the tue-iron not drawing, and maybe Asburn’d have more luck with it; and a few minutes later there’d be a fat red fire drinking the air out of the bellows, and they’d be able to get on and do some work.


There was coal in the barrel – good stuff, shop coal from the mine on the other side of the island, clean enough to weld in, unlike the garbage they scooped out of a wounded hill two days to the west – and some split wood, dry twigs and straw for kindling, even a tuft of parched moss and some grain chaff for the tinderbox. No excuse, in other words. Poldarn frowned and began raking the trash out of the duck’s nest, carefully piling up yesterday’s half-burnt coals around the edge. First a little pyre of straw spanned by twig rafters, overarched by splints of split wood; a few turns on the tinderbox crank produced smoke, and a few gentle breaths coaxed a red glow. Getting somewhere; wouldn’t last, of course. He dumped the tinder onto his little wood-and-straw house, then reached for the rake with his right hand and the bellows handle with his left. The first few draughts had to be smooth and gentle (‘like you’re blowing in a girl’s ear,’ Asburn had put it once, rather incongruously) until the red glow woke up into standing flame. Then there was no time to hang about: rake yesterday’s leftovers around the base of the splint frame and start pitching the choicest nuggets on top, while at the same time gradually increasing the force of air from the bellows (longer arms would probably help). Once the splints were lightly covered with coals, both hands on the bellows and give it some strength, watching the smoke getting squeezed out in plump fronds through the gaps between the coals. The result should have been a crocus-head of flame sprouting up in the middle. In theory.


As was only right and proper, the bellows was a big double-action, two goatskins closely stitched together and fitted with a valve; pumping it hard made Poldarn’s shoulders and neck ache, probably because it had been fitted out for a shorter man. As he dragged the handle down, he watched the smoke. Predictably, depressingly, it was getting thinner with every blast of air, gradually sparser, like an old man’s hair. Little yellow tendrils of fire were flaring out at the base of his coal-heap, but that was just the kindling burning up.


(Screw economy, he muttered to himself, I’m the smith here and I say from now on, we’re using charcoal. Anything short of pissing on it lights charcoal; this stuff wouldn’t burn if it got struck by lightning.)


Poldarn sighed, and raked out the mess he’d made, uncovering a little nest of grey ash and charred splinters where the kindling had been, buried under undamaged coals. Wonderful, he thought; everybody tells me I was born to make fire, and I can’t do it for nuts. At least I’ll never burn the house down.


He heard the door scrape, and looked round. ‘Asburn?’ he called out.


‘Sorry I’m late. Got the fire in?’


At Haldersness, sarcasm was like charcoal; they knew about it, but they didn’t seem to use it much. Accordingly, it was safe to assume that Asburn wasn’t trying to be funny. ‘Not having much luck with it, I’m afraid,’ Poldarn replied. (He remembered standing on the black ash of the middle range of Polden’s Forge; but it seemed he was doomed not to have much luck with fire.) ‘Here, you know this layout better than me, you have a go. No point wasting good kindling.’


‘Sure,’ Asburn replied, and a minute or so later, the little cone of heaped-up black coals was shooting out jets of flame, just like a miniature volcano. ‘It’s the damp,’ he said apologetically. ‘Gets into everything. I keep meaning to do something about it, but you know how it is.’


Poldarn nodded; but of course there wasn’t really any need for Asburn to waste his time curing the damp problem, since Asburn could make fire just by looking at a half-full scuttle. Imagine how embarrassing it’ll be when I’m the smith here, Poldarn reflected; and every day of my life it’ll take me half an hour and a barrelful of kindling just to get the bloody forge lit.


‘Right,’ he said briskly. ‘Is there anything I can be doing to help?’


Asburn looked at him uncomfortably, as if he was talking a foreign language. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I was going to make a start on a scythe blade for Seyward – he’s been on at me since the spring for one; and they want a new andiron for the kitchen, and the hay wagon needs a couple of tyres before the month’s out.’


All that was undoubtedly true, but it didn’t constitute an answer to a fairly simple question. ‘How do you make andirons?’ Poldarn asked.


‘Oh, it’s quite straightforward,’ Asburn replied. ‘You want something about two foot long, couple of fingers wide by a finger thick; I usually start with a scrap cart tyre. Make your ring at the top, split the bottom with the hot set, spread and shape the legs; then punch your hole, bend up your dog and swage down the end, take a welding heat, stuff the dog in the hole and weld it up. Simple as that.’


Poldarn nodded slowly. ‘Supposing you showed me,’ he said.


‘Sure,’ Asburn replied, and he disappeared into the scrap pile like a terrier diving down a rabbit hole. He emerged a few moments later with a long strip of rusty metal. ‘Wonderful stuff, tyres,’ he said. ‘All your work’s done for you, almost.’


Of course, Asburn didn’t look anything like a smith; he was short and skinny, with little-girl’s hands on the ends of thin, scrawny arms, and he had a plump, heart-shaped face nestling into a weak chin. Poldarn, by contrast, looked every inch the part. But when Asburn picked up the four-pound hammer and started swinging it, the hot iron moved; he seemed to be able to make it go where he wanted it to be by sheer force of personality, like an old sheepdog who can’t be fussed with too much running about directing a flock of sheep into the pen. Poldarn watched in awe as the flat strip changed shape in front of him, curling like a snake or spreading like flood water, joining seamlessly as Asburn clouted the sparkling, incandescent joint, spraying white-hot cinders in every direction. Above all, what impressed him was Asburn’s total lack of doubt or hesitation once the hot metal left the fire; here was someone who knew exactly what to do and how to do it in a very short, valuable space of time. Here was someone who knew who he was.


Having completed the weld, Asburn grabbed the finished piece and dunked it in the slack tub, vanishing for a few breathless seconds behind a white curtain of steam—


(Ah, Poldarn realised, that explains the hot springs)


—before fishing it out and attacking it vigorously with a two-handed wire brush, to scour off the firescale It was, of course, a superb piece of work; and after all that, Poldarn still didn’t have a clue as to how to go about making one himself.


‘And that’s all there is to it,’ Asburn said.


Poldarn took a deep breath. ‘I see,’ he said. ‘Now, is there something I can be doing to help?’


The worried look again. ‘Well, there’s the scythe blade,’ he said. ‘Do you fancy having a go at that?’


‘I’m not sure. What’s involved?’


Asburn perched on the horn of the anvil. ‘Depends. I usually use a busted sword-blade or something like that. First job is drawing it down.’


Poldarn knew what drawing-down meant: you started with something short and fat and made it long and thin. It was usually a two-man job, the role of the second man being to wield the ten-pound sledge; hard work, but any bloody fool could do it. ‘Fine,’ he said. ‘I’ll strike, shall I?’


Asburn nodded. ‘If you don’t mind,’ he said.


Poldarn didn’t mind striking. All he had to do was hit a certain spot on the anvil very hard with a big hammer; and the noise was such as to make conversation impossible, no bad thing as far as he was concerned. Asburn was one of those people you have to make a special effort not to like, but Poldarn found him difficult to talk to.


Nevertheless, it was a great relief when Asburn, who appeared to have strange and occult powers where the detection of food was concerned, announced that it was getting on for breakfast time. While Asburn was banking up the fire and putting the tools away, Poldarn wandered down to the washing-hole and tried to get his hands clean. That was another aspect of the blacksmith’s art that he hadn’t mastered yet, which was unfortunate; his face cleaned up quite easily, but ever since he’d started in the forge, he’d never been able to shift the black marks from his palms, where the soot was ground into his skin by the hammer handle. No wonder everything he ate these days seemed to taste of coal.


They’d already set out the tables by the time he reached the house, and he went straight to his place. Oatmeal porridge, bread still soft and warm from the oven, and a slab of cheese large enough for a tombstone; you couldn’t go hungry at Haldersness if you tried.


Curiously enough, Grandfather didn’t show up for the meal. Having speculated as to the possible reason for this and failed to come up with any plausible explanation, Poldarn screwed up his courage and asked Rannwey where he was.


She looked at him patiently. ‘Visitors,’ she said.


Poldarn nodded. It didn’t really answer his question, but since he found it almost impossible to talk to his grandmother, who terrified the life out of him, he was happy to let the matter drop. Unusually, though, she continued the conversation, actually volunteering information for the first time since he’d known her.


‘Important visitors,’ she said. ‘From Colscegsford.’


Well, the name was vaguely familiar; it was one of the neighbouring farms, somewhere away down the valley, three or four days’ ride in good weather. It was a fair bet that three-quarters of the household had never been there.


‘Ah,’ he said.


‘Colsceg,’ she went on, ‘and Barn, that’s his middle son, and Egil, his youngest. And Elja.’ He could feel Rannwey’s eyes skewering into his brain. ‘That’s his daughter.’


Oh, Poldarn thought. And then he thought, Well, why not? True, according to Prince Tazencius, who had no real reason to lie to me about the subject, back in the Empire I’m married to his daughter, with at least one child. But this isn’t the Empire, and I won’t be going back there again. So, yes, why not? No strong views on the subject, one way or another.


‘So,’ Rannwey went on – far and away the longest speech he’d ever heard her make – ‘probably a good idea if you went over to the middle house after breakfast.’


‘That’s where they’ll be, is it?’


Rannwey nodded, bringing the dialogue to a definite end. Well, well, Poldarn thought. If it means I can skip another session in the forge, why not indeed?


Accordingly, as soon as breakfast was over, he stood up to leave. Rannwey stopped him with a firm pressure of her fingers on his wrist. He was surprised at how cold her hands were.


‘Better wait a bit longer,’ she said. ‘Probably still talking business.’


No point even wondering how she knew that; she was bound to be right. As to what the business was, Poldarn could probably guess if he wanted to, but he didn’t. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘Maybe I should get a clean shirt.’


‘That would be a very good idea.’


At Haldersness, clothes were there for the taking; you went over to one of the big linen-presses at the far end of the hall, and poked about till you found something that looked like it’d fit. Clothes for the wash went in a big open-topped barrel in the opposite corner. Who washed them – and why – was just another of the mysteries of the place. Poldarn found a plain grey shirt, thick and comfortable, soft with age and washing but perfectly sound, clean and unfrayed. He put it on and carefully tied the neck-laces, taking his time; then he took a comb from the brush-and-rag box under the window and dragged it through his hair, using the blade of his knife as a mirror. Not that it mattered, of course – business was business – but he felt it showed willing.


The middle house was where things ended up when nobody had any immediate use for them. It had a high roof, half-boarded to form a gallery-come-loft, where the apples were spread out on racks and the onion-strings hung from hooks driven into the rafters. There wasn’t a middle-house crew as such – people only went there to dump something or collect something – which made it one of the more peaceful places on the farm, somewhere to lurk when you didn’t particularly want to be found. If only there was a bit more light in there, Poldarn thought, it’d be a good place to come and read a book, if only I had a book.


He couldn’t hear any voices as he walked in through the door into contrast-induced darkness, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything, given his people’s tendency to long, solemn silences. Sure enough, when he located them, they were standing in front of a neat pile of scrap metal – mostly brass, with some copper and lead – staring at it without moving or speaking. If they noticed him come in, they didn’t give any sign. He could only see their backs; Grandfather was easily identified, needless to say, and the older man would have to be Colsceg. Of the other two men, he took an arbitrary guess and assumed that the taller one was the middle son – name, name: Barn or Bran, something like that – which would make the shorter one Egil, the youngest. All Poldarn could see of the daughter was a hank of very long light brown hair, with a pair of heels poking out underneath. Still, he thought, at least she’s not bald.


For what seemed like an insufferably long time, nobody moved or spoke. Then the man who was presumably Colsceg dipped his head, meaning Yes, and held out his hand. Grandfather took it and shook it, the inference being that a deal had been struck.


‘Ciartan,’ Grandfather said without looking round. ‘Perhaps you’d like to come over here.’


Now they all turned to face Poldarn, though it wasn’t until he was much closer that he could make out any degree of detail in the dim light. Understandably, he looked at the daughter first, and was pleasantly surprised. She was young – half his age, quite likely – and pleasant enough to look at; an oval, slightly flat face with a solemn mouth and round blue eyes, and she wasn’t fat or bow-legged or anything. Colsceg was extremely broad, almost square, with a small nose and a stretched-looking white scar from his ear to his beardless chin, an affable-looking type. Barn or Bran was extremely tall, blank-faced, slightly gormless. Egil, if Poldarn had got them the right way round – Egil he recognised.


And Egil recognised him, because as soon as he came forward out of the shadows, Egil’s face twisted with sharp, instinctive panic. It only lasted a moment, but so does a sudden loud noise; Poldarn knew that all of them had felt it, and were choosing to ignore it.


Here we go again, Poldarn thought.


Yes, he recognised the face (and it was a very nondescript sort of face, the kind you couldn’t begin to describe, if you were asking someone if they’d seen him); but he couldn’t remember him at all. There was just a picture in his mind – the same face, twenty years younger, little more than a boy, but staring at him in bleak horror. That was all. No backdrop, no words or movements or associations, nothing but a portrait, Young Man Horrified.


‘Ciartan,’ said Colsceg. ‘Haven’t seen you for a while.’


(If he tells me I’ve grown, Poldarn thought, so help me, I’ll strangle him. And as he thought that, Colsceg’s lips tweaked into a tiny smile.)


‘I’m very sorry,’ Poldarn replied, ‘but—’


‘You don’t recognise me.’ Colsceg nodded a couple of times. ‘Halder’s told me about all that. These are my sons, Barn and Egil; and my daughter, Elja.’


At least Poldarn had got the brothers the right way round. Egil’s face was completely expressionless now, like plaster after you’ve smoothed away a blemish. They’re all five of them as nervous as cats, Poldarn realised. Curiously enough, that made him feel a whole lot easier. Watching someone else getting twitchy made a pleasant change. ‘Pleased to meet you,’ he said, thinking sincere as he said it.


Elja smiled at him. She had a nice smile. That was good.


‘Thirty years ago,’ Halder said abruptly, ‘Colsceg and I agreed that, as and when he had a daughter, it would make good sense for you to marry her.’ He hesitated. It would be nice, Poldarn reckoned, if he’d paused because he wished he’d put that another way, but he felt sure that wasn’t the real reason. ‘But you left before Elja was born, and to be straight with you, nobody knew when or if you’d be coming back. Naturally, we both reckoned the deal had lapsed. As it turns out, though, Colsceg hasn’t made any other arrangements, so there doesn’t seem to be any reason why the original deal shouldn’t go through.’


He’s leaving something out, Poldarn thought. More than that, he’s hiding something, and whatever it is, it’s important enough that hiding it is almost the same thing as telling a lie; and Grandfather doesn’t really know how to do that. They all know it’s a lie.


‘That’s wonderful,’ he heard himself say. ‘And of course I’m deeply honoured. Assuming Elja will have me, of course.’


Now I’m talking gibberish, as far as they’re concerned. Might as well ask the plough’s permission before sticking its nose in the dirt. But they’re going to be polite and pretend I didn’t say anything. Elja’s still smiling, though it’s a reasonable bet her jaw’s going to start aching if she has to keep it up much longer. Poor kid, he thought; in her shoes, I’d be dead with embarrassment by now.


Anyway, that seemed to conclude the meeting. Colsceg and Halder nodded to each other and walked out of the building, Barn and Elja following as if there was a string tied to their collars. Egil went with them as far as the door, then hesitated.


(I definitely know him from somewhere, Poldarn thought. Question is, do I really want to know the details? Probably not—)


‘Ciartan,’ Egil said; then he glanced nervously over his shoulder.


‘Hello,’ Poldarn replied.


The invisible string was pulling Egil hard; he staggered, slightly but perceptibly. ‘You’re back, then.’


‘Yes,’ Poldarn replied. ‘Obviously we know each other, but I’m afraid I just don’t remember you—’


Egil stared at him; curious expression, as if they were fighting and Poldarn had passed up an easy opportunity for a finishing cut, leaving himself wide open. ‘Is that right?’ Egil said.


Poldarn shrugged. ‘Afraid so,’ he said. ‘Bits and pieces of my memories about this place drift back from time to time, but that’s all.’


There was a scar on the back of Egil’s hand; Poldarn knew that, though he was sure he hadn’t seen it. Only a little one, a patch of smooth white about a thumbnail’s width long. No big deal.


‘I see,’ Egil said. ‘And none of these bits and pieces have got me in them.’


‘That’s right. Not so far, anyway.’


‘Good,’ Egil said. ‘You’ve changed since you’ve been away.’


Almost impossible to figure out what he meant by that. ‘Have I?’


A short nod. ‘You’ve changed a lot,’ Egil said.


‘For the better, by the sound of it.’


‘Maybe. I’m in no position to judge.’


Poldarn couldn’t help grinning. ‘That makes two of us,’ he said. ‘You know, since I’ve been back, everybody’s been trying to make me feel like I was only away for a week or so, not twenty years. But it stands to reason I’ll have changed, people do.’ He paused, trying to make a decision, then went on: ‘Were we friends, then?’


Egil’s face had gone dead. ‘Oh yes,’ he said. ‘Very good friends.’


‘We used to knock around together? Do things?’


‘At one stage.’


A picture formed in Poldarn’s mind. ‘I think we went crow’s-nesting once,’ he said. ‘I’ve got this image of us walking across a meadow towards a wood; you were about ten, eleven years old. We’re carrying long, thin poles, for pushing the nests out of the trees with.’


‘Fancy you remembering that.’


It’s not what they say, these people, it’s the way they say it. ‘It happened, then?’


Egil nodded. ‘It was Grather’s wood,’ he said. ‘You know, for his house. A big mob of crows had built in it, and they were flighting in on our spring wheat. Grather was supposed to come with us, but he couldn’t make it. You remember Grather?’


Poldarn shook his head. ‘Another friend of ours?’ he said.


‘My cousin.’


Well, that wasn’t much help. ‘And what happened?’


Egil didn’t answer straight away. ‘We did a good job,’ he said. ‘At least,’ he went on, ‘you did most of it. You and crows, it was like you couldn’t bear to see the buggers. Every time one flew past you’d scowl at it, or throw a stone.’


‘Grandfather’s told me that, too,’ Poldarn replied. ‘Sounds like I had a real thing about them.’


‘Meaning you don’t, any more.’


Poldarn shrugged his shoulders. ‘They don’t seem to bother me particularly,’ he said. ‘I can see they’re a major pest, after planting or when the corn’s starting to sprout.’


‘Well,’ Egil said, ‘I’d best be getting along – they’ll want to know where I’ve been. Are you back for good now, then?’


For good, Poldarn thought; it’s just an expression. ‘Can’t see why not,’ he said. ‘I’ve got no idea what sort of a life I had back over there, but it’s no use to me if I can’t remember it. Like buried treasure, if you’ve lost the map.’


‘Buried treasure,’ Egil repeated. ‘Anyway, I’d better go. Expect I’ll be seeing you around, now you’re marrying Elja.’ He laughed. ‘Welcome to the family.’


‘Thank you.’


‘That’s quite all right,’ Egil said, and walked quickly away into the light.


Poldarn didn’t follow. It was quiet and peaceful in the middle house, now that everybody had gone. He sat down on a broken sawhorse and rested his chin in his hands.


Whatever it was, he thought, it can’t have been too bad; not if I’m going to marry his sister. If it was something dreadful, he’d tell his father and stop the wedding from happening. Could be anything; something trivial from when he was a kid. If I’d done something dreadful here, everybody wouldn’t be so annoyingly glad to see me all the time.


Poldarn pushed the thought out of his mind, like a host at daybreak shooing away the last overstaying guests. More important stuff to mull over: the future, rather than the past. Yes, on balance she seemed a perfectly nice girl—


And perfectly nice wasn’t the sort of thing lovesick poets crooned under balconies. It wasn’t so long ago that he’d arrived at the conclusion that he was in love with Copis, the lady con artist who’d saved his life, given him his name and briefly made him into a god. She hadn’t been perfectly nice; she’d turned out to be a spy working for the monks of Deymeson, and hadn’t she tried to kill him at one point? But that didn’t necessarily change anything; and Poldarn had thought about her more than once since he’d been here, wondering if she was all right, what she was doing, whether their child had been born yet . . . Well, that was one relationship he did know about. There was also this wife of his, Tazencius’s daughter, who’d married him for love, against her father’s express wishes – probably not your ‘perfectly nice’ type either, by the sound of it. Bloody hell, he reflected, I’m old enough to be her father; what kind of life is that for a perfectly nice young girl? But she doesn’t seem to mind the idea.


Doesn’t seem to mind wasn’t a standard phrase in love poetry, either. Maybe they didn’t have love over here, or at least not that variety of the stuff. Thinking about it, Poldarn couldn’t call to mind any examples of it that he’d observed (and you’d have thought you’d have come across at least one pair of starry-eyed young idiots while you’d been here; they weren’t hard to spot when they were in that condition, after all). Maybe they made do with the sort of absent-minded affection he’d noticed between his grandfather and grandmother, for example, or Terwald and his wife, or whatever his name was who looked after the ewes, the one who was married to the fat woman. In a set-up as profoundly organised as this was, he could see where something as unruly and messy as genuine love wouldn’t really fit in: it’d cause all sorts of problems with people missing shifts or even dodging off work altogether. Then there’d be quarrels and jealousies and fights, adulteries and girls kicking up a fuss about being married off to the wrong man, general disorder and disruption of agriculture. The likeliest explanation was that it was just one more of those charcoal things; they knew about it but had made a decision not to use it, probably for some good commonsense reason that everybody else on the island knew about but him.


Not that it mattered, since Poldarn couldn’t remember ever having been really in love – Copis didn’t count as that; for the short time they’d been together, their relationship had been more of a military and diplomatic alliance, offensive and defensive, against a mutual enemy consisting of the whole world. More than that, it was the next best thing to impossible to imagine being in love at Haldersness. In these parts, perfectly nice and doesn’t seem to mind were probably about as ardent as it ever got.


Anyway; it could all be far worse. He could easily have been slated to marry someone twice his weight, with no teeth. He wasn’t sure he’d have chosen those particular in-laws, but it was a safe bet that there was some kind of worthwhile property transaction in the background, and it was high time he started thinking like an heir apparent and giving such considerations their proper degree of weight. Mind you, that wasn’t easy when nobody was prepared to tell him what was going on.


Which reminded him; at some stage this morning, Grandfather was supposed to be taking Poldarn to see the wood, the one they’d be building his house out of (like Grather, whoever he was). When the time came, Grandfather would expect to find him in the forge, getting on with his lessons. He sighed; but he knew perfectly well that hiding in the middle house wasn’t going to solve anything.


By the time he reached the forge, Asburn had finished drawing down the scythe blade on his own, and shaping it was very much a one-man job, for which Poldarn wasn’t the right one man. So he found the nail sett, fished a strip of wire out of the scrap and set to making nails – couldn’t have too many nails, after all, and it was so easy even he could do it. True, Asburn could turn out a bucketful in the time it took him to make one, and the nails Asburn made were straight. So what; it was the thought that counted.


But the fire was hotter than usual, for welding the iron to the steel, and Poldarn contrived to burn more wire than he shaped; his mind wasn’t on his work, which wouldn’t do at all in a forge. Egil, he thought, and killing crows. Why had he hated them so much, he wondered? It was hard to imagine himself feeling that strongly about anything, let alone slow-moving black birds. It seemed likely that, at some point, he and Egil had got up to some kind of mischief, and Egil was warily delighted to find that Poldarn had forgotten all about it. For the reasons he’d already considered, he was fairly sure that it hadn’t been anything too bad, and whatever it was, they’d never been found out. So that was probably all right, too.


Poldarn pulled his strip of wire out of the forge and dropped it into the sett. Before he could start peening over the head, the door scraped open, and a face he recognised but couldn’t put a name to appeared round it.


‘You two,’ said the newcomer, ‘you want to come and take a look at this.’


Asburn was just about to take a weld on a complicated joint; the metal was glassy white and sparkling, it’d be a devil of a job to get it right again if he let it cool. But the newcomer’s tone of voice was enough to make him lay the piece down on the anvil and hurry to the door. What the hell, Poldarn thought, and followed him.


Outside in the yard, most of the farm people were gathered in a tight group. They were staring up towards the mountain, and it didn’t take Poldarn long to figure out why.


A column of crow-black smoke was rising out of a red gash in the mountainside, just to the right of the rather crooked summit.




Chapter Four


‘What do you suppose that’s in aid of?’ someone asked.


Nobody seemed disposed to reply. The red gash was flickering in and out of sight, sporadically masked by plump white clouds – steam, presumably.


‘How long has it been doing that?’ Poldarn asked the man standing next to him, a long-barn hand called Rook.


‘Well, since the noises,’ Rook replied, as if stating the obvious.


‘What noises?’


Rook shifted his gaze from the mountain and gave Poldarn a curious stare. ‘The three loud bangs,’ he said. ‘You didn’t hear them, then?’


Poldarn shook his head. ‘I was in the forge.’


‘Three loud bangs,’ Rook said, ‘and when we stopped for a look, there was all that black stuff coming out the top.’ He frowned. This was clearly something outside his experience, and it occurred to Poldarn that these people – his people – probably didn’t come across something new and unknown more than once or twice in a lifetime. ‘You were abroad all those years,’ Rook said. ‘You got any idea what it is?’


Poldarn nodded. ‘I think so,’ he said. ‘I think it’s a—’ He paused. No word in their language, his language, for volcano. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it that I can remember,’ he said carefully. ‘But yes, I think I know what it is. Where’s Halder?’


Rook indicated with a sideways nod of his head. ‘So what is it, then?’


‘It’s a mountain with its head on fire,’ Poldarn replied. ‘What does it look like?’


He pushed his way through the crowd until he was standing next to Grandfather. ‘So,’ he said, ‘what do you make of that?’


Grandfather shrugged. ‘Beats me,’ he said.


‘I think there’s a word for it in one of the languages I know. Basically, it’s a mountain that gets stuffed up with fire, like a boil or an abscess under a tooth; and when it gets full, it bursts.’


‘Oh.’ Grandfather was frowning. ‘Is it bad?’


‘Usually,’ Poldarn replied. ‘Unfortunately, you now know as much about volcanoes – that’s the foreign word for them – as I do.’


‘Volcanoes.’ Grandfather repeated the word a couple of times, as if trying out a new tool for balance and fit. ‘How is it bad?’


Poldarn shrugged. ‘I don’t honestly know,’ he admitted. ‘But if that red stuff is fire and the white cloud is steam, chances are it’s melting a lot of the pack snow, at the very least. Has the river ever flooded, do you know?’


Halder rubbed his chin. ‘Once,’ he said, ‘when I was a boy. But that was just months of heavy rain, and everything got so waterlogged there was nowhere for it to go.’


‘Fine,’ Poldarn replied. ‘All I’m thinking is, if there’s a whole lot of melt water coming off the mountain all at once, it’s got to go somewhere.’


‘Not here,’ Halder said, after a moment’s thought. ‘Come summer thaw, the melt always runs off down the other fork of the valley, out to Lyatsbridge and Colscegsford.’ He pursed his lips. ‘Colsceg’s pretty high up, but I wouldn’t want to be in Lyat’s house if you’re right about a spate coming down.’


Rook, who’d been listening in on the conversation, said, ‘Maybe I’d better get over there, in case they haven’t figured it for themselves.’


‘The black mare’s saddled,’ Halder replied. ‘I was going to ride back with Colsceg when he went on.’


Rook hurried off; and Poldarn noticed out of the corner of his eye that the stablehands had the horse outside and waiting for him some time before he reached the stable door. ‘What happens next?’ Halder asked.


‘No idea,’ Poldarn said. ‘You sure it’s never done anything like this before?’


‘Could well have done, before we were here to see it. But not since we’ve been here.’


They stood and watched for a while, but nothing else seemed to be happening. Gradually, people started drifting away, back to work. They seemed uneasy, though, as if they’d suddenly woken up after an hour’s unscheduled and unexplained sleep. ‘Bloody thing,’ Halder muttered resentfully. ‘Always something.’


Indeed, Poldarn said to himself; how thoughtless of the mountain to catch on fire, just when everything was going so smoothly. ‘Is Lyatsbridge a big place?’ he asked, by way of making conversation.


‘What? Oh, no, nothing much; not so big as here, or Colscegsford. Lyat was one of Colsceg’s father’s men, struck out on his own thirty years back. He took the ford because nobody wanted it, on account of the flooding.’


That seemed to cover that. ‘Do you want to stay close to the house, in case something happens?’ he asked.


Halder shook his head. ‘Don’t suppose there’s anything to worry about,’ he replied, in a voice that suggested he was making it so by saying it out loud. ‘We might as well take that walk down as far as your wood, now you’re here.’


And sure enough, Colsceg and his offspring were suddenly there, right behind him. Stands to reason they’re invited too, Poldarn thought, since Elja’s going to be living there one day. He looked up at the mountain again, just in case it had stopped performing while his back was turned; but it hadn’t. ‘Maybe Polden fell asleep,’ he suggested, ‘and his chimney caught alight.’


Halder didn’t bother to reply to that.


Needless to say, nobody spoke, all the way from the house to the bottom meadow. When they reached the river, the whole party stopped; Poldarn wondered why, then realised that this was the last point from which they’d be able to see the mountain, without the reverse slope of the combe being in the way.


‘Still at it, then,’ Colsceg said.


He was right; the mountain was still pouring black smoke into the sky, like a leaking wineskin. They stood and scowled at it for a short while, then moved on.


More than once as they walked, Poldarn had looked sideways at Elja; but each time, she was looking straight ahead, absolutely no trace of an expression on her face. Egil, he noticed, stayed the other side of her, as far away from Poldarn as he could get, and he just looked bored and slightly constipated. Well, Poldarn thought, who wants chatty in-laws and a wife who talks all the time?


His first sight of the wood came as they rounded a slight bend in the river, where the western slope of the combe fell sharply down to the bank. Over its shoulder he could make out the tops of pine trees. The sight was extremely familiar – which didn’t make any sense at all, he realised, since the last time he’d been here, the trees would have been too short to show above the hillside. He dismissed it as his imagination coining false memories for him.


The wood was smaller than he’d thought it would be; about six dozen tall, thin trees on a very gentle slope, next to a flat, bare platform standing on a pronounced mound; a highly suitable place to build a house, though the view wouldn’t be up to much. As they approached, a mob of crows got up out of the treetops and flapped slowly, angrily away, like resentful tenants being evicted; not that far off the mark, Poldarn reckoned, since they’d lose their roost when the trees were taken down. Their problem, he told himself. As he watched them toiling laboriously into the air, he felt something on his face and the top of his head; a lighter touch than rain, more like snow. He ran his hand across his forehead and noticed a few specks of black ash. It reminded him of the awkward-to-walk-on black rocks on the mountain, between the snow and the grazing. If the others noticed it, they weren’t curious enough to investigate, or else retrieving bits of debris off yourself in public was bad manners.


‘Good lumber,’ Barn said suddenly. It was the first thing Poldarn had heard him say.


‘Scrawny,’ Halder replied. ‘Should’ve thinned them out fifteen years back. Didn’t seem any point back then, though. Still,’ he added, with a sigh, ‘it’ll have to do.’


It was just a clump of trees, a stand of timber – and then, quite suddenly and unexpectedly, Poldarn caught his breath, because it wasn’t just that. As he stared at the trees, he began remembering them, only he wasn’t seeing them as they had been or even as they were now, but how they would be, one day, one day soon. Just to the right of the middle of the stand grew the roof-tree, the backbone of the house; surrounding it were the girts, joists, floorboards and rafters; below them, slightly asplay on the gentle gradient, stood the braces, sills and plates, with the cross-beams standing out above them. He could see them as trees, still cluttered with branches and clothed in bark. He could also see them as sawn, planed timber, a skeleton of a house (like the skeletons of dead animals and men that litter the ground on a battlefield that nobody’s dared go near for twenty years, on account of ghosts and ill fortune); he could see them in place, slotted together, tenon mated into mortice, joints lapped, dowels clouted home, waiting to be cladded in green-sawn planking, or else the outer skin had rotted or burnt away, leaving only the naked frame.


Poldarn passed his hand through his hair. It was thick with black ash.


‘I remember this lot,’ he said aloud. ‘We came here when I was just a kid, and you pointed out all the trees, told me what they’d be used for. We even cut tallies on them, in case we forgot.’ He lifted his head, then pointed. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘there’s one, you can still just about see it.’


Halder nodded. ‘Thought it might ring a few bells,’ he said. ‘You used to come here all the time, about twenty-five years back.’


‘Did I?’ Poldarn frowned. ‘That I don’t remember.’


Halder laughed. ‘You came up here flighting crows,’ he said. ‘You’d sit just inside the wood, just as it was starting to get dark; and when they dropped in and pitched to roost, you’d try and knock them down with a slingshot or a stone. Got quite good at it, too. Always struck me as a bit of a waste of time, but you always said it was too hard to get ’em out in the fields, you’d do better catching them where they lived. Some sense in that, I guess.’ Halder shook his head. ‘Always seemed to me you took it personal, them trespassing in your wood. Hated the buggers, you did.’


‘Really.’ Poldarn wasn’t sure he wanted to hear about it. ‘Well.’ He took a few steps forward and rested the palm of his hand against the trunk of the tree that would one day be the middle cross-beam. He could feel it flexing ever so slightly, as the wind mussed up its branches. Then it occurred to him to wonder what they were doing there, at that particular moment. As he understood it, a man only built his house when his father (or grandfather) died, because then the old house would be pulled down and split up. It was as if, by bringing him here, Grandfather was serving a formal notice of his own impending death. Just the suggestion filled Poldarn with unanticipated panic; he looked round, just to make sure the old man was still there.


Halder was looking into the cupped palm of his right hand, which was grimy with ash. ‘Bloody stuff,’ he said.
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